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Аннотация
In a bid to regain its superpower status, Russia enters a scheme with Iran and North Korea to control the world's oil reserves, weaken the West, and bring the world to the precipice of nuclear destruction. Standing in their way is the USS Seawolf, her Captain, and his newest crewmember, Lieutenant Kristen Whitaker.
As a naval Academy graduate, brilliant engineer and gifted athlete, Kristen is the quintessential right person in the right place at the right time to prevent catastrophe. But as the first woman ever to serve on an American submarine, she faces unyielding convention and deep-seated prejudice from her fellow officers and crew. With time running out, she must come to terms with a haunted past and carve out her place among the crew before they lose their chance to avert World War III.
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Prelude

Vladivostok, the Russian Federation
The dacha was hidden from direct observation in a remote wood outside the city, protected by layers of electronic and physical security to ensure the discussions conducted within were secret. Outside the walls of the building, no one knew that monumental consequences would result from the decisions made during the week-long meeting. Participants were whisked under tight security, at night, from the airport to the dacha in limousines with blackout windows. Back in their home countries, subterfuge concealed the fact that the leaders were absent.
The Iranian President, according to the Republic’s news broadcast, was recovering from the flu. The North Korean’s regime was far more restrictive as a matter of course, and the people knew little about their leader’s comings and goings. But even in Pyongyang, deception concealed from possible spies the fact that the Supreme Leader was out of the country. The Russian President, a far more public figure than either of his counterparts, was on an inspection tour in Siberia. Prior to the covert meeting, carefully coordinated photo ops had been staged suggesting the President was doing just that. These photos had then been released periodically to the news media during the week to help keep those watching his movements unaware of his actual activities.
Satellite patterns that routinely overflew Vladivostok had been studied and accounted for. American electronic eavesdropping by aircraft off the coast monitoring the Russian naval base had also been factored into the security precautions. The compound around the dacha was, for all intents and purposes, electronically cut off from the rest of the world. Protected hard lines of communication were the only channels of information flowing in or out of the dacha.
Only the most trusted advisors of each principal had been allowed to attend the meeting. The necessary translators had been meticulously investigated, their families placed under close watch to guard against treason. The security personnel guarding the compound had been equally screened and were considered trustworthy. Few of these guards knew who was attending the meeting. Regardless, they would each be closely watched, as would their families until the decisions made during the meeting were allowed to play out.
Despite the elaborate precautions, the Russian President was apprehensive. More than most, he understood the colossal gamble he was now a part of. Of course, he reminded himself, life was a gamble, and the greater the stakes, the greater the prize. And this was, after all, the greatest prize of all.
There were times in his life when his own self-confidence had been shaken. As a KGB officer, he’d witnessed firsthand the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the demise of the Communist Party that had, since his earliest days, been the sole path to power. But he’d managed the transition from intelligence officer to politician using many of the same tools of the trade that had been his first. Deception, misdirection, assassination, bribery, they’d all transitioned nicely from the clandestine world to the political arena.
The Russian Constitution had been an obstacle, but over the years he’d slowly marginalized its restrictions on his power. The Federal Assembly had been another obstacle he’d faced on the path to real power, but with the manipulation of election law, modifications to the presidential appointment power, and outright political assassination, he’d slowly filled the Federation Council and the Duma with loyal party lackeys who would nod their heads obediently. The Prime Minister — the titular head of government — was now a puppet. The Courts — another potential check on his growing power — had been systematically reduced to obedient lap dogs. Yes, he’d consolidated power throughout the Russian Federation, but the power he craved still eluded him.
He recalled with fondness the might of the Soviet Union. Lesser nations had cowered before the Red Bear. The vaunted United States had quivered behind the porous shield provided by NATO. The United Nations had been powerless to prevent the Soviet State from exercising its will anywhere. A superpower, Russia’s undeniable destiny. Only one man had the vision and power to orchestrate its rise back to the pinnacle of power. His challengers, either dead or marginalized to the fringe of political power and the Constitution thwarted, the President knew exactly who that one man was.
It was unfortunate he needed the assistance of the Iranians and the North Koreans. They were peasants, hardly capable of greatness, but they would be well compensated for their risks. North Korea would gain what it always wanted: domination over the South and a powerful ally in a new Russia. The Iranians? He thought little of religion, finding it a useful tool to control people, but little else. But the Iranians, too, would be well rewarded for their part in the grand scheme. In many ways, the Islamic Republic was taking the greatest risk. Of course, their goal of a new Persian Empire was a just reward.
He stood in the biting cold. Novembers in Russia were merciless, and especially so this evening as he watched his counterpart from North Korea slide into the back seat of the black limousine for the drive to the airport. Beside him, the Iranian said a few words in his native gibberish, and then turned to face him. They shook hands a final time.
They wouldn’t see one another again until it was all over and the new world order had been created with Russia returned to her former, prominent position. The little, pudgy Korean’s limousine pulled away and the next limousine pulled up. The Iranian climbed into his car.
The Russian President watched them depart before quietly walking back into the warmth of the dacha. He withdrew to his private office where his personal secretary was finishing up some last minute packing. Accompanying him back into his office was his Minister of Defense and member of the Security Council, the real power in Russia.
“Leave us,” the President said to his secretary. The woman nodded and exited without a word, closing the doors behind her.
Once alone, the President leaned against his desk, as his Defense Minister poured a drink. “Your orders, Vladimir?” They had been together a long time, and he was one of the few who dared use the President’s Christian name.
“Commence the shipments of equipment at once. The Iranians will need time to get organized, so they are a priority. The North Koreans part is just as vital, but they won’t need our assistance like the Iranians will,” he explained, as he mulled the plan over once more. Audacious just didn’t sound like a big enough word to describe it.
“And the fleet?” the Defense Minister reminded him. “We’re risking the might of our Navy.”
This was true. What was left of the once vaunted Soviet Navy had fallen on hard times with decreasing funding. But not all of it. “Issue the orders. By the time the Iranian President lands back in Tehran, I want his intelligence minister reporting that our submarines are at sea.” It was vital that the Iranians feel confident the power of Russia was behind their action; otherwise, the Persians might show their true colors and fold.
The Defense Minister paused long enough to drain a glass of vodka. The President recognized his longtime friend’s angst. “It’ll be all right,” the President said softly.
“We could lose it all,” the nervous minister reminded Vladimir.
The President had decided and wouldn’t change his mind. “Better to lose it all in a gambit for greatness than watch it slowly rust into oblivion.” He watched his friend place the empty glass back on the serving tray, adjust his suit coat, and then nod in agreement.

Chapter One

Headquarters Submarine Forces Pacific, Pearl Harbor, Hawaii
Rear Admiral Mark Beagler didn’t normally deliver messages around his headquarters building. As the commanding officer for all of the US Navy’s submarine forces in the Pacific, he was normally far too busy to be troubled with anything so mundane. But on occasion, when news presented itself that was particularly significant to a member of his command, he often tried to deliver the news personally. At times it was good news, such as the birth of a child, although quite often it was the reverse, and he would personally deliver the sad news of the loss of a loved one. Most commanders of his rank didn’t trouble themselves with such things, but Beagler had always believed it was his people that made the difference, and he’d spent a career seeking out the exceptional and cultivating loyalty.
Because of the sensitive nature of the submarine service, the security at his headquarters was especially tight, with identification badges needed to access many office spaces and armed security in the building. Not that Beagler had to concern himself with access anywhere in the building. His position allowed him access anywhere at any time. He descended the steps to the basement level. Just who thought a basement was a good idea at Pearl Harbor, Beagler could only guess. The close proximity to the ocean and the elevation made a basement all but uninhabitable. A relic of the Cold War, it had been intended as a fallout shelter in the event of nuclear war. As if anything might have been left of his headquarters if there ever had been such a calamity. Intelligence estimates varied on just how many nuclear-tipped ICBMs had been designated to rain down on Pearl Harbor in the event of war with the — now defunct — Soviet Union, but one thing everyone had agreed upon was that there would have been enough to turn this part of Hawaii into a radioactive wasteland. But with the Cold War long over, the basement was now mostly used for storage and smelled of mold and mildew despite dedicated dehumidifiers that fought a losing battle to keep the basement level moisture free.
There was a patch of standing water on the concrete floor, and the light in the hall was poor, giving the basement level a dark, gloomy feel. Beagler had toured the basement once, eighteen months earlier when he’d first taken command, and hadn’t returned. “We have her down here?” he grumbled, more to himself than anyone else.
Beside him, his ever-present aide, Lieutenant Parson nodded, “She was assigned here last year, sir. It was the only space available.”
“Not fit for man or beast,” Beagler grumbled, knowing that he should have taken a closer interest in this particular officer’s assignment. She’d been through a lot — even he wasn’t sure just how much. He’d been supportive; he’d sympathized and tried to help her. But the fact she’d been relegated to a dungeon for the last twelve months was his fault. An oversight for certain, and something other officers should have made certain didn’t happen. After all, he was an Admiral who had an entire fleet of submarines to run and didn’t take a direct hand in the assigning of office space.
“No, sir,” his aide said automatically. With or without feeling Beagler couldn’t be certain. It wasn’t a secret that the woman he was coming to see wasn’t very popular. Infamous might have been a more apt description.
He reached the secured door, noting the badge access panel. The door was marked with a sign making it clear the office space contained classified information and access was restricted. Beagler knocked on the door and waited. But there was no answer. He knocked again, then looked at Parson. “She is in, isn’t she?”
“Yes, Admiral,” his aide replied. “I saw her myself earlier this afternoon when she came back from the pool.” Beagler knew she’d been a swimmer at the Naval Academy… a pretty good one.
After waiting a few more seconds without his knocks being answered, he swiped his security badge across the card reader and heard the electronic lock click as it disengaged. He opened the door and stepped into the dark room. More like a cave, the room was barely larger than a broom closet and packed with equipment. His first thought was that he’d stepped into the sonar room of a submarine. The equipment lining the walls and filling the space had come from various contractors and replicated, nearly exactly, the equipment used on an actual submarine. Which was fitting, considering the work being conducted here.
The only light in the room came from the soft red glow of the lights from the computer panels and displays, but it was enough to illuminate the room’s sole occupant. Dressed in khaki, seated in a standard office chair, her back to the door, and crouched over a panel with headphones in place, was the woman he’d come to see. Light from the hallway filled the small room and alerted her to the unexpected visitor, and she turned abruptly. For a brief moment, as she turned, he thought he saw a flicker of fear on her face. Her arms were tense, her fists clenched tight.
Just what had happened in her past that caused this reaction, he couldn’t be certain. She had never been loquacious; in fact, she was downright tightlipped. Prim and proper, he’d never seen her in anything other than the service uniform, even though the rest of his staff routinely wore the new camouflage utility uniform. He’d briefly seen her at the handful of mandatory staff parties he’d held over the last year, but at those she’d always come in uniform, and — now that he thought about it — she’d always been alone. No colleagues. No friends. At the weekly staff meetings which she dutifully attended, even though she never uttered a word at any of them, she was always as stiff and on edge as she now appeared.
His aide clicked on the light. Recognizing Beagler, the woman rose from her seat as she removed the headphones leading to the computer behind her. She automatically came to attention — the only officer in his headquarters who routinely did so. “Good afternoon, Admiral,” she greeted him automatically, sounding more like a machine than a human being. This too was normal. Her tone of voice — on the rare occasions when she did speak — was always professional and emotionless. “I was not expecting you.”
“At ease, Lieutenant,” he responded, preferring his officers to be relaxed around him. “Low stress equals high performance,” was a mantra of his. But she never let her guard down.
Quite tall for a woman, she was a good two inches taller than his 5–8 frame. Athletic in build, she had shoulders that were a bit broad like a man’s might be. Her face was rather plain without a trace of makeup. Neither did she wear earrings or nail polish. Other than the long hair she kept tightly concealed in braids, there was nothing feminine about her appearance.
“Is there something I can do for you, Admiral?” she asked as her posture changed slightly to a more relaxed position. Her tone however, stayed cold, distant, controlled.
He glanced at the rows of computers, sound synthesizers and other sonar equipment. She’d been down here nearly a year analyzing raw sound data from Chinese submarines. Her initial report had been presented nearly a month earlier and was now making its way through Naval Intelligence. “Still at it, I see,” he commented, wishing she might loosen up.
“Yes, sir,” she responded perfunctorily.
He looked back at her, wondering if she ever smiled. Certainly he’d never seen it. Perhaps now…
“I have some good news for you, Lieutenant,” he explained, studying her face, hoping to see any reaction at all to the news he was about to present. “The President just announced his decision.”
If she heard, she gave no indication of it. Her expression stayed tightly controlled.
“You’re going to sea, Kristen.” It was what she wanted. He’d watched as a spectator at first, and then as an advocate for her petition to join the submarine service. Since leaving the Naval Academy, she’d spent almost four years fighting the stubborn Navy Brass and an obstinate submarine service for the right to serve in the all-male domain of the Silent Service. Now, after years of setbacks and miles of red tape, she was getting her chance.
He expected something from her. A smile maybe, perhaps tears of joy. Anything other than the stony expression and mute silence. Was she in shock?
“Kristen?” he asked. “Did you hear me?”
“Yes, sir,” she responded, her usually controlled voice sounding a bit forced suddenly. Was this all the reaction he would get? He’d expected… he wasn’t quite certain what he expected. But then he’d never been able to penetrate the icy veneer she kept wrapped around herself.
After a lengthy pause during which not a word was exchanged and the only sound came from the soft whirring of the computers, she spoke, “May I ask when I will be receiving orders, Admiral?” He thought he detected a hint of doubt in her voice, which was almost an emotional outburst for her. He understood. There’d been other such moments over the last three-plus years when she’d come close to stepping on board a submarine as a crew member, only to have the rug snatched out from under her.
He raised his left hand holding her official orders. “Hot off the printer.” He studied her face hoping to catch any hint of what she was thinking. He thought he detected a quickening of her breath, her eyes darted to the paper in his hand and there might have been a brief glimmer of hope, but she tucked away the brief flash of emotion almost immediately. Despite this carefully crafted exterior of control, there was no denying the slight tremble in her left hand as she reached for the orders sending her to sea.
“Congratulations, Lieutenant,” he offered as he extended his right hand.
She thoughtlessly took his hand with a surprisingly strong grip as she accepted her orders with her left hand. Her eyes dropped to the papers. More than most, he understood her uniqueness, her God-given gifts that made her so special. In less time than it took for him to shake her hand, she’d confirmed what he’d said.
This was no joke. She was going to sea.
She looked up at him, and now the rapidity of her breathing was unmistakable. She gestured toward the stacks of computers and sound equipment. “My final report isn’t finished yet, Admiral…”
Loyalty and dedication to duty were two traits he admired greatly. She had them in spades. Her dream was to be the first woman on a submarine, and now she had orders in hand to become that woman, yet she hesitated because of the obligation she felt to complete her task here.
Beagler brushed off the not-so-insignificant task. “We’ll manage.” Tapping the papers in her hand, he added, “Besides, your orders have you departing immediately.”
Silence.
She was hardly a fool. Fools didn’t graduate at the top of their Academy class. Fools didn’t work for Beagler. Yet, she seemed at a loss for words. Was this the outpouring of emotion? Disbelief? Shock?
“Unless you’ve changed your mind,” he prodded gently, knowing she hadn’t.
“No, sir,” she managed. “Not at all, Admiral. I just…”
He nodded in understanding, wishing he could tell what she was thinking. Even now, with victory literally in her grasp, she refused to celebrate. Perhaps she was even smarter than he thought. Despite the difficulties in getting this far, Beagler knew from experience that the toughest part was still ahead.
“Then I suggest you get packing, unless you want your leave cut short.” As with all permanent change of station orders, Kristen would receive thirty days of leave to help her make the transition. “Bremerton, Washington in winter is quite a change from sunny Hawaii.”
She managed a nod as her eyes seemed lost in deep thought.
“Well, I’ll leave you to it then,” he offered, sensing that perhaps she preferred to be alone rather than allow her emotions be put on display. He turned to leave as his aide withdrew to the hallway.
As Beagler took his leave she stopped him, “Sir.”
He looked back over his shoulder at her. She was still standing as if riveted to the floor. She appeared to be struggling to find the right words. “Yes, Lieutenant?”
“Thank you, Admiral.” They were simple words, but they were sincere.
“Don’t thank me just yet, Kristen,” he confided. “You’re going to the Seawolf,” he informed her. “I know her captain.” He paused for a moment to consider his lengthy relationship with the anything-but-conventional commanding officer of the Seawolf. “Rest assured, your biggest challenges lie ahead of you.”

Chapter Two

USS Albany, Barents Sea
“Con, sonar,” came the voice through the speaker.
Captain Albert Styles reached up and took the microphone down from the overhead speaker. “What is it, sonar?”
“We’re picking up another power plant signature, Captain,” came the reply. “Another Typhoon, sir.”
“Son of a bitch,” Styles’ executive officer whispered next to him. “Are we at war and someone just forgot to tell us?”
Styles was beginning to wonder the same thing. Washington had been monitoring the Russian Navy more closely since intelligence began detecting signs of a marked increase in work in and around their submarine bases. Satellite imagery had picked up what appeared to be repairs and preparations for getting their aging submarine fleet back into an operational state. It was why the Albany was patrolling just outside the big Russian base at Polyarny.
With the exception of a few aging chief petty officers and the admirals back in Norfolk, there was no one left who remembered the Cold War firsthand, but whatever the Russians were up to, it sure looked big as far as Styles was concerned. “Anything on ESM?” he asked his XO, referring to their electronics antenna peeking up above the waves.
“A lot of radio chatter up there,” he replied dutifully. “They’re definitely coming out.”
“How many does that make now?” Styles asked his operations officer, wondering how many Russian subs they’d counted leaving port.
“Eight ice breakers leading out six Akulas, three Typhoons and what we believe to be the Borei, Captain.”
The Borei was the newest Russian ballistic missile submarine, and the US Navy knew almost nothing about her. Captain Styles again spoke into the microphone, addressing his sonar room, “Chief, make sure you’re running a tape on the Borei.”
“Aye, Captain.”
“Should we go up and take a peek?” the XO asked.
Styles knew it was a risk, but with little information available on the Borei, he thought the risk worthwhile. The Albany’s periscope had a radar absorbing coating to help conceal it, and Styles would only have the scope above the waves for a few seconds. He nodded his head and stepped up onto the periscope pedestal.
Prior to raising the scope, he did a final check with his sonar and radio room to make certain there were no unexpected threats waiting above like an antisubmarine helicopter loitering directly above them. Once relatively sure they were safe from immediate danger, he raised the scope. Everything he would see was automatically recorded for later analysis. As planned, the scope was above the surface for barely three seconds, during which time Styles swept the view across the entire armada sallying forth out of Polyarny for — what he prayed — was just an exercise.
Once the scope was again below the surface, he ordered a course change to reposition the Albany to better observe the unexpected Russian deployment. Certain they were again safely hidden beneath the waves and not about to be run over by the approaching Russian submarines, he turned his attention to the film. One by one he and his fellow bridge officers identified the various submarines coming out or harbor. The Borei— despite being a ballistic missile boat — was conspicuously smaller than the Typhoons. This in and of itself was an oddity. Russian sub design had been going for ever larger submarines.
Styles couldn’t help wonder what other secrets she might be hiding.

Chapter Three

Pier D, Bremerton, Washington
Lieutenant Junior Grade Kristen Whitaker looked through the car window at the cold Puget Sound rain. Upon getting her dress uniform back from the dry cleaners, she’d gone over it with an iron to make certain it was impeccable. Her uniform cap was brand new. Her shoes were shined to a mirror gloss. Her four ribbons were perfectly centered one eighth of an inch above her left breast pocket. Her hair was impeccably braided. She’d spent years preparing for this moment, and she’d done everything she could to make her first impression a good one.
Except she’d forgotten her umbrella.
Dummy.
Kristen looked at the gate leading to Pier D. It was only twenty yards away, but she could barely make out the two civilian rent-a-cops on duty cowering under the awning of a guard shack. She’d be soaked to the skin before she got halfway to the gate. She contemplated the gloomy skies, hoping there might be a break in the rain. But low clouds hung over the harbor like a shroud and gave no indication of a let up anytime soon.
“Maybe you could check in tomorrow, ma’am?” the female petty officer who’d driven Kristen from the squadron headquarters in Bangor offered. “Your orders say you don’t have to report for another four weeks.”
Kristen glanced back at the pudgy African American who’d been so kind to her — the only one who had — when Kristen checked into the squadron headquarters earlier in the day. Kristen knew the petty officer was right. Upon receiving her orders from Admiral Beagler back in Hawaii, she’d forgone any leave due her and rushed directly to Washington well ahead of schedule. So she could, in good conscience, return to her nice, dry room at the barracks and wait until the next day.
What’s another day?
Kristen shook her head. “It’s just a little rain. A little rain never hurt anybody,” she assured the petty officer who looked up at Kristen’s hair.
“If you say so, ma’am,” the petty officer replied skeptically. “Maybe we could run to the Base Exchange and get you an umbrella…”
“No, I’ve waited long enough for this,” Kristen replied and took her uniform cap and set it firmly on her head, knowing it would look more like an old sack by the time she reached the pier beyond the gate. She looked back at the petty officer a final time. She wasn’t one for ostentatious displays of emotion. Quite the opposite in fact, but she appreciated politeness and kindness.
“Thank you for… everything.”
“No problem, ma’am,” she replied with a conspiratorial grin. “Us girls gotta stick together, right?
Kristen reached over and squeezed the woman’s hand. “Right.”
“Give’em hell, ma’am.”
Kristen took a deep breath and grabbed her soft leather briefcase before opening the door and stepping out into the torrential downpour. She walked across the pavement to the gate, and, as she’d feared, she was soaked through to the skin before she reached the puzzled guards. Kristen stepped under the awning leading to the metal detector and handed her security badge over to the men.
She waited patiently as they looked through her briefcase to make certain she wasn’t carrying anything hazardous and ran her security badge through a card reader. Kristen stood calmly, doing her best not to show the combination of excitement and nervousness she was feeling.
Her whole life had been in preparation for this moment. The last four years especially so, as she’d fought the naval establishment, deep-seated prejudice, and more than a healthy dose of chauvinism to reach this point. No woman had ever done what she was about to. She’d sacrificed nearly everything short of her life to get here, and no rain would stop her now. She clipped her security pass back in place, stepped through the checkpoint, went past the vehicle barriers, and onto the pier itself.
Any thought that her years of struggle weren’t worth it faded as she saw the dark, menacingly beautiful shape of the submarine tied up along the pier. Despite the taciturn demeanor she carefully maintained, she couldn’t resist a shiver of excitement followed by a queer numbness as she looked upon her personal Holy Grail. Mooring lines held the nine-thousand-ton beast fast along the pier. Dockside, there were half a dozen trucks and vans from various contractors who were helping the crew get the submarine ready for sea.
As if in a dream, Kristen walked down the pier toward another security booth, this one positioned at the top of the gangplank leading to the dark hull of the submarine. As she walked, relishing every moment, her senses struggled to absorb every sight, sound, and smell. Diesel fumes mixed with saltwater and the smell of burning metal as a symphony of power drills, metal grinders, torches, hammer drills, portable generators, and countless other tools roared while men worked feverishly.
She stopped at the second security checkpoint where two armed crewmen wearing bulletproof vests were on duty, inspecting security badges yet again before allowing anyone onto the submarine. They each eyed her curiously, apparently not expecting her.
“What can we do for you, ma’am?” a chunky Latino named Ramirez asked from under the protection of the checkpoint roof.
Kristen knew this would be just the first of many tests she would have to face now that she’d gotten what she wanted. Rear Admiral Beagler had warned her before leaving Pearl about “being careful what you wish for.” He’d been instrumental in helping her achieve her goal of serving aboard a submarine, but even he’d felt it necessary to warn her that the difficulties she’d endured to this point would pale in comparison to actually serving on a real sub. As she stood in the driving rain, she looked at the petty officer, hoping she didn’t appear too bitchy as she replied smoothly, “You can start by snapping out a salute, Petty Officer Ramirez.”
Although required to salute all officers, it was quite common for sailors in the Navy to conveniently forget this simple protocol, especially when the salute was for junior officers. Properly chastised, Ramirez and his fellow sentry saluted, and Kristen returned it smartly.
“Sorry ma’am,” Ramirez apologized. “What can we do for you?”
“I’m checking in,” she replied trying to sound professional and matter of fact at the same time. It was no secret she was coming, but she wasn’t scheduled to arrive for nearly a month, so she wasn’t surprised by their looks of disbelief.
“No shit?” Ramirez thought out loud.
“No shit,” she replied as she handed over her security badge.
Ramirez and the other sailor were momentarily dumbstruck. Neither man seemed to know just how to act, but Kristen had grown accustomed to this reaction over the past few years since she first stunned the Navy by requesting transfer to the submarine forces as something other than a staff officer in headquarters. The men she’d encountered every step of the way were unaccustomed to dealing with women, and instead of just treating her like any other junior officer, they’d always stumbled and fumbled around her.
These two managed to recover enough to finish signing her in, returned her security badge, and issued her a personal dosimeter she was required to wear at all times while aboard the nuclear-powered submarine. She secured both to her uniform and then looked back up at the two petty officers, giving them a brief, expectant stare — which was enough.
They offered her a salute in parting, and after returning it, she stepped up onto the gangplank and then down toward the Seawolf.
If she’d been excited before, Kristen was now nearly floating on air — and a little nauseated — as she walked toward the submarine. So many times over the last few years she’d gotten her hopes up that she might realize her lifelong ambition only to have those hopes dashed on the rocks of convention. But not now. Not this time. She had made it. The years of ramming her head against a brick wall were behind her. Nothing would stop her now.
The Seawolf pointed toward the sea, her rudder sticking out of the water. A portable work shed was positioned over the forward hatchway, and although she could hear the staccato sound of a hammer drills from inside the shed, she couldn’t see what the workers were doing. Numerous lines draped over the hull provided water, electricity, phone service, and other shore-based services to the submarine. On the sail she noticed more men working. They paused their labor briefly to watch as she descended the gangplank. She assumed they knew just who she was. Her posting to a fleet submarine had made the cover of Navy Times and had even been mentioned in the national news.
She looked at the hull as she stepped down onto the hard rubber surface. The historic nature of this step was as significant to her as that made by Neil Armstrong when he’d taken a “great leap for mankind.” She knew few others could possibly understand how important this moment was to her. Kristen wasn’t an emotional person; in fact, the term “cold fish” had been used on more than one occasion to describe her, but she could feel true emotion welling up within her as she took a few steps across the hull toward the weapons-loading hatchway. It was normally used for loading torpedoes and missiles, but was currently being used as a personnel entrance while the forward hatch was undergoing some sort of maintenance.
A removable canopy was positioned over the hatch to prevent rain pouring in. Kristen stepped under the shelter and without further delay climbed down into the submarine itself. Anticipating the difficulties of negotiating stainless steel ladders as she moved through the submarine, she’d forgone her dress skirt and pumps and was wearing slacks and loafers.
She climbed through the weapons hatch and down into the forward section of the submarine. Two crewmen dressed in blue coveralls called “poopie suits” were servicing a control panel as she appeared between them. Both stopped and stared as she appeared. By the looks on their faces, she might have been an alien. But before they could utter a word of greeting or disbelief, Kristen saw an ensign, also dressed in coveralls, appear.
Kristen faced him, immediately aware of the incredibly claustrophobic conditions surrounding her. There was nowhere she could look that wasn’t chocked full of equipment. Pipes, electrical conduit, junction boxes, emergency equipment, and machinery took up every possible space. Kristen was an engineer and loved machinery, but it struck her that the Seawolf designers hadn’t planned it with comfort in mind for its crew. In fact, as far as the submarine’s design, the human component had been an afterthought.
According to his coveralls, the ensign’s last name was Martin. Her analytical mind immediately surmised that he’d only been aboard a short while. It took an officer fifteen months just to complete the various schools necessary to reach a submarine, and the time for promotion from ensign to lieutenant junior grade was only twenty-four months.
“There you are, Lieutenant,” he greeted her with a smile. “Welcome to the Seawolf.”
He was shorter than Kristen at about five-seven, and slightly built. He had light brown hair, dark eyes, and glasses. Her own glasses had fogged up in the rain, and she removed them as he welcomed her.
“Thank you, Ensign Martin,” she responded stiffly. His smile and words of welcome were meaningless to her. The cliché, “Talk is cheap,” was something she’d seen proven time and time again over the past few years.
He scratched his nose, and she noticed grease stains on his elbows and more grit on his fingers and under his nails. There were dark circles under his eyes, and his ill-fitting coveralls looked like a shambling mound of wrinkles.
“We just received word from the squadron that you were reporting in today,” he explained as he motioned for her to follow him. “We weren’t expecting you this soon.”
“So I gathered,” she replied curtly. The activity outside the submarine had made her think of an overturned anthill, but now inside she was reminded of a beehive. Men were working everywhere. Civilian contractors mixed in with the submarine’s personnel and naval technicians who looked to be literally replacing, repairing or inspecting every piece of equipment on board. The sounds outside had been nothing compared to the constant din inside the sub as officers and chief petty officers directed work gangs, power tools roared, and men strained to carry out their tasks. At the same time she took in these sights and sounds, she was struck by the menagerie of odors assaulting her keen senses. The bitter smell of solder and acetylene, the pong of human sweat, the antiseptic scent from the air purifiers, the powerfully pungent aroma of cleaning solvent that fought — unsuccessfully — to cover up the other odors all added to her impression of being in a stuffy, metal world surrounded by mindless machinery serviced by flesh.
“Hell, we aren’t even sure where you’re gonna sleep yet,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder while they maneuvered their way through the controlled chaos.
Kristen tried to control her excitement at being on board. She couldn’t afford to allow her true feelings to show, but despite her self discipline, her head was on a swivel as she tried to take it all in. Without conscious thought, her hand went out and caressed a junction box in passing, then fingered a bulkhead as if wanting to make certain she wasn’t just dreaming. They reached a ladder where two crewmen were struggling with a computer-shipping container. Kristen and Ensign Martin squeezed themselves flat against the bulkhead, out of the way as the two men wrestled with the container.
While they waited, Martin continued to talk.“The Blade is in captain’s mast at the moment, but he should be done soon.”
“The Blade?” she asked curiously as the men maneuvered the bulky container down the ladder and then out of the way.
Martin lowered his voice and whispered, “That’s what the crew calls the skipper.”
Kristen thought she caught a hint of superiority in his tone. Martin clearly thought the fact he’d been on board longer than she gave him some level of advantage over her. She knew new officers usually got the worst duty assignments and assumed he hoped some of these jobs might now fall to her.
Martin continued his explanation, “He can be a little intimidating, if you know what I mean.”
She didn’t. But then again she’d been browbeaten by the Chief of Naval Operations as well as the Secretary of the Navy over her desire to serve on a submarine, and as a result didn’t intimidate easily. But she got the impression from Martin’s tone that he was terrified of the Seawolf’s captain.
“Do you know him?” Martin asked as he led her to the captain’s cabin, taking a circuitous route to avoid some work gangs. They passed through the control center which was, like the rest of the submarine, filled with personnel — civilian and military — working feverishly to get the boat ready for sea.
“Only by reputation,” Kristen replied. After receiving her orders, she’d taken time to learn all she could about her new captain. There was hardly a submariner alive who hadn’t heard of the enigmatic skipper of the USS Seawolf. He was considered, hands down, the finest fast-attack boat skipper currently in the service. While serving on Admiral Beagler’s staff in Hawaii, Kristen had access to reports on all the submarines operating in the Pacific, and she’d noticed that the hairiest assignments had always gone to the Seawolf, mainly because of Brodie. “They say he’s the best,” she added, trying not to gawk too much as she moved through the control room.
Her flesh was still tingling with excitement as she moved aft into “officer country.” Kristen had studied the schematics of every submarine currently in service, and she knew the captain’s quarters were the closest to the command center, allowing him direct access to the “bridge.” A brass plaque on the door leading to his cabin verified her assumption, and Martin paused a discreet distance from the door while Kristen turned, placing her back against the bulkhead. She was still looking forward at the command center, trying to hide her schoolgirl excitement at finally being on board. She’d been conscious of multiple pairs of eyes following her with — at best — curious expressions as she’d moved through the submarine. She felt as welcome as the plague, despite what Martin had said on greeting her.
She’d expected nothing less. The squadron commander hadn’t even tried to hide his discontent at her being assigned to his command. He hadn’t bothered to welcome her and had made it clear he expected her to be begging for a transfer within a month.
Martin was still talking, something he hadn’t stopped doing since she’d met him, and she found herself tuning him out as she absorbed the flurry of sights and sounds around her. But she refocused her wayward attention on Martin as he explained why everything looked so hectic. “The Seawolf just returned from a patrol and was scheduled for a refit and complete systems upgrade,” he explained. “But we received word a week ago that COMSUBPAC wants us back at sea right after the first of the year.”
That was less than a month away, hardly enough time to complete a full refit, not to mention enough time to allow the crew the expected rest between deployments. Kristen was fully aware of the Seawolf being rescheduled to return to sea as soon as possible. She’d been in the headquarters at Pearl Harbor when Admiral Beagler had ordered it. Not that she had access to their orders.
“I mean, it hardly seems fair, right?” Martin asked in a barely audible whisper. “There’re other submarines in the fleet that haven’t just come off deployment.”
She studied Martin, wondering what he knew about the situation. As a “special projects” officer assigned to COMSUBPAC responsible for studying the latest Chinese submarine technology and sonar capabilities, she’d enjoyed nearly universal access to intelligence reports, and she felt she understood exactly why the Seawolf was needed back at sea.
The Seawolf wasn’t just any submarine. With the Jimmy Carter damaged and the Connecticut laid up in dry dock, the Seawolf was the best the US Navy currently had to offer. She hadn’t been privy to the Jimmy Carter’s mission; only Admiral Beagler and his operations officer had known the details.
“I’m just glad I made it before you fellas left without me,” she replied honestly. The possibility that she’d been assigned to the Seawolf with full knowledge that if she’d taken her full leave period, she would have missed the boat’s sailing occurred to her, and she wondered if this was just another ploy by the Navy to keep her off an operational boat.
“Yeah,” Martin replied unconvincingly. “I mean, when I heard I was coming to the Seawolf I was overjoyed.” By the expression on his haggard face, whatever joy he’d felt had faded.
Kristen noticed him glance toward the captain’s doorway, and she thought she saw a glimmer of anxiety flutter over his face.
“A word of advice: try not to piss him off,” he warned as he looked back at her nervously.
Kristen had no intention of doing so, but then again she’d never intended to infuriate virtually every submarine officer in the Navy. But within months of her decision to challenge the Navy’s policy regarding women on subs, nearly every friend she knew had forsaken her and she’d become a pariah among her fellow officers. She couldn’t remember another commanding officer besides Admiral Beagler who had treated her with at least civility, and she didn’t expect any from the skipper of the Seawolf.
“I’ll keep that in mind,” she replied to Martin’s warning. “What’s he like anyway?” she asked as she did her best to straighten out her soaked uniform. She again cursed herself for not having brought an umbrella. The captain would — more than any other officer in her chain of command — have the greatest impact on her career, such as it was. So a first impression was important. Kristen caught a hint of her reflection in a stainless steel panel and thought she looked like a half-drowned cat.
So much for first impressions.
Martin was about to answer her question when the door opened. Martin came to attention reflexively. He was nervous, and Kristen felt her own sense of foreboding. She briefly wondered if the captain might treat her fairly but dismissed the thought a moment later as ridiculous. He would hate her. She expected it and steeled herself for the encounter.
“Get the fuck out, shitbird!” she heard a cold, merciless, gravelly voice order from inside the cabin.
A seaman appeared a moment later. He nearly tripped over the bottom of the doorway in his haste to exit the cabin. Whatever rank he’d been before entering the cabin Kristen couldn’t tell. Where his rank had been sewn on the sleeve of his uniform coat, there was now a patch of new-looking fabric under where the insignia had been cut off. In addition to this, the seaman — who was about six-two and of average build — had clearly been weeping. His eyes were bloodshot and there were still tearstains on his ash-white cheeks. Kristen came to attention herself while the seaman rushed away, as if fleeing the scene of some calamity.
“Oh, boy,” she whispered under her breath and prepared herself for what she assumed would be another less-than-inviting welcome.
A moment later another man appeared in the doorway. He was dressed in grease-stained overalls, but his rank insignia left no doubt who he was. He was a master chief petty officer. He was short and stocky, his sleeves were rolled up to show powerful arms covered in tattoos, and he had a bit of a gut on him. But the look on his face reminded her of a junkyard dog, and the name stitched on his uniform was Lawhorn. Kristen knew immediately that this man was the Chief of the Boat, or COB for short.
The salty chief watched the disbarred seaman before turning and seeing Martin. Kristen thought she saw a hint of disapproval in the man’s dark eyes as he looked at the young ensign before turning his attention to her. Kristen felt the man’s hard eyes upon her, but she didn’t shrink from it or wilt. She’d been through much worse than a disgruntled chief.
“Well, what have we here?” he asked with a gravelly voice. She’d never been good at reading people — something she considered just one of many flaws she fought hard to conceal from the world — but she thought his tone turned from harsh to — dare she believe — polite?
“This is Lieutenant Whitaker, COB,” Martin answered for her.
COB shot Martin a look as if to say, “No shit.”
The Chief stepped clear of the doorway as another man appeared. He was tall, very tall. Kristen guessed he was about six-six. He was slender and dressed in khakis displaying his ribbons in addition to the coveted gold dolphin insignia signifying him as a qualified submarine officer. An odd addition to his uniform, however, was a second gold insignia, a special warfare qualification badge, signifying him as having at some time in his career been a SEAL. His skin was ink black, and his facial features were sharp, with angled cheekbones and clear eyes. His close-cut hair had some grey in it, and she noticed a Naval Academy ring on his right ring finger and a wedding band on the left. The nametag on his uniform read Graves, and he was a commander.
“What is it, COB?” Graves asked as he placed a hand on the Chief’s shoulder, but then saw her. A look of surprise crossed his face, but she wasn’t certain if there was malice or amusement in the expression. He considered her appearance, and she recognized a clear look of displeasure as he took in her dripping uniform.
“Humph,” Graves replied to his own question and ducked his head back into the captain’s cabin. “Skipper, she’s here.”
Kristen could pick up no hint of emotion from Graves regarding her. His tone was noncommittal. COB, however, had stepped across from her and paused for a brief moment to study her face. He looked tough enough to chew nails, and she guessed by the hint of disdain he showed Martin that he probably didn’t like junior officers.
He thoughtfully nodded his head, but said nothing as he studied her like he knew her. She briefly thought of her father, knowing she’d inherited his eyes. The grizzled chief might have known him. The submarine service was small, and everyone tended to know one another. He was certainly old enough to have served with her father years earlier. But COB said nothing, keeping his thoughts to himself.
Kristen didn’t hear anything from inside the cabin, but the tall, lanky commander stepped clear of the doorway and motioned her inside. As he did, Kristen noticed a slight gimp. There was something wrong with the commander’s right leg, causing him to move a little awkwardly.
“Report to the commanding officer, Lieutenant,” he ordered sharply.
Kristen was still a bit puzzled by the look COB had given her. It certainly wasn’t a look of welcome, but hadn’t been one of disdain like he’d shot at Martin. Instead, he’d looked… curious. COBs throughout the submarine service weren’t known to like officers, especially junior officers whom they considered worse than useless. Kristen ushered the idle speculation from her mind, took a deep, steadying breath and stepped forward.
“Aye-aye, sir,” she replied to the tall black man she assumed was her executive officer.
As she crossed through the threshold, she couldn’t help thinking about the way the seaman who’d just fled this cabin had looked. He’d been in captain’s mast for some disciplinary reason, and he’d left the stateroom nearly crying. Martin’s warning about not “pissing off the Blade” was resonating in her ears.

Chapter Four

Captain’s Cabin, USS Seawolf
Kristen stepped past Commander Graves and through the doorway into the tiny cabin that served as both sleeping quarters and office for the commander of the Seawolf. Surface vessels normally had lavish accommodations for their captains with port cabins, at sea cabins, and separate office spaces as well as a private dining room. But like everything else on the submarine, a captain’s cabin was meant to provide the bare essentials and nothing more.
But even the austerity expected within a submarine paled when compared to the starkness of the cabin Kristen found herself in. She’d been in dozens of offices in her career and — without exception — they’d been decorated to taste with pictures and memorabilia decorating the walls. But this cabin had nothing that hadn’t been issued by the Navy. No pictures. No plaques. The walls were devoid of anything except the finish placed there by the Electric Boat Company in Groton, Connecticut.
She resisted the urge to look around and instead came to attention in the middle of the tiny cabin, facing the officer seated in a booth-style seat along the rear bulkhead. He finished shuffling some papers to the side, and she noticed a stack of classified briefing binders on the desk. She stood at rigid attention, painfully aware of the squeaking noise her loafers had made on the polished tile floor as she entered.
Kristen heard the XO step in behind her and close the door. Above her, she heard the hiss of an air conditioning vent. On one bulkhead, in the corner, there was a small communications suite and computer display. The air was fresh, chill, and oddly devoid of any odor she recognized. She could hear the gentle hum of the computer, but otherwise, the only sound she heard was the steady dripping of water as it struck the deck beneath her.
An umbrella. You had to forget an umbrella.
Her captain was seated on the bench at an angle so he could face her, his right elbow on the table and his chin resting thoughtfully on his right hand. He was a commander, like the XO, but as the commanding officer his title was Captain. Other than a simple wristwatch, he wore no jewelry she could see. He was dressed in khakis like the XO, except he wore no ribbons on his chest. This was a breach of regulations, but she wasn’t about to point it out. His dress was, like the cabin, the bare minimum and nothing more. Another oddity she would have to consider.
She looked at his face and was immediately struck by two glaring anomalies. He was young, far younger than she’d expected. She knew he was currently serving an unprecedented second tour as commanding officer on the Seawolf, so she’d expected him to be in his mid-forties. Instead, he looked to be in his mid-thirties at most, his face almost boyish. The other oddity was his hair.
Submarine officers were noted and even rewarded for their conventionalism. Mustaches were considered taboo, and she’d never seen anyone with anything but closely cropped hair. Brodie didn’t have a mustache, but he did have the longest mess of hair she’d ever seen on an officer — any officer. Although not long by civilian standards, what shocked her most was its unkemptness. The bushy hair seemed to just spring from his head with the order of a haystack.
What did this mean? Her natural inclination toward analysis caused her eyes to linger on him, something she wasn’t supposed to do.
She caught herself staring at him in bewilderment, momentarily wondering if this was just another in a long line of practical jokes and hazing rituals she’d endured since entering the Navy. There was no way this man could be her captain. His face was strong, with sharp cheekbones, a square jaw and a crooked nose hinting that it had been broken some time in his past. Then she saw his eyes. Cold. Intense. Steel grey. They were staring back at her expectantly.
Kristen cut her eyes away from him, locking them back on a spot on the far wall. Once more she stood at rigid attention, dripping all over his floor and struggling to regain her composure. There was silence between them, and she briefly wondered how long she’d been standing there when he spoke. “Well?” he asked, apparently already annoyed with her. His tone was not harsh, nor was it friendly or loud. She’d expected him to raise his voice — the commodore had — but Brodie’s tone stayed conversational — a bit unemotional perhaps, but professional and firm.
“Good afternoon, sir,” she managed. “Lieutenant Junior Grade Kristen Whitaker reporting as ordered.”
He said nothing in reply. More silence. She assumed this was a ploy on his part to intimidate her. But Kristen didn’t intimidate easily. If she did, then she never would have made it this far. Instead, the silence allowed her to regain her composure and clear her head. Something about him had unnerved her at first, but the feeling had passed and she was again in complete control.
But the silence continued.
She could feel Brodie’s eyes upon her. Studying her. Analyzing her. Searching for the many imperfections she struggled to hide from the world. Behind her, she heard the barely perceptible breathing of the XO as he stood quietly. Kristen felt like a creature on display; she didn’t like the sensation. She resisted the urge to fidget as she felt a bead of water slowly work its way down her forehead and along her nose.
Great, the silent treatment. I’ve had worse.
“Stand at ease, Lieutenant,” he finally said in the same calm.
Kristen slipped into a modified position of parade rest, but didn’t relax. This wasn’t a joke. This was him. This was Sean Brodie, her captain. The man who would decide her fate aboard this vessel.
“I see the weatherman finally got it right,” he offered, still watching her as if he were a jungle cat sizing up his next victim. His tone stayed relaxed, but she had the distinct feeling it was the calm before the storm.
“Pardon me, sir?”
“The Navy Weather Station in Bangor forecast an eighty percent chance of showers today,” he said offhandedly. Still seated in his chair, he rubbed his chin thoughtfully, his appraising eyes never leaving her. “In the future, you may want to consider checking the weather, Lieutenant, and perhaps investing in an umbrella.”
As her uniform continued dripping on the tiled floor, she clenched her jaw, feeling more foolish by the second. She secretly chastised her fickle memory. Of the many things in her life she wished her perfectly ordered brain would forget, an umbrella hadn’t been one of them.
“Yes, sir.”
His right hand reached out toward her. “Your orders?”
Kristen had forgotten about the official orders still in her briefcase. She fumbled for a few seconds, trying not to spill its contents onto the cabin floor and make an even bigger fool out of herself. She removed her orders and record book then handed them over. He resumed his previous posture and went through her orders.
More silence.
She watched him methodically read through her orders as if searching for any flaw that might allow him to send her away. She assumed he — like everyone else — didn’t want her on board. As a result, she expected him to use any excuse to be rid of her. Just what game he was playing she wasn’t certain, but she wasn’t going to let him get to her. Over the past few years she’d become immune to the hazing, the ridicule, the taunts, and threats issued by her superiors and peers. But the silence was grating on her nerves. She listened as he slowly went through every page of her orders and then her record book.
After what felt like an hour, he set her record book and orders aside. He then leaned back in his chair with casual grace, his eyes once more falling upon her. She resisted the urge to wipe the rainwater from her chin.
“Why are you here?” His voice was barely audible, almost soft. Certainly not what she expected.
It had been so quiet in his cabin while he’d read through her orders and file, that the sound of his voice startled her. “Sir?” she asked as if she hadn’t expected the question.
He repeated himself, speaking a little slower and pausing between each word as if she were a child or hard of hearing, “Why…are…you…here?”
Painful thoughts flashed through her mind, and her jaw tightened. “To be part of something bigger than myself, sir,” she lied. It was a canned answer. Far better than the truth, and she assumed it would suffice. But she’d never been a good liar. She had many talents, but deception wasn’t one of them.
She stood blankly before him, and another agonizing period of silence ensued.
“I mean the real reason you’re here,” he explained after several moments of uncomfortable stillness.
Kristen hesitated again. The answer she’d given had been sufficient since her earliest days at Annapolis, yet here it had fallen short. She dismissed the possibility of honesty, knowing she couldn’t resort to it, but this caused her to hesitate, and apparently her captain saw something… a weakness he now wanted to exploit.
Brodie changed tack. He asked six questions in rapid succession regarding the ship’s reactor. No sooner did she answer one then he fired another, giving her no time to think, no time to truly develop her answers. They were relatively simple questions any graduate of Navy Nuclear Power School (NNPS) should know. Kristen answered each of them as fast as they were asked. But the rapidity of his verbal assault was unexpected and had somehow unsettled her. She suddenly felt like a first year midshipmen back at the Academy being grilled by a dozen upper classmen.
Then, without any hesitation in his tempo of questioning he again asked, “Why are you here?”
Again Kristen hesitated, no satisfactory answer coming to mind. Another pause of uncomfortable silence settled in the cabin. Kristen bit her lip unconsciously and heard the XO shift slightly behind her.
Once more Brodie unleashed a barrage of queries, each more difficult than the last. He gave her no time to think. Answers she hoped were correct rolled off her tongue. She felt herself struggling as the intensity and difficulty of the questions increased. After what seemed like an hour of grueling questions, he again asked, “Why are you here?”
Memories she’d successfully locked away for years threatened to overwhelm her. Her unflappable exterior, the thin façade of calm she’d created and cultivated over the years was crumbling. She could feel it. This man, this stranger and his cold, steady voice was trying to break her.
“I want to serve my nation, sir,” she managed, not believing it herself.
Apparently intrigued by her inability to answer such a simple question, the captain, who’d remained seated the entire time, now stood. He stepped to the side of her, his hard eyes boring into her. Once more, with the rapidity and grace of a jackhammer, he assaulted her with questions of ever increasing complexity regarding her job. She knew the reactor down cold, having actually taught at the Reactor Prototype School for a year as her petition for joining the submarine forces was considered.
Realizing he wouldn’t trip her up on the reactor, he pummeled her with questions about more obscure systems on board. Kristen could feel sweat joining the rain drops running down the small of her back as she answered question after question. Initially, she’d answered his questions confidently. Her incredible memory had been her shield, and she’d used it to protect herself from his intensity, but she felt her confidence slipping, her defenses weakening.
The interior temperature of the submarine was maintained at a comfortable sixty-nine degrees Fahrenheit, and she’d been a little cold in her wet clothing when she’d first entered his cabin. Nevertheless, she felt sweat on her forehead.
“Why are you here?” he asked. His voice hadn’t changed in volume or tone, but there was now an edge in it. Sharp. Cutting. Relentless. He was like a cat playing with a mouse, slowly torturing it. But, like before, Kristen couldn’t — wouldn’t — answer the question. No one would ever know, because no one could possibly understand why she had to be here.
* * *
Behind her, Jason Graves, the ship’s XO was no longer watching with amusement. He’d seen Brodie intimidate men with just a glance, a slight gesture of his hands, or with a few choice words. Brodie had never been a screamer or a man who liberally used profanity. Instead, Brodie possessed an ability to read people and discover their particular weakness, their specific ghost he could use to test them. Sometimes, he found the weakness after thirty minutes of questioning. But with this new officer, Brodie had discovered her Achilles’ heel immediately, and he’d shaken her from the very beginning. Whether or not Brodie had learned something during the normal research he conducted on all new officers, Graves couldn’t be sure. But what was certain was that Brodie now had the woman staggered, almost punch drunk.
It was obvious something was preventing her from answering the question he kept asking. It was an incredibly simple one, a question that any fool should be able to answer, and she was certainly no fool. Graves had seen her record and knew she’d been a Trident Scholar at the Naval Academy, an elite group of truly gifted midshipmen. Her file rated her IQ at over one hundred seventy, and she’d answered every one of Brodie’s increasingly difficult questions without fault, something Graves had never witnessed before. But he now watched, more out of curiosity’s sake than anything else, as Brodie continued.
“Come now, Lieutenant,” Brodie asked, “surely someone as smart as you knows why you’re here?”
Graves watched impassively as Brodie began to slowly circle her, almost as if stalking her.
“Why are you here, Lieutenant?” he asked again, his hard eyes seeming to see right through her. “Perhaps you think you’re the twenty-first century’s Susan B. Anthony?” he asked. “Are you going to start the next wave of feminism?”
Whitaker found her voice again. “No, sir! Not at all, sir.”
“What then?” Brodie asked and paused, still staring at her, watching every minute movement of her facial muscles. “Oh, I know what it is….” Brodie said accusingly, suddenly nodding his head as if in understanding. He leaned in close to her, the hint of a smirk on his face. “You want to be famous. That’s it, isn’t it?”
“No, sir,” she insisted. “I don’t care anything about that.”
Brodie rolled his eyes, clearly not believing her. “Come on, Lieutenant,” his tone was filled with doubt. “Your face was on the cover of Navy Times. Hell, you met the President and the First Lady. I watched it all on CNN.” He resumed circling her, but his critical eyes stayed on her. “I saw you seated in front of Congress testifying about how you’re being oppressed! How the whole world is against you! Those fools swallowed it all, hook, line and sinker, didn’t they?”
“That’s not true, sir,” she insisted, and Graves heard something unusual in her tone, something he’d never heard any new officer use toward Brodie: anger.
“Bullshit,” Brodie snapped crisply with a whip-like voice. “I saw you,” he reminded her. “The whole world saw you sitting there giving your pitiful little ‘woe is me’ tale to those congressmen. You enjoyed every minute of it. Didn’t you?”
Graves was beginning to feel a little sorry for her. He’d seen Brodie turn full-grown men into pools of emotional jelly, and for a few moments it seemed like Brodie had her on the verge of tears. Graves hadn’t been too happy about having her on board. It had nothing to do with her being a woman; he could care less about her sex. But the sub was on an incredibly compressed turn around schedule. Nearly a third of the enlisted men on board were fresh out of basic submariner training and were just learning the ropes. Added to these difficulties, the Commodore, the Admirals, and the CIA were screaming louder every day for the Seawolf to put back to sea, and they didn’t have time to deal with this “female experiment.” Now, despite the pressure they were all under, Graves was no longer comfortable watching Brodie’s almost brutal interrogation of her.
Brodie stopped circling and was now beside her, staring at her, watching for her reaction. Graves could see Brodie had made her angry and he knew it. She seemed on the edge of either breaking down or slapping him. Brodie looked almost curious as to which response she would choose.
Then, she turned her head to look at him. Her eyes no longer showed any hint of nervousness or intimidation, only cold fury flickering in her own icy glare. “Are you mad?” she asked him bluntly and turned her head back to look straight ahead.
Graves watched in fascination as a slightly pleased smile crossed Brodie’s face, knowing he’d hit his mark. Graves knew this was what Brodie had been waiting for. Not the prim and proper, well-rehearsed new officer, but the real person underneath the skin. Brodie was a fighter, and detested weak-kneed officers who were easily cowed.
But the lieutenant was just warming up.
“Do you honestly think I enjoyed being dragged before Congress and publicly humiliated by having to justify myself as a woman before the whole world?” she asked angrily. “Do you truly think anyone would enjoy being vilified, ostracized, and having her reputation and career — a career I’ve worked my entire adult life for — thrown under the bus in front of God and everyone?”
She was literally trembling with rage, and Graves saw her fists clenched tight. For a moment he thought she might swing at Brodie, and he briefly wondered if that was exactly what the captain wanted.
Again, she turned her head to look at Brodie, who was motionless beside her. Her eyes were filled with barely contained rage. “I’m fourth generation Navy, Captain! Do you honestly think for one moment I relished knowing my ancestors were rolling over in their graves when I dared question the almighty men in the admiral’s mess?” Her chin rose slightly, her left hand now pointing toward him. “Can you, for a moment, imagine what it is like to be told you’re incredibly qualified for the job you’ve dreamed of, fought for, and sacrificed for, only to be told in the next breath you aren’t good enough because you had the bad manners to be born the wrong sex?”
Graves took a tentative step forward. Her tone had gone from anger to rage and she was on the verge of becoming disrespectful; he felt he needed to intervene. But Brodie raised a barely noticeable finger and stopped Graves in his tracks.
Her anger and resentment had boiled over, just as Brodie had hoped all along. “Do you have any fucking idea how utterly dehumanizing and humiliating that is?!” she demanded, her voice sharp and irate. “Do you?!”
Brodie shook his head and replied softly, “No, I don’t.”
Brodie glanced toward Graves, a slightly amused look on his face. Brodie had baited her, and she’d taken it. Graves shook his head, not having expected this. No one raised their voice to Sean Brodie. No one.
Yet this mere Lieutenant JG had. She hadn’t folded and wilted before him as most junior officers did. Instead, she’d come out with her guns blazing.
Interesting.
* * *
Kristen felt the rage leave her as she realized it had been Brodie’s intent the entire time to provoke her, and she’d allowed it to happen. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d allowed her temper to get the better of her. She’d worked for years to keep her volatile nature under wraps. Over the past three-plus years, no one had managed to get her blood boiling the way her new captain had, and she hated herself for letting him get to her. But the damage was done.
She’d stepped way over the line with him. He hadn’t said or done anything to warrant her outburst. She’d not only raised her voice to him, she’d cursed him. And all of this in front of a witness. He could easily get rid of her now. It would take nothing but a simple phone call, and she would have no defense.
Kristen took a steadying breath and resumed staring at the far bulkhead. “No sir, I don’t imagine you do. Otherwise you could never have asked me such a question,” she finished, knowing she’d gone too far but, for the moment at least, not caring. Her temper had always been her greatest weakness, and even after years of trying to control it, she hadn’t quite mastered it.
Brodie nodded thoughtfully as he stepped in front of her, his eyes settling on her once more. But the hard eyes were gone, as was the smirk. Instead, he looked calm and almost reserved. “Sit down please, Lieutenant,” he told her easily enough. He took his previous seat and motioned for her to sit across from him.
Kristen stood motionless, still reeling from the rollercoaster of emotions she’d experienced during the last few minutes. Brodie looked back up at her and again motioned toward the seat across the small table. “Have a seat, Lieutenant. Please don’t make me have to order it.” Brodie then looked at Graves and nodded, “Spike can come in now.”
“Aye-aye, Captain,” the XO replied smartly, and then the door opened behind her.
Kristen took a tentative step, her legs trembling slightly. She did as ordered and took a seat. She placed her left hand into her right, clenching them together tightly to stop them from shaking. She didn’t dare look across the table. She was still angry and assumed he was about to inform her that her services were no longer required. She’d given him the perfect excuse to be rid of her.
Bastard.
The door opened and the fireplug of a chief petty officer stepped in. He glanced at the XO and his expression seemed to ask, “How bad was it?”
The XO cringed in response.
Kristen didn’t know if these two were in on the game as well, and she no longer cared. As she was considering her fate, the captain slid a folded hand towel across the table to her. He’d retrieved it from a drawer built into the bulkhead.
“Why don’t you dry off some, Lieutenant?”
Kristen looked at the towel and then glanced up at him. He was again leaning back in his seat, looking quite comfortable, his right forearm resting on the table and his fingers tapping gently on the surface. Kristen took the towel with a trembling hand and dried the rainwater from her face. The XO straddled a chair facing her as COB leaned against the bulkhead with a satisfied expression, his powerful arms folded across his barrel chest.
Kristen took a few breaths, still feeling the after-effects of the adrenaline coursing through her veins. It had taken all of her control not to strike the stupid smirk off her captain’s face. She sat up, putting the towel back on the table between them, cursing herself for allowing him, or anyone, to make her lose control
She looked around the small cabin. Behind the door, folded up and out of the way, was a Versaclimber workout machine. She hadn’t noticed it when she’d first come in because it was stored against the wall behind the door. Otherwise, the cabin was, as she’d first observed, devoid of any other memorabilia or personal effects.
She forced calmness back into her voice as she spoke, knowing she had to apologize. “Sir,” Kristen said as she glanced back up at her captain, “please allow me to apologize for my outburst. It was uncalled for and disrespectful.”
Brodie glanced down at his fingernails, studying them for a moment. Kristen noticed there was some dirt under them. “I certainly wouldn’t make a habit of it, Lieutenant,” he replied almost casually.
“No, sir,” she managed. She had never been good at reading people’s expressions, and his was even more of a mystery. He didn’t look angry, nor did he look offended by her outburst. What game he was playing she could only guess, for surely this was a game.
“Spike,” Brodie said as he looked over at COB, “please have Gibbs come here.”
Kristen had no idea who “Gibbs” was. In fact, she was still a little uncertain just what was going on. COB opened the door, and a slightly built steward appeared. Kristen saw he was a qualified submariner by the embroidered dolphins on his smartly pressed coveralls and he was carrying a serving tray. Apparently, the steward had expected his captain’s summons.
“Timely as ever, Mister Gibbs,” Brodie greeted the steward.
“I noticed the Lieutenant forgot her umbrella and thought hot coffee would be just the thing, sir,” the steward said as he set the tray down and began pouring.
Kristen had been confused and then angry. Now, she was completely disarmed. The steward gave her a warm, welcoming smile as he served her, offering her cream or sugar. Kristen didn’t drink coffee and accepted the cup simply out of politeness.
“Thank you, Mister….”
The captain had used “Mister” when addressing the enlisted man. Normally a rank and last name was used, and she briefly wondered why Brodie added the superfluous “Mister.”
“Gibbs, ma’am.” The steward offered a hand. “Welcome aboard the Seawolf, Lieutenant,” he added as he shook her hand. “If you need anything, anything at all, you just let me know and I’ll—”
“Thank you, Mister Gibbs,” Brodie cut him off.
Gibbs left the serving tray and excused himself. Kristen sat motionless, savoring the warmth of the coffee cup in her hand. Her guard was up once more as she waited for the next surprise. The captain had gotten under her skin with unexpected ease, and she was determined not to let it happen again.
“Is the coffee not to your liking, Lieutenant?” he asked as he set his half-empty cup down.
“I don’t drink coffee, sir,” she replied honestly, although not very tactfully she realized too late.
He nodded thoughtfully and glanced at COB. Kristen followed his gaze and saw COB offer her a look as if she’d just spat on the Virgin Mary.
“I can get Gibbs back in here,” Brodie offered. “We have juice, water…whatever you like.”
Kristen suspected he was toying with her again, but she wasn’t going to play his game. “Some hot tea would be nice, Captain,” she replied.
Brodie glanced up at COB who shrugged his shoulders. “I doubt he’s got anything like that, Skipper.”
“Would you please check before the Lieutenant catches pneumonia?” Brodie asked easily enough. The tone of voice being used between the three men was conversational, as if they were close friends and not separated by the rigid lines of convention expected of rank. They were almost casual with one another.
COB stepped out, leaving Brodie and the XO alone with her. Kristen sat still, saying nothing, unsure what was about to happen. Her initial thoughts about her captain were that he was a jerk, and nothing had happened to change her mind. So she was keeping her thoughts to herself. She hated him for having caused her to lose her composure, and she was angry at herself for having let him get to her. She looked at Graves, whose facial expression was noncommittal.
“I must confess,” Brodie began, “we hadn’t expected you so soon, and we still aren’t really sure just what we’re going to do with you.”
At least he’s being honest.
“Sir, I’m not looking for any special consideration. I just want to be treated like any other officer on board. ” It was the same prepared answer she’d used a thousand times before. Fortunately, it was the truth.
Brodie chuckled slightly and glanced at Graves. Graves smiled with a bit of sympathy for her. The captain exhaled deeply as he readjusted his position and faced her. “I don’t think you understand, Lieutenant,” he explained. “It’s not going to be that simple.”
Kristen had expected this argument and was ready for it. “Sir, I can sleep on a hammock in the torpedo handling room. That’s where the SEALs sleep when onboard most submarines, and as far as head facilities are concerned, whatever arrangements you decide I will accept without complaint, I swear.” Because of the limited space on all submarines yet designed, there were no separate facilities on board for females.
His response was to chuckle to himself again, clearly finding her words amusing. The fact he was finding her plight humorous irritated her. In fact, thus far, there was nothing about him that didn’t vex her. The door opened and COB returned.
“Sorry, Skipper,” he explained, “No joy on the tea.” COB, after retrieving his coffee cup from the table, resumed his position against the bulkhead. “What’ve I missed?” he asked the XO with a hushed whisper.
Graves nodded toward Kristen with a slightly sympathetic look on his face. “The Lieutenant was just explaining how she’d be willing to sleep in the torpedo room.”
COB shook his head and gave her an amused look. “That’ll never do, Missy.”
Missy?
Kristen let it go and looked back at her captain. “Sir?”
Brodie rubbed his swollen eyes with his left hand, and she noticed the absence of a wedding band on his ring finger. But this wasn’t unusual for submarine captains. Submariners, as a rule, had a tremendously high divorce rate, so she assumed he was divorced. She pushed the meaningless observation aside, suppressing her eye for detail, and focused on the exchange going on between the three men. They clearly were amused by her offer.
“You really don’t get it, do you?” Brodie’s tone was not harsh; instead, it was annoyingly matter of fact, and she felt he was treating her like a child.
“Get what, sir?” she asked him and then looked at COB and Graves, both of whom were siding with the captain. It was to be expected, of course, for them to support him. Their loyalty would be to their captain and certainly not to her.
Brodie explained, “In one sentence you say you want to be treated like any other officer on board, but in the next sentence you offer to sleep in the torpedo room.” He shook his head, “Do you honestly think I’d let any of my officers — or crew, for that matter — live like that?”
Kristen now understood his point. All she cared about was staying on board and would accept any deprivation to achieve that goal. “Oh,” she replied simply.
Brodie chuckled again. “Oh, is putting it mildly, Lieutenant.” He then spoke to COB, “Have you any suggestions, Spike?”
COB scratched his razor stubble. His face, although pale like all submariners, looked as tough as leather. “I’d thought we might be able to rig some sort of cabin in the sonar cabinet room, but even with the latest adjustments from the tech boys at Lockheed there isn’t going to be enough room.”
“What about the Deeper?” Brodie asked Graves.
Kristen had no idea what he was talking about, but Graves nodded slightly and glanced at COB. “What do you think, COB?”
COB again thoughtfully scratched and then muttered, “It’ll be a little tight. And damn cold too,” he added. “Those techies keep it colder than a fucking meat locker in there.”
“Spike,” Brodie said easily, apparently not liking the foul language, which Kristen thought would make him an oddity in the Navy where profanity was as much a staple of the service as grey paint.
“Sorry, Skipper,” COB apologized.
Kristen could care less if COB swore; it meant nothing to her. Instead she asked, “Excuse me, gentlemen. But what is the Deeper?”
Graves answered, “It’s the Data Processing Equipment Room.” He then added, “D-P-E-R, we just call it Deeper for short. When the Seawolf was designed, computers were considerably larger than they are now, and every few years we receive routine upgrades to our electronics and computer processing capacity. The newest upgrade was supposed to occur while we were undergoing refit over the next few months, and we’re now putting the spurs to Raytheon and two other contractors to expedite the modifications. We think once they remove the old equipment and bring in the new stuff, there’ll be room in there to rig a coffin rack and maybe a small space similar to what you’d have if we had a cabin for you in officer country.”
Kristen had assumed, incorrectly, they would simply be content to shove her in the torpedo room and act like she didn’t exist. However, it appeared these three men had given the situation at least a measure of deliberation.
Brodie nodded thoughtfully. “What about a head facility?” Brodie asked his two senior advisors. “You can forget the enlisted men’s head. That just won’t work.”
“I’m afraid the Goat Locker is out of the question too, Skipper,” COB replied referring to the Chief Petty Officer’s quarters commonly known as the Goat Locker. “Unless you want a fucking mutiny on your hands.”
“Spike,” Brodie chided COB for his language again.
“Sorry, sir,” COB replied easily, apparently accustomed to apologizing for his language around the captain.
It was obvious to her that when it came to using the bathroom, the Goat Locker wouldn’t work. The chief petty officers were the oldest enlisted men on board, and on most submarines they were truly the duty experts on virtually everything. In essence, the officers gave commands and handled some of the administrative details, but the CPOs ran the boat. It didn’t take a genius to know these seasoned veterans would react angrily to losing one of their few perks — having a head all to themselves. It was a small thing, but on submarines privacy was at a premium.
Graves then chimed in, “Hell, sir, let her use the officers’ head like the rest of us.” But from the looks COB and Brodie exchanged that wouldn’t be ideal either. No submarine was yet designed with the modicum of privacy society expected there to be when men and women lived and worked together. These men had been trying to find a solution to this problem for a while now, well before she’d come on board, which meant they had no intention of simply sending her ashore. There were five head/shower facilities available. One for the chief petty officers, an officer head shared by fourteen officers, two enlisted heads that over one hundred men competed for, and finally the captain had a head adjoining his cabin. Someone was going to be inconvenienced.
Brodie nodded toward the XO. “All right, we’ll try that and see how it works out.”
“The babies are going to whine about it,” COB pointed out referring to the junior officers. “Not to mention their wives,” he added.
“They’ll be fine,” Graves countered.
Brodie set his coffee cup down and placed his folded arms on the table as he leaned closer to her. “Are you sure you’re ready for this, Lieutenant?” he asked in a conversational tone, and despite her suspicion, she didn’t get the feeling he was questioning her resolve. “You’ve already been through a lot to get this far, and you should be commended for your perseverance, but this is where the rubber hits the road.”
He leaned back again, and she thought he looked tired.
“This crew has just come off a long and rather difficult patrol only to learn their leave has been cancelled, and we’re going right back out. Right now, every mother’s son of them hates me, the XO, COB, the Navy in general, and they’ll most certainly resent you, and it’s only going to get worse. We’re about to head back out for at least another four months, and if you’ll pardon my crudeness…” he paused briefly “…in another four months we’re gonna have our hands full keeping these boys from freaking out with each other let alone keeping their hands off you.” He was exaggerating for effect, she assumed. But he clearly wanted to impress on her the seriousness of what she was now part of. “In a few weeks we’re going to be at sea, and you’re going to be trapped in this little steel world. Even at the best of times, it’s a difficult affair.”
Kristen had heard similar words spoken to her before by people trying to frighten her off, but his tone was different. He sounded sincere, but she’d been fooled by false sincerity before and wasn’t ready to trust him just yet.
“I intend to see it through, Captain,” she replied flatly.
Brodie took another sip of coffee, his eyes narrowing slightly as he again studied her. Once more Kristen felt herself become uncomfortable under his gaze. She felt he wasn’t so much looking at her as seeing right through her.
“All right, Lieutenant, then if you’re certain, welcome aboard.” He set his cup down and extended his hand.
Kristen shook his offered hand. But as she did, he gripped her hand a little harder than necessary. She could feel the strength in his calloused hands, and she almost recoiled from him. But he held her hand fast.
“But you have to promise me something right here and now,” he said in all seriousness as he stared across the table at her. He was gripping her hand firmly, his eyes boring into her own as if willing her to listen to him and take him seriously.
“Yes, sir?” She cut her eyes away from his stare, unable to hold it.
“When it happens, and notice I said when and not if….” He again paused to let his words sink in. “When someone on this boat does anything that makes you uncomfortable and that falls outside of your professional duties. I don’t care what it is. If they brush up against you, or call you ‘sweetie’ or some other nonsense, you’re to report it at once to your Department Head, and if you don’t feel comfortable talking to him, then you kick down my door if necessary and tell me.”
“Aye-aye, sir,” she responded automatically to the order. But he wasn’t satisfied. He still gripped her hand until she looked back into his eyes.
“I’m serious, Lieutenant. No exceptions. No foolishness or accidents are to be tolerated. Is that clear?”
Kristen nodded, understanding completely now. Not only would he hold the crew accountable for their actions if they acted unprofessionally toward her, he would hold her accountable for her actions as well. The Navy, upon deciding to let her on board, had drafted a series of regulations specifically addressing fraternization between female and male submariners, and the penalties were severe. She would have to be careful never to place herself in a position that might be perceived as encouraging impropriety.
“I understand, Captain,” she answered, holding his stare for a few seconds.
Brodie released her hand and turned his attention back to his paperwork. “All right then, the XO and COB will see to you getting checked in to your department.”
Kristen took this as her dismissal and stood.
“Do you have any questions?” he asked without looking up as he opened a folder on the table.
COB and the XO were already stepping toward the door, apparently assuming she would ask nothing. But Kristen had a question, and instead of bolting for the door after the trauma of her initial interview with Brodie, she held her ground. “There is one question, sir. If you don’t mind?”
Brodie looked up from the report. “Not at all, my door is always open to my officers.”
“Sir….” Kristen wasn’t certain how best to phrase her question but then simply asked, “Why did you choose that particular question to ask me?” She’d never told any living soul why being on a submarine was so important to her. Yet, unerringly he homed in on her secret.
Brodie set the report aside, and a crooked smile appeared on his face as once more his eyes narrowed curiously. Again she felt him studying her, as if she were something he wasn’t certain he wanted to buy just yet. Graves and COB paused. They were watching her as well.
“Close the hatch, Spike,” Brodie ordered as he considered her. Once the door was closed, he addressed her, “No, Lieutenant, I don’t mind answering your question.” He then proceeded to explain, “I need to know what kind of officers I have working for me. Once we’re at sea, I can’t just kick some malcontent or misfit off the boat when they crack up. I have to be certain everyone on board is up to it, especially my officers.”
She nodded thoughtfully.
“You see, it occurred to me when I saw you on television several months ago that you had to be one of two types of people. The first type, the one most of us assumed you were, was some uptight Fem-Nazi who wanted to simply stir up trouble. Maybe get your face plastered on the cover of some supermarket checkout rag like those idiots who go on those reality television shows so they can get their fifteen minutes of fame while the rest of the country laughs at them.”
He was right; he’d assessed the problem perfectly. She’d experienced virtually the same problem from all corners. Admirals had even assumed she was simply doing it all because she wanted a cushy job somewhere. She’d been bounced around from command to command for over three years hoping they’d find some place she might like well enough to simply drop her request for transfer and serve out her time quietly. It was part of the reason they’d sent her to Hawaii.
“And the other person, sir?” Kristen asked, hoping he realized she wasn’t the former.
Brodie leaned back in his seat as his fingers resumed their gentle tapping on the surface of the table. “The other person you could have been would have to be someone special indeed to put up with all of the vile crap you had to go through.” He paused for a moment, still scrutinizing her. He then lowered his eyes to the table top as if to examine his fingers. “And if, by chance, you turned out to be the latter, you would be someone I’d rather like to have in my crew.”
It was a concise, logical argument. Something she understood. But was it sincere? She couldn’t be certain. She was still stinging from their first encounter, and the anger she’d felt toward him had yet to fade. Had he just been taking her measure? If so, then none of what had transpired in this cabin had been a game. He was not some sick sadist who enjoyed toying with people’s emotions. Brodie had been assessing her character and determining how best to use her for the benefit of all on board. He’d done what she herself would have done in his place. Kristen nodded her thanks and came to attention.
“That’ll be all, Lieutenant. Dismissed,” he said, having already returned his attention back to the report.
“Aye-aye, sir. Have a good day, sir.” She responded as she’d been taught to do years earlier as a Plebe in the Naval Academy.
“You too, Lieutenant,” he answered without looking up.
As she stepped toward the door, she heard him offer a final word, “And get some dry clothes on before you catch your death.”
“Aye, sir.”

Chapter Five

The Wolf’s Den, USS Seawolf
Kristen waited impatiently by the rear entrance to the crew’s mess deck. Meanwhile, work continued throughout the submarine, the men seemingly unimpressed by her being on board. Those who saw her ignored her or — in most cases — were simply too tired to take notice. Since leaving the captain’s cabin, she’d been driven back to her barracks on base to change into a working uniform and was now waiting for her department head to arrive.
As a new officer on board, she was automatically assigned to the engineering department in order to begin preparing her for the infamous engineering watch officer exam. It was just the first of many tests she would be subjected to over potentially years before she earned the coveted gold dolphin pin. Most officers arrived on board as ensigns after completing months of training on nuclear reactors followed by the submarine officer course. Although Kristen had finished both of these courses at the top of her class, she’d been bounced around the Navy for another two years pending a decision on her petition to serve on a submarine. Thus, she was checking aboard as a senior lieutenant junior grade and was nearly three years behind where she should be in earning her qualification badge.
A thunderclap-like sound startled her, and she turned abruptly to see a gruff, broad-shouldered lieutenant commander glaring at her with a look that could blister paint. He’d just dropped a three-inch thick binder on a mess table, and he was looking at her as if she were something stuck to the bottom of his shoe.
“Good afternoon, sir,” she said politely, drawing her five-foot, ten-inch frame to attention. She was slightly taller than he, something she knew men tended to detest. His uniform was covered in grime and grease stains, and she knew intuitively that he was the chief engineer. Her new boss. She saw the name stitched on his coveralls: Kaczynski.
He responded by dropping a custody receipt and ink pen on top of the binder. “That’s your qual binder. Lose it, and I’ll have your ass. Got it?” he grumbled.
Kristen knew what the qualification binder was. It was a book filled with checklists for every system and compartment she’d have to become certified on before earning her dolphins. It was also classified and couldn’t leave the skin of the ship. In fact, when not in her immediate possession, she needed to find a place to keep it where it wouldn’t get lost.
She signed for the book, not bothering to try and make small talk with the man. She’d already pegged him as a chauvinist pig. She’d dealt with his kind enough over the last three years to know the best way to deal with him was to kill him with professionalism and resolve. Kristen knew she would never change his mind, and he would go to his grave believing she had no business on a sub. He wasn’t the first, and she knew he wouldn’t be the last. The problem was that she would be assigned to the engineering department for the foreseeable future and would have to deal with whatever he dished out.
“I’ll get right on it, sir,” she assured him as she tucked the binder under her arm.
“No you won’t, Lieutenant,” he sneered. “You’ll get your ass back to engineering and get to work. This isn’t some pleasure boat you’re on, lady.”
She was accustomed to swallowing angry retorts, and instead of telling him where he could stick his sneering tone, she settled for a simple, “Aye-aye, sir.”
* * *
Four hours later, Kristen found herself soaked to the bone once more. This time, instead of rain, it was bilge water from her supervision of the replacement of a failing pump. The task had hardly been demanding, but she assumed it wasn’t meant to be. It had simply been menial, mindless work. But at least she was on board, she kept telling herself. What was more, she was finally doing what she’d been trained to do and what she’d always wanted. She could accept Kaczynski’s hazing as long as she was on board.
The engineering compartment — her new home — was enormous, with machinery squeezed in everywhere. Besides the reactor, which was in its own space, there were the massive reduction gears, two separate steam turbines, air handling and purifying equipment, a desalinization plant, condensers, generators… the list seemed endless. As part of her engineering exam, she would have to demonstrate proficiency on all of it.
After replacing the bilge pump, she found Kaczynski standing by the reduction gear housing. A crew of men was servicing the entire assembly that provided power to the submarine’s pump-jet propulsor, driving the nine-thousand-plus tons of submarine at over thirty-five knots. She stood beside him until he noticed her. When he did, she reported that the pump had been changed successfully.
“Is that a fact?” he asked as if doubting her.
“That is a fact, sir,” she replied, keeping her anger in check. She’d already allowed the captain to bait her; she wouldn’t allow it to happen again.
“Who signed off on the repair?” he asked skeptically.
“Petty Officer Darby,” she reported, referring to the quality control inspector who’d signed off on the work order. “What’s next, sir?” she asked, making it clear she was still anxious to work.
He glanced at the gear housing and then pointed to the bottom of it. “We’ll be replacing the gear oil as part of the maintenance cycle. Why don’t you see if you can manage to drain it without breaking a nail.”
Kristen wanted to laugh in his face. But she’d learned that this would only encourage him, so, once more, she swallowed her pride. “I’ll do my best, sir,” she answered, trying not to sound too much like a smart-ass as she ignored the snickering enlisted men who’d heard the chief engineer’s snide comment.
She consulted the technical manual, as was customary. Although more difficult than changing the oil in a car, it was basically the same in principle. Kristen connected a drain hose to a fitting positioned at the lowest point underneath the main casing for the reduction gear housing. The other end of the hose was then connected to a series of barrels. The lubricant would be collected, removed from the boat, and tested for metal deposits and viscosity breakdown before it was recycled for use again. But, prior to it draining into the barrels, the lubricant would pass through a magnetized wire mesh designed to capture any metal shavings. It was expected there would be some wear, despite the high degree of engineering and metallurgy as well as the high quality of the lubricant used. The basket’s contents would then be inspected by the chief engineer or a senior machinist mate looking for any sign of excessive wear on the gears. By close analysis with a trained eye, the shavings could hint at a problem in the gears’ alignment causing excessive wear.
This critical step was part of the detailed instructions laid out in the technical manual. Once everything was properly in place, she checked it all again to make certain she hadn’t missed a step before crawling under the housing. She grabbed the large steel wheel that opened the valve to allow the lubricant to drain out and turned.
Except it wouldn’t move.
She readjusted her position, braced a boot against a solid anchor, and tried again using the anchor for leverage. But the wheel still wouldn’t budge. She readjusted her position twice more and strained with all of her strength — which for a woman her size was exceptional. But the valve still wouldn’t open. She felt a combination of annoyance and anxiety. The idea of asking Kaczynski or any of the men who’d smirked at her was something she wanted desperately to avoid, even if just for vanity’s sake. She repositioned herself a final time and with both hands on the wheel and both feet braced on a solid anchor, strained with all of her might, but it simply wouldn’t move.
Kristen recalled one of the arguments used by some of the men who thought it unrealistic for women to serve on submarines: “Women are not physically strong enough to do the work required, and they would be more of a hindrance to the crew than a help.” She closed her eyes, trying to think of how she might avoid asking anyone for help, when she felt someone tap her left shoulder.
She was lying on her back under the main casing, breathing heavily after several attempts to open the valve, as she looked back behind her and saw the captain kneeling down under the casing. He was dressed in grease-stained coveralls, his sleeves rolled up, and oil and grease stains on his hands and face. He offered her a long pry bar. “The sump valve gets encrusted with grit and solidified lubricants, so it can be pretty tough to bust loose,” he explained. “This oughta help.”
Kristen nodded, feeling like an idiot for not thinking of using a pry bar for leverage, and blushed slightly in embarrassment as she took it. “Thank you, Captain.”
“Don’t mention it,” Brodie said as if it was nothing before disappearing as suddenly as he had appeared.
Kristen placed the metal pry bar into the wheel, appreciating the fact he hadn’t tried to be all macho by sliding under the casing with her to show her how “a real man does it.” But, as he obviously realized, once she had the additional leverage of a six-foot pry bar multiplying her strength, the wheel broke loose with the first push.
Within fifteen minutes the lubricant had drained, and she removed the inspection basket. As expected, she saw small pieces of metal. But, to her dismay, she also noticed some pieces too large to be a good sign. Kristen returned to the deck above where Kaczynski was supervising the removal of the last of the ancillary equipment connected to the reduction gears.
“Excuse me, sir,” Kristen said as she came up behind him carrying the basket.
He turned, a smirk already forming on his face as he readied some nasty quip. She assumed he’d tightened the valve, and the surprised look on his face verified this suspicion as he looked at the basket she was carrying and realized she’d gotten it open despite his sabotage. “What is it now, Lieutenant?” he asked adding emphasis to the last two words.
“I thought you might want to see this right away, sir,” she replied politely, ignoring his tone and the cocky smirk. He reminded her of the arrogant skirt-chasers she’d encountered while at the Academy and then afterward wherever she’d been stationed. He was a first class jerk.
He glanced at the basket. “Oh, yeah?” he asked and stepped forward. “So you’re a machinist mate now, are you?”
Kristen kept her anger in check. Her carefully crafted façade betrayed nothing as she answered in a cold, level tone, “No, sir. However, I am an engineer and did well enough in advanced metallurgy to recognize when a gear isn’t properly aligned to think it important enough to report.”
She saw his face redden in a combination of anger and embarrassment. She’d tried to keep any sarcasm out of her tone, but thought she might have failed. She saw the veins on his forehead bulge slightly as he prepared an angry rebuttal. She steeled herself for the storm, having weathered many more before. Then, inexplicably, she saw his eyes leave her and fixate briefly behind her; a moment later the anger left his eyes and the testy quip was forgotten.
Kristen didn’t understand what had caused the sudden change in the chief engineer’s countenance, but was relieved to be spared another tongue lashing. She stood impassively as his eyes, now looking rather contrite, dropped to look into the basket as he cleared his throat nervously. She continued to hold the mesh basket over a bucket to prevent any remaining lubricant from dripping onto the deck and waited for the engineer’s assessment. But there was no denying it was bad news.
He exhaled deeply upon seeing the small metal shavings.
“Sorry, sir, but I thought you’d want to know sooner than later,” she offered, her voice once again perfectly respectful.
Unexpectedly, the captain appeared beside them and looked into the basket. Kristen stood quietly, knowing the gears needed to be realigned but not wanting to offer her opinion unless asked. She doubted either man would.
She wasn’t mistaken.
The captain nodded his head in understanding and said easily enough, “All right Ski, I’ve got this one.” Brodie shoved a dirty rag into a back pocket and then, as he glanced at the open access panels of the reduction gear housing, ran a dirty hand through his bushy hair and motioned toward the gears. “Give me a crew of the best men you can,” he ordered. “Try not to use married men. They’re away from their families enough as it is. I’ll see if we can have it finished before morning.”
Not surprisingly, the engineer blanched. The engineering spaces were his responsibility. Kristen thought it odd the captain was even working in the space. Certainly he was an engineer, as were all submarine officers, but captain’s weren’t supposed to get their hands dirty with such tasks. She assumed Brodie hadn’t gotten the memo.
Ski replied with a voice she barely recognized, “I got it, Skipper,” he argued easily. “You’ve got other things to worry about.”
Brodie shook his head. “You were here at zero-three-hundred this morning. Connie will burn me in effigy if I don’t get you out of here at a decent hour,” Brodie replied simply. “Just give me some good men, and we’ll handle it.”
Kristen stood impassively, as if a spot on the wall, but she watched and listened, sensing she was missing something in this simple exchange.
“Sir, I really should be here….” Kaczynski responded.
The captain placed a hand on Ski’s shoulder in a friendly manner and for a brief moment the two men made eye contact. “That’s an order,” Brodie said easily, with a friendly smile making it appear to all of those present like he was having a warmhearted discussion with his friend and chief engineer.
Kristen watched Kaczynski as the captain spoke, and saw the engineer pale slightly. She was missing something. There had been nothing in the captain’s tone to indicate he was in anyway displeased, but for some reason, the Chief Engineer was now uncomfortable. The only thing Kristen was absolutely certain about was that it hadn’t been her actions that made the engineer uncomfortable.
“Uh…” Kaczynski began to protest.
Kristen noticed the captain’s hand tense slightly on Ski’s shoulder and he cut the engineer off before he could say more, “And I know you’d never disobey any order of mine. Would you Ski?”
Kristen waited calmly, wondering what she was missing. But, with this last few words from the captain, Kaczynski folded and nodded in agreement. “No, sir, I wouldn’t.”
Brodie released his grip and patted Ski’s shoulder. “Go home, give Connie a kiss for me, and have a few beers for the rest of us. We’ll see to your light work.”
“Good night, sir,” Kristen said respectfully to Ski as he was dismissed.
To her surprise he looked at her, and the malice was missing from his expression. She still didn’t understand what had just happened. It appeared innocent, just two friends talking, but Ski’s entire demeanor had changed, and he said politely, “Good evening, Lieutenant.”
* * *
Several unmarried machinist mates and non-rated seamen volunteered, with some prodding, to stay and help with the realignment process as well as Senior Chief O’Rourke. O’Rourke, Kristen soon learned, was not only the senior enlisted man in the engineering spaces, he was also a first-rate machinist. COB soon arrived as well, determined to lend a hand despite Brodie’s objections. The old seaman deftly ignored Brodie’s prodding to go home. Kristen, anxious to learn all she could and be as useful as possible, stayed as well, and the small work gang got to it.
Although clearly the senior person present, Brodie didn’t supervise. Kristen saw he mostly relied on O’Rourke and COB to direct the men and double check the manuals. Kristen, determined to prove her willingness to work, was quick to volunteer for any task, which included sliding herself inside the casing to help position laser leveling devices on various mounts.
It was arduous and extremely precise work, and it took all night long to get it right. But Kristen was accustomed to hard work, and when they were finally finished before morning chow call, she couldn’t help but smile with tired satisfaction. She’d been up for the previous twenty-four hours and couldn’t quite suppress a yawn as she and the others paused for a moment to admire their handiwork. Despite being filthy and tired, she thought it had been a good night. She’d worked shoulder-to-shoulder with the seamen and petty officers to her left and right, as well as the captain. At first, several of the men had been uncertain how to treat her. But after a liberal amount of grease and grime had all but plastered her coveralls, arms, and face, the men forgot she was a woman and concentrated on the task at hand. It was, for Kristen, one of the most satisfying experiences of the last few years. It was exactly what she wanted — to be treated like everyone else and not objectified because of her sex.
After the last check was complete, Brodie addressed them all, thanking them for their effort and then giving them the rest of the day off. Kristen noticed COB and O’Rourke glance at one another and exchanged looks of “fat chance.” Neither seemed like the type who would take a day off as long as the sub wasn’t ready for sea. Orders or not, each would be right back to work after a shower and a change of clothing. The rest of the men smiled happily and thanked the captain as they headed for the tunnel leading out of engineering toward the forward section of the hull.
COB, O’Rourke, and the captain were leaning against a railing, none apparently going anywhere fast. O’Rourke had an unlit cigarette in between his lips and grease stains all over his hands and face like the rest of them. Kristen was hardly gifted when it came to understanding people, but she didn’t need any such gift to realize these three far more seasoned submariners might not appreciate her company. She was a “NUB.” Or “non-useful-body” which applied to all officers who hadn’t earned their qualification badge. Knowing they probably preferred to be alone, she was about to excuse herself.
“You seem to like being wet, Lieutenant,” Brodie offered after assessing her appearance.
She glanced down at her soiled coveralls, and saw she was still wet from working in the bilge and crawling around the reduction gear assembly. Was he teasing her? Was this just another game? She responded honestly, not yet willing to let her guard down. “Not really, sir.”
A crooked smile appeared on his lips. He was apparently in a good mood after the long night’s work. “I was beginning to think you would’ve preferred being in the SEALs,” he teased while O’Rourke and COB watched with minor amusement.
Kristen hoped this was just good-natured ribbing. She stifled a yawn. “I might have, sir,” she paused and then added with cautious levity, “but women aren’t allowed in the SEALs.”
“I’ll be buggered,” O’Rourke chuckled with a smile, surprised to find a mere Nub with the backbone to tease the captain.
Brodie nodded his head and offered a rakish smile. He was as filthy as the rest of them, and looked even more exhausted, but there was an amused look in his eyes. “You don’t strike me as the type of woman to let a little thing like that stand in your way, Lieutenant.”
Kristen came to attention before departing to leave the three men in privacy. “No sir, I’m not,” she replied and then added, “Good day, gentlemen.” She didn’t salute since they were indoors and uncovered, but Brodie responded with what might have been a half-hearted tip of his hat as if he had been wearing one.
Kristen felt good about her effort over the previous evening. At times she’d felt almost as if those around her were accepting her being on board. But she couldn’t be sure. As she walked away, she could hear the three men chuckling behind her. A part of her hoped they might be laughing with her, but she’d been through too much to believe it and assumed the worst.
One night’s work wouldn’t win her acceptance here.

Chapter Six

Musudan-ri, North Korea
Doctor Dar-Hyun Choi pushed himself away from his desk, removed his glasses and rubbed the sore bridge of his nose and his tired eyes. He allowed himself to close his eyes for a few seconds. He was tired. More tired than he’d been the previous evening, far more so than a year ago.
How much more tired shall you be tomorrow?
He considered the hollowness in his chest. The vigor of youth was long gone, and he knew — even with the best medical care available in the People’s Democratic Republic — he wouldn’t last another year. Time was now his most precious commodity, and he was running out of it rapidly. He checked his wristwatch and sighed. His day was done. Doctor’s orders. In his youth, he’d worked twenty hour days, seven days a week and his superiors had supported this. But even the draconian leaders of his government recognized his frailty and no longer pushed him as they once had.
He considered the program running on his computer screen, saved his latest design ideas, and then powered down. Even here, at his country’s most important rocket testing facility, electricity was a precious commodity. He stood, feeling the weakness in his limbs and the light headedness that came with sudden movements.
He clicked off his office light as he opened the door to exit.
Waiting outside the door were his “escorts.” This title was far preferable to the term “handlers” or, perhaps more accurate “jailers.” There’d been a time, during the reign of the first Supreme Leader, that he’d enjoyed relative freedom, and even after the Leader’s death, Dr. Dar-Hyun had enjoyed significant liberty, especially when compared to his fellow countrymen. He’d only been assigned handlers after he’d returned from visits to Russia and Iran. But now, apparently, the latest leadership’s skepticism regarding his loyalty was waning.
“Good evening, Comrade Doctor,” one of his guards greeted him politely. They were soldiers. Part of the security regiment assigned to guard the Musudan-ri facility. “How are you feeling?”
The standard question. Even the lowly privates and corporals assigned to keep an eye on him were aware of his ailments. A heart transplant had been considered the previous year. Arrangements had even been made for him to be taken to Beijing, China where a hospital and a competent set of surgeons would have performed the operation. But he’d been too weak, and the doctors had decided he wouldn’t have survived the procedure.
“I am fine,” he answered as usual. One led the way while the other followed Choi out of the hardened office complex. The administrative building at Musudan-ri where Choi worked was made of heavily reinforced concrete to help protect the valuable research being conducted there in the event the United States or the traitors in the South launched an attack to cripple the Republic’s rocket program. At the exit, he paused long enough to don a heavy winter coat and felt hat.
Once appropriately dressed, Choi stepped out into the cold before pausing long enough to hear screeching as the heavy steel door was slid back on rusting rollers. He almost laughed, knowing that if the United States wanted to destroy the facility, the three-foot thick concrete walls would be no impediment.
Unlike the dank, stale air in the administration building, the air outside was quite refreshing. Choi took a few deep breaths while the door behind him was sealed. He always loved this time of night. After twelve hours locked away in his office and labs, it was nice to smell the sea air and imagine it was free air, too.
As with the previous evening, and every evening since he’d returned to Musudan-ri after his doctor’s prognosis had been made a year earlier, he turned toward the sea for his daily allotted exercise. In his youth, the long walks had helped stimulate his thoughts and he’d developed some of his best ideas during his nightly excursions. But like his lost virility, he’d run out of new ideas. Despite the years of work, efforts at foreign espionage, and the purchase of rockets from abroad, the latest round of tests were not hopeful. The reasons were legion, but none more so than a complete lack of resources. Whereas western democracies might use ten to twenty test rockets before fielding a viable prototype, the People’s Republic could afford no such waste. One rocket had to equal success. Then, even if said rocket failed, the results had to be successful. Propaganda was, after all, about managing the truth, not speaking it.
He buried his hands in his pockets, wondering briefly as he smelled the salt air if this might be the night…
“Good evening, Doctor,” came a familiar voice.
Choi turned and saw General Cheong-In, head of the DPRK’s strategic rocket program, and Choi’s superior. Choi paused, wondering just what the general’s unexpected presence might mean. Choi knew he was under suspicion. Why else was he being guarded wherever he went? Was the general here to arrest him? Doubtful. Despite the regime’s concerns regarding Choi’s loyalty, they still needed him, which was saying quite a bit considering how frivolously the regime squandered the lives of its citizens.
Choi had seen the dead on the streets of Pyongyang, the capital of the “Great Worker’s Utopia.” Most had literally collapsed from starvation. Others had frozen to death during the long winters. As a young man, Choi had assumed such incidents were normal, and he hadn’t considered it anything to be alarmed about. He’d been a good, loyal worker struggling to advance the revolutionary goals. But then had come the need for him to travel, and with that, the exposure to the other world; the world outside the DPRK. It had been, to say the very least, an eye opening experience. Moscow had been devoid of such misery, and while in Iran he’d seen that everything beyond the borders of North Korea were not the wasteland the Supreme Leaders had insisted. It had been in Moscow, while studying the Soviet Union’s rocket technology, that he’d first begun to question. Not that he could voice his thoughts in any way. In North Korea, after all, freedom of thought was the greatest crime. The regime knew what was best for the people who were to simply obey, smile, and be happy.
“Good evening, Comrade General,” Choi greeted. General Cheong-In wasn’t here to check up on Choi’s health.
“Might I walk with you this evening?” the general asked. He was short, even for a Korean, but unlike most of the people in Korea, the general clearly ate well as his protruding belly indicated.
“You would be most welcome, Comrade,” Choi lied. He’d gotten quite good at it over the years.
The general smiled and waved away the handlers, allowing him to speak privately with Choi as they walked. The handlers didn’t go far; they simply followed from a discreet distance. “How are you feeling, Doctor?”
Choi had long ago grown tired of the inevitable question. “I am fine.” He gave the same answer he always did, both men knowing full well he was lying.
The general wasted no time getting right to the point. “We need another test.”
Choi exhaled tiredly as he turned down a sand and gravel road toward the rocky beach where he walked each night prior to retiring for the evening. “The last test was only partially successful,” he tried to explain.
“We know,” the general replied.
Choi was only too aware that the DPRK could hardly afford to waste limited resources retesting a flawed design and he said as much. “General, what would the point be in that? We have retrieved all the test data from the previous launch and have yet to correct the design flaws. The third stage separated, but the rocket barely reached orbit, and was off course when it did.”
“I am well aware of the flaws,” the general insisted, “but we have our orders.”
Choi didn’t understand. Not that he truly understood his country any longer. He’d long ago stopped trying to justify the actions of a regime he no longer believed in. But he asked, “Does this have anything to do with the mobilization orders?” He’d learned, quite by accident, that his country was mobilizing their entire army under the pretense of an exercise.
“That is not your concern, Doctor,” the general reminded him.
Choi had little to lose, and they couldn’t threaten him anymore. He briefly thought of his wife, and immediately felt the tightness in his chest. He missed her terribly. He looked wistfully out toward the sea, just a few hundred yards away, and again wondered if this night might be the night…
“What is it, Doctor?” the general asked following the doctor’s gaze.
“Another test will prove nothing and be a waste of State resources,” he argued gently, not really caring.
“Regardless, you are to prepare all the rockets currently at Musudan-ri for immediate launch.”
Choi suddenly felt alarm. As a child, he’d been taught that his country faced imminent invasion. It was the undeniable fact that the United States and their puppet regime’s in the south ultimate goal was to crush the DPRK and enslave the people there under the yoke of capitalism. He’d begun to doubt this rhetoric as he got older when the impending doom of invasion never materialized. But the general’s tone caused the old fear to well up with in him. “What has happened, Comrade General?”
“Don’t concern yourself about things beyond your control, Doctor,” the general dutifully corrected. He then added in the event someone might be listening, “We all have our orders.”
Choi had no access to the world outside North Korea. He could only listen to the official news broadcasts and read the government newspaper. None of which he trusted any longer. But, despite this, he knew his country’s missile and nuclear tests had caused alarm in the West. The Western response had been harsh sanctions that exacerbated the chronic shortages of the bare necessities of life such as food and fuel for heat. “But, what has happened?” he asked again, pressing his luck. There’d been a time when such a question would have been unthinkable to ask. Choi had been a father and a husband. He’d had his entire life ahead of him. But his life was now in the past, as was his family.
Another twinge of discomfort.
“Our nation is threatened from all sides,” the general responded automatically. “Our strategic rocket arm must be ready to rain destruction on our enemies if provoked,” the general added, glancing back at the two handlers with a hint of nervousness. In the DPRK, nothing and no one was exactly who they appeared to be. A smile often hid a snarl; a polite greeting could be the harbinger of death; the open hand of friendship might conceal the knife. For all Choi knew, one of his handlers was actually a member of the secret police, and everything the two men were discussing would be reported. The general had to be careful; he was still relatively young.
Choi knew there would be no arguing with the decision. He would supervise the preparations of the remaining rockets, well aware they would fail as their predecessor had. “Very well, General. How long before they must be ready for launch?”
“As soon as possible. This must be your priority. Nothing else matters.”
Choi considered the possible reason for such a rash order. There were currently four rockets available for further tests, and there would be no more anytime soon. To waste even one was unthinkable. Their latest rocket tests had helped ratchet up tension on the peninsula, and Choi was well aware that war was a real possibility. Further tests might push the Americans, the Japanese or the South Koreans to launch a preemptive strike. Choi no longer feared death for himself, but he knew war would lead to even greater misery for his people. The illusion he had lived under about the North’s invulnerability had been dispelled years earlier, and he was only too aware of his nation’s backwardness.
“It will be difficult to prepare another rocket without American surveillance detecting our activities,” Choi pointed out. Such concerns had always been taken into account in the past. The Americans maintained dedicated spy satellites in geosynchronous orbit above North Korea and would see every move made at Musudan-ri.
“That is no longer a concern. In fact, quite the opposite.”
Choi continued walking but turned his significant intellect to the general’s comment. He considered many possible explanations for such recklessness. Certainly there’d been many occasions when the regime had thumbed its nose at the world community, but to tempt the wrath of the western powers was — at the very least — foolish. Choi wondered what his nation might possibly gain by such a move.
“Doctor?” the general asked after several seconds of silence.
“Are you sure this is wise?” He quickly added, “The rockets are in no condition to be used against our enemies.”
“You have your orders, Comrade Doctor.”
It made no sense. To antagonize the Americans was foolish. They’d shown their willingness to unleash their military on Iraq and Afghanistan. Choi felt he understood the power arrayed against his tiny nation better than most. Despite his leader’s bluster, the United States could destroy his tiny country easily. Certainly he never expected the regime to simply comply with the West’s desires, but to provoke an attack seemed the height of irrationality. He was a scientist. An engineer. His world was a precisely ordered place of precise angles and clear answers to complex problems. But there was no simple explanation for what the general was suggesting.
“Why?” he asked, doing something he knew he wasn’t supposed to do. “What can we gain by wasting our rockets in a futile display of our incapability?”
The general looked back over his shoulder, making certain the two handlers were out of earshot. “Your lack of faith in the Leader is disturbing, my old friend,” the general admitted softly. They had never been friends, but Choi didn’t point this out; instead, he listened. “We must maintain the illusion of progress here,” the general confided in a soft whisper.
This only added to the confusion Choi felt. “But surely you understand, our rockets are not yet capable of offensive use. The nose cone is ballistic, but unless there has been some breakthrough by our nuclear engineers, we couldn’t hope to deploy a warhead. Our guidance system is severely flawed and…”
The general patted him comfortingly on the shoulder. “Trust in the Leader, Comrade. The Americans are fools.”
“But none of it makes any sense,” Choi finally said in frustration, afraid for his country. “The Americans will not just sit idly by while we make overt preparations for war.”
To his surprise, the general’s expression changed to one of satisfaction. They reached the end of the road Choi walked along each night, and the general again patted Choi’s shoulder reassuringly. “Precisely.”

Chapter Seven

Wardroom, USS Seawolf
Kristen knew she would regret not taking at least a short power nap before returning to the submarine for the customary morning officers’ meeting. The meeting was held in the wardroom, which served as a combination dining hall, conference room, and recreation center for the officers on board. Rectangular in shape, a large table was the centerpiece with enough chairs for the Seawolf’s fifteen assigned officers plus a few guests. The bulkheads were covered in fake wood paneling and the floor in blue tile. In one corner was a credenza packed with assorted junk food, a microwave, and a coffee pot. Another wall was covered in bookshelves filled with manuals she could use to help study for her exams. Near the head of the table, where the captain’s chair was waiting empty, was a pair of ship’s phones, a 1MC speaker, and microphone. Plus there was an Integrated Augmentation Display (IAD) that, when active, displayed important ship’s information such as course, depth, and speed. A television and DVD combination was mounted in a corner just below the perfunctory pipes, wiring, and duct work that were visible everywhere on board. On the remaining wall was an interactive SMART Board connected to a computer that could be used for briefings.
Kristen arrived for the meeting early, having showered and changed at her barracks before rushing back to the submarine to begin studying for her qualifications. She took a seat away from where the captain would sit, assuming the officers would be seated by seniority, leaving her at the far end of the table. The wardroom was empty, and she hoped to have an hour of uninterrupted study time.
After thirty minutes however, she was interrupted as Gibbs, the mess steward, stepped through a swinging door that led to the galley. She looked up as he entered.
“Good morning, ma’am,” he greeted her with a cheerful expression and rubbed his hands together in a hint of excitement. “I didn’t expect anyone in this early; can I get you anything?”
Kristen was starving, having missed dinner the previous evening. She’d been tempted by the candy bars in the credenza but had resisted in hopes of something more substantial. “What’s for breakfast, Mister Gibbs?” she asked recalling how the captain used “mister” whenever he spoke to any enlisted man except COB, whom he called “Spike.” However, she noticed no one else on board dared refer to COB by the nickname.
“We have eggs to order, pancakes, waffles, assorted cereals, juices, pastries, fruit… whatever you want, ma’am,” he said, clearly anxious to please.
It all sounded good at the moment, and Kristen considered a chocolate covered doughnut, but fought off her chocolate craving and answered, “How about some scrambled eggs, toast, and juice.”
“Coming right up,” he responded excitedly.
She watched as the overanxious steward nearly pirouetted before returning to the galley. Kristen pondered the slightly eccentric petty officer, wondering if anyone on board besides her realized he was gay. She didn’t believe most men noticed such things, not that Kristen could care less herself, but she knew some might hold the man’s sexual preference against him. She briefly considered the captain.
Did he know?
Kristen dismissed the useless speculation and forced discipline back into her thoughts as she continued studying. But within a minute, Gibbs returned carrying, of all things, a tea service. He set it down and immediately began pouring tea. Kristen was taken slightly aback. She’d just mentioned that she preferred tea to the captain the previous afternoon, and now Gibbs was standing beside her asking if she liked milk in her tea.
“I know some people take it that way,” he explained.
“Yes,” she replied feeling a little punchy. “Just a splash.”
“I hope Earl Grey is okay,” he said to her as he poured. “I also have herbal tea, Darjeeling, three different pekoes, green tea, black—”
Kristen put a hand on his arm to stop him. “I get it, Mister Gibbs,” she told him. Then, realizing she might have found a friend among the crew, she let her cold veneer slip and allowed a smile of gratitude to cross her face. “You have a plethora of tea. Thank you, Earl Grey will be just wonderful.”
“I’ll leave the pot, Miss. You look like you could use a little pick me up.”
“That bad?” she asked, hoping her exhaustion wasn’t showing yet.
He cringed and screwed up his face slightly as if to apologize. “Sorry ma’am, but you need to learn that around here sleep is a valuable commodity. You should never miss a chance to get some.”
“I’ll keep it in mind.” She took a sip of tea. It was like sweet nectar. “Aaahhh,” she let out a sigh of approval, much to Gibbs’ pleasure. He departed to finish preparing her breakfast.
Kristen pondered the meaning of her mentioning she preferred tea, and Gibbs suddenly having a complete tea service plus a variety of teas. Obviously the captain had ordered him to get it after their conversation, and she wondered if he was as thoughtful for all of his officers or was just trying to make her feel as welcome as possible. She considered other motives, each more sinister, but she finally dismissed the useless speculation and returned to her studies.
Gibbs returned five minutes later with a plate filled with eggs, three strips of bacon, and toast. Plus he brought an assortment of jellies, peanut butter, salt, pepper, and Tabasco sauce. “The captain pours Tabasco on everything, even his eggs,” Gibbs explained as he set everything on the table before her. His face showed his disapproval, as he continued talking while he laid out her silverware. “Disgusting I know, but I gave up trying to fix him years ago.”
“How long have you been with the captain?”
“Three years and nine months,” he answered with a hint of pride. “I came on as his steward when he first took command.”
“And do you always make certain his officers have their particular favorites?” she asked as she raised her teacup.
Gibbs nodded as he stepped back from her, wiping his hands on a dish rag. “Oh, yes,” he explained, his mannerisms slightly animated. “The XO has to have his chocolate covered doughnuts with sprinkles every morning, the chief engineer likes grapefruit juice… although these days he needs some prune juice I suspect….”
Kristen cut him off before he said more. “I get the picture, Mister Gibbs,” she said, thankful for the tea. “Everything looks perfect, thank you.”
“If you need anything, I’ll be in the galley. Just give a shout,” he offered earnestly.
Kristen ate as she studied, drinking several cups of tea before being disturbed again as the XO appeared, entering through the only other door to the wardroom. Kristen had a mouthful of toast and jelly, but came to her feet, trying to swallow so she might greet him properly. But the tall, slender African American raised a hand to stop her.
“At ease, Lieutenant,” he told her. “We aren’t so formal here in the wardroom. Sit down and finish your breakfast.”
Kristen choked down her food as she resumed her seat. “Good morning, sir,” she managed before washing the rest of her food down with another mouthful of tea.
He nodded in reply as he stepped past her toward the coffee pot. “How was your evening?”
“Fine, sir. And yours?”
He poured some coffee into a mug and then grimaced as he took a sip. It had come out of the pot thick as hot tar. “Not bad,” he answered. “I won twenty bucks on the Lakers.” He then took a seat near the head of the table next to where the captain would eventually sit.
Kristen had no intention of disturbing him further as he opened up a metal clipboard containing the evening’s communications. It was called the “read board” and there were several varieties depending on the level of classification. By the warning on the cover of the clipboard she could see that he was reading the Top Secret message traffic.
Gibbs swept in a moment later with two plates of food for the XO, including one with three doughnuts.
“Good morning, Commander,” he greeted with a perky grin. “I hope you’re hungry this morning, sir.”
“Good morning, Mister Gibbs,” Graves replied without looking up. “Anything happen last night?”
Kristen listened as Gibbs recited nearly verbatim the handful of incidents reported in the ship’s log. Two sailors had been returned to the Seawolf after having gotten into an altercation at the enlisted club. Another seaman had cut himself in the torpedo room and had received eleven stitches. Once this morning ritual was over, Gibbs returned to the galley where Kristen noticed him peeking into the wardroom through a small, circular window in the door every few minutes.
She resumed reading as she finished her breakfast, still a little hungry and occasionally glancing over at the XO’s plate where he still had a single doughnut waiting that seemed to be calling to her. Or, more specifically, calling to her hips where she was certain the doughnut would end up if she ate it. She summoned her will power as Gibbs returned and cleared away her dishes.
“Is there anything else I can get you, ma’am?” he asked, a hint of knowing in his voice.
She glanced up at him innocently, but he responded with a wink. “Coming right up,” he confided conspiratorially and left, only to return a minute later with a chocolate covered doughnut with sprinkles.
Kristen finished her meal, and with her hunger now satiated, and her chocolate craving once more under control, she focused her energy on her manuals.
* * *
Jason Graves looked up from the classified read board, not pleased with what was happening in North Korea. It seemed that just when he thought everything was okay with the world, North Korea, Iran, Pakistan or some other place began stirring up trouble and causing a panic in Washington. He closed the read board and got up to refill his coffee cup.
As he did so, he noticed Kristen studying a manual. She was wearing gold-rimmed glasses, and her blond hair was twisted into several fine braids as he’d seen them the day before. She wore no makeup and her skin was deeply tanned from nearly a year in Hawaii. Her coveralls were clean and freshly pressed, and the strict expression on her face reminded him of a schoolmarm. But what truly drew his attention was the way she placed her middle and index finger at the top of the page and then drew them down to the bottom in just a few seconds as she stared at the page. Then, as if having read the entire page, she turned to the next. In less time than it took him to fill his coffee mug, she’d gone through three full pages of highly-detailed technical specifications for the sub’s main condenser.
He watched her closely as he returned to his seat. He knew she was intelligent, a bit of an egghead perhaps. But this seemed a little much. “Excuse me, Lieutenant,” he interrupted her.
She looked up at him, her fingers pausing over the page. “Yes, sir?”
“Just what are you doing?”
Her usual expressionless face gave a hint of confusion. “Uh, I’m studying, sir,” she responded, apparently not sure what he was talking about.
He mimicked her motion with his own fingers. “I mean, what’s that thing you’re doing there with the fingers?”
“I’m reading, sir,” she responded curtly, reminding him more of a machine than a human being.
“You’re reading that fast?” he asked in disbelief. “You aren’t spending more than a few seconds on each page.”
Her demeanor changed slightly, as the prim and proper schoolmarm façade slipped and she fidgeted nervously. She was about to respond when the door opened and an exhausted looking captain appeared. He was dressed in the same set of coveralls Graves had last seen him wearing. Graves and their newest lieutenant began to stand but Brodie waved them back down while groaning, “Coffee.”
Zombie-like, he walked to the coffee pot where he poured a mug without further comment and took a sip. Graves watched him with concern. He’d served with Brodie for two years, and had known him as a close friend for the better part of two decades. Brodie pushed himself too hard, forgoing sleep and relying on a seemingly inexhaustible supply of energy and caffeine to keep him going longer than what could possibly be healthy. While at sea, it wasn’t uncommon for Brodie to stay awake for two or three days sometimes before knocking off for a few hours of sleep. But ever since their orders had come down to get ready for sea, he’d been setting new records for stamina.
“Oh, that’s awful,” Brodie groaned and took another sip. “I think Gibbs is washing his socks in there again,” he commented dryly and took yet another sip.
“No,” Graves replied, smiling at his friend. “I think he’s putting his skivvies in there these days.”
Kristen sat silently during the exchange, watching the two men banter back and forth.
“I heard you got the reduction gears aligned last night,” Graves offered, knowing Brodie had let Ski leave early to spend time with his wife. “I don’t imagine you found time to get any sleep?” he asked gently, not wanting to give his friend a hard time in front of the new lieutenant.
Brodie didn’t respond; instead, he refilled his mug and turned back toward the door. “How’s Penny?” he asked referring to Graves’ wife.
“She told me to tell you she expects you for dinner this Friday,” Graves replied. “And if you can’t make it, you’ll have to tell her yourself because I sure as hell won’t.”
Penny had known Brodie as long as Graves, and she considered him part of the family.
Brodie paused behind Graves’ chair and Jason felt a friendly pat on the shoulder. “I’ll see you at zero-eight-thirty, XO,” Brodie said in answer to the question.
“Aye, sir,” Graves replied and watched his friend head for the door only to pause briefly and look back at Jason.
“Oh,” the captain said offhandedly as he motioned with his cup toward Kristen, “I forgot to tell you, she has a photographic memory.” He then continued on his way.
Jason watched Brodie disappear through the doorway leading into the passageway and then looked back at Kristen who was watching him over her glasses perched low on her nose. “A photographic memory?” he asked incredulously. “Is that true?”
She nodded her head but then added, “More precisely, the term is ‘eidetic memory,’ sir.”
Graves knew she was smart, but this was something he hadn’t expected. Curious, he pressed, “What’s the difference?”
Hesitantly, she explained, “People with photographic memories just recall images….”
“And you?” he prodded.
“Everything,” she said almost with embarrassment.
“What do you mean, ‘everything?’”
“Every sight, sound, touch, smell… everything, sir.” While speaking she’d unconsciously stiffened her shoulders and fidgeted slightly before lowering her head a bit, clearly uncomfortable talking about it.
“Well hell, Lieutenant,” he observed, “it’s nothing to be embarrassed about.”
She shrugged a shoulder slightly and explained, “Just the same, sir, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone. People tend to treat me as an oddity already, and I’d prefer not attracting more attention than I already do.”
Fat chance.
Graves knew the chance of her just hiding in and among the crew was impossible. She was hardly unattractive, and once at sea, the good looks she hid behind her tightly-bound hair, slightly-baggy overalls, and austere exterior would become more evident with each day they were underway. After three months at sea, she’d look like a goddess to every red-blooded man on board, except for Gibbs. The fact Gibbs was a homosexual wasn’t lost on Graves nor Brodie. But Graves knew the captain had always had a soft spot for those who broke with convention.
* * *
Kristen returned to her studies, trying to maintain her concentration as more officers filtered in over the next hour. Other than a few incredulous glances, the reaction by most of her fellow officers upon seeing her seated in the wardroom was to ignore her.
This suited her just fine. She had no time for socializing. She was far behind her peers, and she hoped to take the engineering exam within the first two months of being on board. No small feat, but she felt she could manage it.
At first, none bothered to introduce themselves or welcome her aboard, which she accepted in stoic silence. However, just when she thought they’d never speak to her, a rather handsome Lieutenant Junior Grade paused and studied her a little longer than most. He offered her a jaunty smile and stepped over, leaning across the table.
“Hi there,” he said with a friendly grin. “I’m Terrance Hall. My friends call me Terry,” he offered in introduction, “but you can call me anything you want.”
She hid her thoughts at the glib line, nodded politely and shook his hand.
“Give it a rest will ya, Terry,” another officer grunted as he slipped behind Terry on his way to the coffee pot. “She’s been on board less than a day, and you’re already making an ass of yourself.” The other officer’s name was Massanelli, and he didn’t bother to stop and introduce himself as he made a beeline for the coffee.
Kristen responded with an appropriate, “It is a pleasure to meet you, Terry. I’m Kristen.”
“The pleasure’s all mine, Kristen,” he said with a smile she was certain had wooed more than his fair share of ladies.
She released his hand and attempted to return to her studies as more officers drifted in. Kristen, her concentration broken, sat quietly and observed the various relationships and studied her fellow officers’ personalities. She would spend the next six months with these men, and considering the close confines they would experience, she needed to know just which of them she could trust and who might be a problem. They were all qualified submariners, and from the sound of their light-hearted banter, they’d all spent an entire patrol together so knew one another well. Ski arrived just after 0800 and the chitchat subsided somewhat as he entered, a perpetual scowl on his face. The XO paid no attention to any of his fellow officers as they joked around with one another prior to the morning meeting. Terry was an obvious flirt, and she assumed he was the kind of guy with a girl in every port. But she’d resisted better looking temptations than him while at the Academy, and she knew she could handle him. Most of the others were married and were more interested in getting their specific areas of responsibility ready for sea than toying with her.
Except for Ski.
Kristen knew nothing about him other than he didn’t like having her on board. He’d glanced her way briefly when he entered, and she’d seen a flicker of a scowl forming before he wiped it off. She didn’t like to judge people too quickly, but over the last three-plus years, her circle of friends had faded from many to only one, and she had learned she couldn’t afford to trust anyone too quickly. She would have to be careful around Ski. He wouldn’t miss an opportunity to screw her over.
Daniel Martin, the man who’d met her when she first came aboard, was the last officer to arrive. He came through the doorway at 0820, just ten minutes before the meeting. Kristen noticed how he tried to insert himself in a couple of conversations as he slowly made his way down the table to take a seat across from her. None of the others seemed any more interested in talking to him than they were in speaking to her.
You’re a Nub, remember? What did you expect?
Martin sat down, having failed to find anyone anxious to speak to him. He looked at her as Gibbs appeared and made his rounds filling coffee mugs with a fresh pot. He was greeted with several grunts of disgust at the coffee which was apparently strong enough to wake the dead. But no one gave the steward a hard time.
“Good morning, Lieutenant,” Martin offered, hoping to engage her in conversation.
“Good morning, Ensign,” she responded politely, noticing that Gibbs lingered over the XO a few seconds longer, asking if he needed anything. Gibbs all but ignored Ski, but greeted a few of the other officers politely.
Gibbs stopped by her last. “Is there anything else I can get you, Lieutenant?” he asked. “The skipper will be here in seven minutes.”
Seven minutes? Not five or ten?
She glanced at the clock on the wall and saw that it was 0823.
“Might I have another cup of tea, Mister Gibbs?” she asked politely.
“With pleasure, ma’am,” he answered with a smile and stepped back into the galley to see to it. She noticed that Gibbs hadn’t said a word to Martin, and she briefly wondered why. Her usual — and at times annoying — attention to detail was allowing her to quickly compile a large amount of information on everyone in the room. The steward returned a moment later with a fresh pot of tea and set it down on the service tray beside her. He also brought a fresh creamer of milk.
“Thank you, Mister Gibbs,” she replied as he hovered over her for a few seconds. The other officers moved to their seats as if on cue, and then Gibbs stepped over to stand near the head of the table. Kristen took a sip of tea and glanced at the clock again.
The friendly banter faded.
The digital clock advanced to 0830.
The door opened and Brodie stepped in. He was dressed in a fresh set of coveralls with his sleeves rolled up. He’d shaved, and other than the swollen eyes, he looked relatively refreshed. As he entered, everyone came to their feet, but he waved them back down immediately as he was greeted by a chorus of, “Good morning, Captain.”
“Good morning,” he responded, glancing at Gibbs. “Is there any lifer juice, Mister Gibbs?”
“Of course, sir,” Gibbs replied and dutifully set a fresh mug of coffee in front of Brodie. “Would you care for anything else, sir?” Gibbs asked. “I noticed you barely touched your breakfast.”
“That’ll be all, Mister Gibbs,” Brodie said in dismissal as the steward attended him. “Thank you.”
“You really should eat more, Captain,” Gibbs mumbled under his breath as he stepped off.
“What was that?” Brodie asked as Gibbs walked back to the galley.
“Nothing, sir,” the steward replied and disappeared through the swinging door.
Apparently this was something of a morning ritual because Kristen noticed several officers smiling at the exchange. Brodie meanwhile placed a yellow legal pad on the table along with a couple of pencils. He then took a few minutes to speak with each officer, slowly moving down the length of the table, asking about family and other matters not pertaining to business. Kristen hoped he would skip her and only speak to the more senior officers, but as he moved down the line and reached Martin, he engaged him in conversation as well.
“How’s the search for an apartment coming, Mister Martin?” Brodie asked. Kristen noticed that he’d called the other officers by their first names, but Martin was addressed differently. She filed this tidbit of information away, wondering if it had any significance.
“Slow, sir,” Martin reported. “Things are pretty expensive around here.”
Kristen listened, not daring to interrupt. She had a fairly good idea how much money an ensign drawing submariners pay made. As a junior officer he should be able to afford a nice place, even in the Seattle area.
Brodie responded by pulling a scrap of paper out of his breast pocket and passing it down to Martin. “You might try giving that number a call. It’s the Base Relocation Assistance Center—”
“I’ve already tried them, sir,” Martin interrupted.
The temperature in the wardroom seemed to drop slightly, and Kristen noticed a few junior officers visually stiffen as Martin interrupted Brodie. She saw Graves’ eyes narrow and glare down at Martin. Brodie, however, didn’t react immediately.
After an uncomfortable pause which witnessed Martin shrink slightly in his seat, Brodie continued. “As I was saying, call that number and ask to speak to Miss Shirley. Tell her you work for me, and I told you to call. Let her know we’re leaving the barn next, and I’d consider it a personal favor if she were to give your case her personal attention.”
Kristen listened to the exchange in silence. She had no idea who “Miss Shirley” was but assumed she was an acquaintance of the captain’s, perhaps a girlfriend. She glanced at Martin, noticing him fidgeting uncomfortably under the captain’s gaze. Kristen recalled her own discomfort the previous afternoon when she’d experienced the same hard glare from Brodie, and she couldn’t help feeling sorry for the nervous ensign.
“Thank you, sir,” Martin mumbled. “I’ll give it a try.”
Kristen waited, knowing she was next in line. She didn’t have to look at Brodie to feel his eyes upon her.
“Good morning, Lieutenant,” he greeted her politely. “Did you manage to get any sleep this morning?”
Kristen had never been a good liar, but decided to give it a try. “A little, sir,” she answered and glanced back up the table at him. His eyes were upon her, and, for some reason she still couldn’t explain, they were just as unnerving as the first time she’d felt his gaze.
“Well,” he replied, clearly realizing she’d just lied to him, “at least you’re dry for once.”
Kristen resisted a smile, still uncertain if she could allow herself to relax here. “Yes, sir.”
* * *
Graves watched the usual morning exchange in silence, knowing Brodie liked to keep the atmosphere in the wardroom relaxed and informal. But now that the pleasantries were out of the way, Brodie became all business. He started with the department heads, running down the previous day’s repair-and-refit schedule then discussing the current day’s schedule. When it came to details, Graves knew Brodie was relentless. He asked short, direct questions and expected similar responses. Excuses had no place on board the Seawolf, and most of Brodie’s officers knew this already.
The last officer to be questioned was Terry Hall, the ship’s infamous playboy and Reactor Division Officer. The reactor was currently dormant, but tests had shown an anomaly in a backup control system that the civilian contractors from Westinghouse — who made the reactor — as well as Navy personnel had been unable to run down. This was a critical repair since the reactor couldn’t be started until every system servicing it was operating at peak efficiency.
“What’s the status on that Reactor Control panel, Terry?” Brodie asked as expected.
“No joy so far, Skipper,” Terry replied. “Westinghouse removed it and put it on a test bench. It operated perfectly. But as soon as we reinstalled it late last night, the same anomaly returned,” Terry explained and then offered in assurance, “We’re going to get back on it first thing today.”
Ski chimed in, “We think there might be a short somewhere else in the system, Captain. I’ll have Chief O’Rourke make it a priority.”
“There’s a few miles of wiring down there,” Graves pointed out, wanting to get this problem behind them quickly. They could ill afford more delays. “You could spend the next six months chasing down Gremlins. We need to home in on the problem right now.”
“We’re working on it,” Ski replied hiding his frustration. As Chief Engineer, everything that did or did not happen in the engineering spaces was his responsibility. Graves knew Ski was under a lot of pressure, and this, combined with some marital problems he was experiencing, were taking their toll. But Graves also knew that if Ski ever hoped to have command of his own boat, a successful tour as a chief engineer was a prerequisite.
Graves wanted to take point on this critical repair and was about to suggest the very thing to Brodie, when he saw his friend sipping his coffee but at the same time staring down the table at someone. The captain’s eyes had narrowed slightly, and Graves thought he recognized Brodie’s thoughtful expression.
“Skipper?” Graves asked and followed Brodie’s eyes and saw Kristen seated motionless at the far end of the table. Her glasses were still on, and she looked to be attempting to blend into the wall. Graves knew being the only woman on board couldn’t be easy for her. She was currently staring at some speck of dust on the table and not looking up at anyone. He knew she wasn’t nervous. She couldn’t possibly be nervous. Graves was sure of it. She’d stood up to Brodie the previous day, something Graves had never believed he would see a junior officer do. But now she looked almost meek.
“Lieutenant Whitaker,” Brodie began as he set his mug down and toyed with a pencil. “Might you have any thoughts on this?”
It was a strange question. She’d been on board less than a day, and as far as Graves knew, she hadn’t even been in the reactor spaces. Everyone around the table turned their attention to her, and Graves now realized why she’d suddenly appeared so timid. She hated attention. She’d told him so. But he saw her back stiffen slightly and she lifted her head, looking back up at the captain, showing a quiet confidence Graves knew Brodie respected.
“It sounds like a faulty controller, sir,” she said simply with her customary controlled tone.
“Where the hell did you come up with that shit? GE said the controller is perfect. Didn’t you hear Lieutenant Hall?” Ski asked angrily. “They had the damn thing on a test bench yesterday and it was perfect.”
“Ski,” Brodie said softly in warning.
Brodie had never been much for foul language of any kind — it was just one of his many quirks. In a profession surrounded by men who used profanity like it was a second language, Brodie didn’t like it. Plus, now that there was a lady in the wardroom, Brodie had told all of the officers he expected them to tone it down even more than usual.
“Sorry, Skipper,” Ski replied turning his attention back to Brodie. “But she’s just a Nub, what the hell does she know?”
Graves watched the exchange and saw that Brodie’s eyes were still on Kristen. He was studying her, watching her like he did every new officer. Graves knew Brodie was a master at reading people, and the captain knew every man on board better than they knew themselves. He did exhaustive research on every officer who came on board and was never satisfied until he felt he had learned everything about them.
“Lieutenant,” Brodie asked simply, “would you care to enlighten us?”
Graves realized Brodie knew something about her that no one else did. Kristen’s face was completely expressionless. For all intents and purposes she was a mannequin. Graves could read nothing from her bearing. He recalled a television clip he’d seen of her testifying before Congress during her lengthy petition to serve on a submarine. She had been just as distant, just as cold and professional. He would hate to play poker with her.
“The controller,” she began with a voice more suited for a classroom or a laboratory, “while on the test bench, isn’t hardwired or bolted in place,” she explained. “But when it is installed in the reactor space and bolted in place, the rear of the controller tends to press up against the exterior wall of the reactor vessel. This can cause pressure and chafing on the wiring trunk creating a short that doesn’t show up on a test bench.”
Graves realized his jaw was hanging slightly open, a look he saw on several faces, including Ski’s. If she were correct, and Graves didn’t see how she could be, then it would explain the problem perfectly. Graves glanced at Brodie and saw the captain hiding a slight, satisfied smile behind his mug.
“Chief Engineer?” Brodie asked, still hiding his smile.
Ski had been caught as dumbfounded by her revelation as the rest of them. “I’ll have an electrician inspect the panel first thing, Skipper,” Ski offered.
“How did you know that?” Terry Hall asked Kristen the question everyone wanted to.
Her immediate reaction was to push her glasses a little further up on her nose as if to hide behind them. Other than this nervous tick, the stone mask stayed firmly in place. “After Reactor Prototype training, the Navy didn’t know what to do with me, so they kept me on at Charleston for almost a year as an instructor. I taught the S6W reactor and experienced a similar glitch. It took us nearly three weeks to discover the problem,” she explained in the same controlled, professional tone she normally used — except when angry. Graves briefly recalled her the day before in Brodie’s cabin when her true colors had been briefly exposed. Beneath her carefully controlled exterior, he knew there was a fighter lurking. Brodie clearly saw it, too. Graves wondered if anyone else had picked up on it.
“Why haven’t we seen anything in the message traffic about that?” Terry asked, looking back up the table toward Graves, Brodie, and Ski. “I would think DNR would send out a message on this defect.” DNR stood for Director of Naval Reactors, and they were responsible for the training of all reactor personnel, as well as the safe operation of all the Navy’s nuclear power plants.
Again Graves saw Brodie take a sip of coffee, his eyes still smiling down the table as he watched Kristen. Her face remained unreadable.
“Lieutenant?” Brodie asked her expectantly.
“It is in the manual, sir,” she responded mechanically. “It was sent as an addendum to the manual twenty-one months ago by NNPTC.” NNPTC was the Navy Nuclear Power Training Command, where Kristen had taught as an instructor.
“You’re kidding,” Terry replied, a bit embarrassed that he didn’t remember seeing it. Of course, there were thousands of such addendums and messages swamping the engineering department. Most related to obscure systems and were seldom critical, but this one — if she were correct — would save them potentially weeks of refit time.
“Might you recall the addendum number and particular page, Lieutenant?” Brodie asked, keeping his eyes on her. She cleared her throat uncomfortably, clearly not liking the attention everyone was giving her, which only verified her comment that she hadn’t fought so hard to reach a submarine simply to get her face plastered on the cover of Navy Times.
“Yes, sir.”
“And it is?” Brodie asked with an amused expression.
Graves was now watching Brodie, wondering why he was pushing this. She was clearly uncomfortable, and he’d already made his point. But Brodie wouldn’t let it go.
“Addendum 2-10, page 437, sir,” she replied calmly without a hint of pride in her voice. In fact, Graves could discern nothing from her. Her face was a blank mask. Outwardly at least, she appeared in perfect control. No emotion. No feeling at all.
Apparently satisfied, Brodie finally let her off the hook and turned to Ski. “Check it out first thing, Ski.”
“Aye, Skipper,” Ski replied looking a little taken aback by what he’d heard. Graves knew Ski was a proud man, and of all the officers on board, he’d been the most critical about her coming on board. Graves wasn’t certain Brodie was doing the right thing by highlighting her expertise and possibly embarrassing Ski. But he also knew Brodie always had a reason for everything he did. Unfortunately, he seldom shared his deepest thoughts.
The meeting ended, and the junior officers raced out of the wardroom with Terry Hall leading the way. Graves knew they were anxious to get back to the reactor control room and see if she was right. Graves was just as curious but waited, intent on speaking with Brodie in private. But Brodie motioned for Ski to stick around. Graves expected Brodie to reprimand Ski for the hard time the chief engineer was already giving their newest officer. But as usual, Brodie was full of surprises.
“What is it, Skipper?” Ski asked.
“I want you to test Lieutenant Whitaker for her engineering qualifications within the next few days,” he said casually. Graves thought his friend might be joking. She wouldn’t be ready for months at the earliest.
Ski was equally dumbfounded. “Sir?”
“You heard me,” Brodie repeated.
“Sir, that’s impossible,” Ski replied. “She’s just a Nub; she won’t be ready for months.”
“I know,” Brodie responded. “Test her just the same,” he insisted. “I’ve already made arrangements with the squadron and there are three engineering officers available whenever you’re ready to administer the test.”
“Skipper, why the rush?” Graves asked, knowing there was no chance she could possibly pass. “I mean, it took me six months before I was ready.”
Brodie nodded, but had clearly made up his mind. “Any questions, Ski?”
Graves saw a devilish grin breakout across Ski’s face, and it occurred to Graves that Brodie might intentionally be trying to sabotage her. But this made no sense. If he hadn’t wanted her on board, his reputation with the Brass was such that he could have simply said “no,” and she would have been assigned to another boat.
“No questions, Skipper,” Ski responded, looking quite pleased with the idea of testing — and failing — her. He departed to return to engineering, leaving Graves alone with Brodie.
“What the hell is that all about, Sean?” Graves asked, using Brodie’s first name now that they were alone.
“Trust me on this one, okay?” Brodie replied with an expression that made Graves think he might be missing something.
“You know I trust you,” he pointed out. “But I don’t see how setting her up for failure is helping her any.”
“Who said anything about setting her up for failure?”
Graves considered Kristen for a moment and then concluded, “I guess with an incredible gift like hers, maybe she can pass it.”
“Gift?” Brodie asked.
“Her memory,” Graves explained. “A blessing like that sure would’ve come in handy back at Annapolis.”
“A blessing?” Brodie asked again, and then said, “I’d say it’s more like a curse. In fact, I’m surprised she passed her psyche eval.”
Graves was caught off guard by his friend’s statement, however Brodie understood people better than most and the XO reconsidered his thoughts on the matter. But after several seconds, he couldn’t think of a photographic memory being anything but a wonderful ability. “How so?”
Brodie shrugged and asked, “What’s the worst experience you ever went through?”
It was an easy answer. “My dad,” he said, recalling his father’s unsuccessful battle with diabetes. Graves had watched helpless as, over a period of two years, the doctors had removed first toes and fingers, then hands, feet and finally limbs as the terrible disease ate his father one piece at a time.
“Bad times,” Brodie agreed in understanding. Graves knew his friend understood, since Brodie had been by his side the entire time and had helped Graves through it. But then he asked, “Has the pain faded over the last five years since your father passed?”
It had, of course, and Graves nodded. “Yeah, I still miss him though.”
Brodie sat quietly for a few seconds out of respect for Grave’s loss. “He was a good man, and shouldn’t have gone like that.”
Graves didn’t see what his father’s death had to do with their newest officer. “Sean, what’re you getting at?”
“Could you imagine how paralyzing it would be if the pain never went away?” he asked softly.
Graves leaned back, finally understanding what his friend was getting at.
Brodie continued, lowering his voice, “Every sight, sound, smell, emotion and thought she has ever experienced is as fresh to her as this conversation is to us. She can relive every experience she’s ever had with absolute clarity.”
Graves gasped in true understanding, “Shit, how the hell does she sleep at night?”
“A very good question,” Brodie concluded, his powers of perception once more evident. “You need to keep an eye on her, buddy. I guarantee you she’s carrying around a truck load of emotional baggage.”
Graves stewed over the matter for a few moments. He still didn’t see how having her take the exam now would help. Graves knew Brodie always had a reason for everything he did, and it bothered him that he couldn’t figure out just what was going on behind his friend’s eyes. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” he asked. “Ski isn’t the most forgiving person.”
Brodie nodded thoughtfully and rubbed his swollen eyes, yawning slightly. “If she wants to play with the big boys,” he said simply. “Then she better learn to swim in the deep end of the pool.”
Graves considered this. “She sure didn’t like being put on the spot.”
“Too bad,” Brodie replied coldly. “We haven’t time to nursemaid anyone. If she can’t handle the pressure when tied up pier side, she’ll be no good to us once at sea.”
Graves paused for a few moments. Brodie was right. They couldn’t afford an officer afraid to speak his or her mind. He briefly thought about Martin who was, thus far, turning out to be a real dud. “I noticed you have another meeting with the squadron today. What’s going on?” he asked his friend.
Brodie had been attending daily classified briefings for the last week. Thus far, he’d been tightlipped about what was brewing but had given Graves what little information he could.
“Nothing good,” Brodie said in reply. “NSA spotted heat blooms in nearly a dozen Russian Alphas and three Typhoons two nights ago.”
Grave understood only too well. The Typhoon ballistic missile submarines were among the finest boats in the Russian arsenal. Each boat carried twenty submarine launched ballistic missiles with ten 100-KT nuclear warheads a piece for a total of two hundred nuclear warheads on each boat. If even one of these boats unleashed its arsenal at the United States, the catastrophe would be beyond measure. To prevent such a calamity, during the Cold War each Typhoon had been shadowed by an American hunter-killer submarine from the moment it left harbor until it returned.
“Oh, shit,” Graves whispered. The information hadn’t been released on the top-secret read board, which meant it was still classified at a higher level. “Is there any chance this is just a training exercise?”
“The National Command Authority doesn’t think so,” Brodie replied as he finished his coffee. “We’re implementing Cold War procedures and scrambling submarines from both coasts to try and intercept the Typhoons before they go dark.”
“Is that what they have in mind for us?” Graves asked, wondering if chasing after rogue Russian subs was what all the secrecy surrounding the Seawolf’s mission was about.
“If only….”

Chapter Eight

Main Engineering, USS Seawolf
The reactor control room was hardly larger than a pair of phone booths and normally a single officer and two enlisted men could be found there. But every officer who could fit had squeezed into the space. Kristen stood calmly outside, not pleased at all by Brodie having shined the limelight on her. It was hard enough being on board without any additional attention. What disturbed her even more was that Brodie had clearly known about the addendum but had gone out of his way to have her explain the problem to the others.
“Goddamn!” Terry called from inside the control room. “She’s right.”
Several officers had taken small bets on the possibility she was correct, and there was a few seconds of expletives and laughing as money was exchanged. Terry appeared, as did Ski. Terry looked genuinely pleased, but Ski’s mood looked dark.
“Good job, Kristen,” Terry said with a broad grin. “This oughta nip the problem in the bud.”
“We won’t know for certain until the electricians check it out,” Ski grumbled, clearly unhappy she’d been right.
Kristen waited impassively, knowing better than to try to argue with Ski. But he turned toward her with a twisted look on his face, as if he had some secret he could use against her. She’d grown accustomed to people trying to undermine her. It had happened more than once during basic submarine officers’ training. People she thought might be her friend had turned out to be working to prevent her from graduating, and she’d learned the hard way not to count on anyone.
“Sir?” she asked him.
“So, you think you know it all, eh?” His tone was sarcastic and demeaning, and she felt her anger rising. Kristen was tired and her usual self-control was failing.
“Hardly, sir,” she answered flatly trying to hide her displeasure at having to answer such a question. The other officers present quieted down and listened. There were also several enlisted men within earshot, and she didn’t want to help make a scene. Besides, if he was trying to goad her into saying something stupid, she was determined not to take the bait.
“Hell, I bet you think you’re ready to take the engineering exam. I mean, after spending a year at Prototype school as an instructor, I’m sure us mere fleet sailors can’t teach you shit.”
Kristen bit her tongue, uncertain what he was playing at. “On the contrary, sir,” she told him, wishing she’d gotten a few hours of sleep so her mind was sharper. He was playing at something, and she feared a trap. “I consider myself most fortunate to be here and am looking forward to learning all I can.”
“Uh-huh,” he replied in a condescending tone as he rolled his eyes.
She felt her blood beginning to boil. She’d taken enough crap over the years to get this far and was sick of men like him. But she kept her emotions in check.
“Have you even had a chance to glance at your qualification’s checklists?” he asked. He raised up slightly, trying to intimidate her with his size. The fact she was a bit taller than him made this impossible and the effect didn’t intimidate her in the least. In fact, she felt her anger growing.
“Yes, sir,” she snapped a little harder than she meant to. “I have,” she added. “I’ve read nearly all of them.”
She could see the look of disbelief on several faces as she squared off with Ski.
“Is that a fact?” he asked with the same smirk she’d first noticed the previous afternoon. Except then she’d been fresh and had been able to let it roll off her back without too much trouble, but now she was tired and growing more annoyed by the minute.
“Yes, sir,” she replied briskly. “That is a fact.” She added emphasis to each word, as her cool exterior began to slip.
Whatever she’d said caused a whimsical, rather satisfied smile to appear on his face. “Excellent,” he replied easily. “Then you’re ready for the engineering exam.”
This was received with a few looks of disbelief from the assembled officers and enlisted men. Chief O’Rourke had arrived and looked at Ski as if he were crazy.
“That is up to the chief engineer, sir,” she pointed out bluntly. She knew she should back down, but he’d made her angry. Besides, if he was going to challenge her then she would rather die than give in to the misogynist dinosaur.
“Are you getting angry, Lieutenant?” he asked, baiting her more.
“Not at all, sir,” she answered, clearly lying and cursing her lack of self-control.
“Good,” he said with a satisfied look on his face she desperately wanted to slap off. “The exam is hard enough without entering into it angry.” He glanced at his watch. “I’d hate to seem unfair by scheduling it too soon,” he began. “Plus the weekend is tomorrow, and I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you,” he lied with a fake expression of innocence on his face. “So let’s start Monday immediately after the morning meeting.”
“What?” O’Rourke asked in disbelief. “We don’t have time for this nonsense,” the grizzled old chief added, a cigarette hanging from his lower lip.
But Kristen wasn’t about to give an inch. She’d fought with pigheaded fools like this long enough to know that politeness only went so far. She had to accept his challenge or he would lord it over her for the rest of her time on the submarine. “I’ll be ready, sir,” she said confidently.
“I’m sure you will,” he replied with the same haughty look she detested. He leaned closer, bringing his face within a few inches of hers. Kristen felt her fists tighten and was certain her face was flushed red with anger. “I’m looking forward to it, Lieutenant,” he said as his lips curled.
“As am I, sir.”
He left, leaving her standing there ready to spontaneously combust.
Oh, shit.
Kristen felt the rage leave her almost immediately as reality set in. He’d set the trap and she’d stepped right into it. She’d never seen the engineering exam but had heard about it. The test consisted of written and practical application portions that were reputed to be grueling.
“Are you out of your mind?” Terry asked bluntly once Ski was gone. “Do you have any idea how hard that test is?”
She didn’t.
“Good luck,” a fellow officer she recognized as Thomas Montgomery, the ship’s tactical systems officer, offered. By the tone of his voice, he clearly didn’t think she had a chance.
“Yeah,” another officer named Ryan Walcott chimed in. He was the ship’s navigator and the head of the operations department and so relatively senior among the ship’s staff. “Good luck with that, Lieutenant.” He departed.
The others filtered out, none offering her more than halfhearted best wishes. It was clear none gave her a chance of passing. Kristen knew she’d screwed up, and as she stood there, the anger being replaced by cold reality, she knew she was now in serious trouble. If she took the exam and failed it — as everyone expected her to — then this might be used as an excuse to put her ashore, and she couldn’t afford giving any of her detractors the ammunition necessary to be rid of her.
Kristen had to clear her head and develop a plan. She had seventy-two hours to be ready. It seemed like a lot of time, but not considering the amount of material the exam covered. They could ask her any question about any piece of machinery or system assigned to the engineering department which meant over half the submarine. She needed to familiarize herself with emergency procedures, battle damage repair actions, maintenance schedules… the list felt endless.
Kristen didn’t panic easily, but she felt the urge to do so now. What was worse was the fact she’d already been awake for the previous twenty-four hours, and time to rest was a luxury now. She needed all of her impressive mental acuity if she was to have any chance at all and starting out tired wouldn’t help. She glanced down at the three-inch binder tucked under her left arm. She couldn’t waste time cursing herself for allowing Ski to bait her, nor feeling sorry for herself. No one believed she could pass the exam. But then, no one had given her any chance at all of ever serving on a submarine. So far her entire career had been about proving people wrong. She would have to do so again.
* * *
Sunday night came too soon. The previous three days were a whirlwind of cram sessions interspersed with a few minor catnaps in the wardroom, or in some corner of the engineering spaces. Despite her intellectual gifts and puritanical work ethic, she’d found herself floundering in a flood of information. Terry had offered to help, which she’d certainly been willing to accept until he threw in that he thought they should discuss it over dinner, which she took for what it was, a lame attempt to get her to go out with him.
Word that she was taking the exam on Monday had spread throughout the boat in a matter of minutes of Ski’s challenge, and Kristen knew there were several betting pools forecasting odds that didn’t look too good for her. During her 72-hour marathon of studying, she’d been helped occasionally by a few crewmen who didn’t mind offering her their expertise on specific systems. But this help had been rare. She was, after all an officer. A Nub. A woman. An outsider. Kristen assumed most on board were hoping she would fail. But she was determined to prove them wrong. She’d never failed at anything in her life. Be it sports or school, she’d always been able to overcome any obstacle with hard work, and she was determined to do so now.
Kristen sat in the wardroom, a small mountain of manuals, checklists, and technical publications stacked liberally around her on the table. The previous seventy-two hours were a blur, and she was growing desperate. She’d slept for maybe eight total hours in the last ninety-six, and the pages in front of her were blurring as her concentration waned.
The door leading to the galley opened and Gibbs appeared, carrying a tea service and wearing a concerned look on his face. Over the previous three days he’d been the one person she’d been able to count on. No matter what time she’d arrived bleary eyed and stumbling in the wardroom, he’d appeared with hot tea and food, offering kind words of encouragement as he tried to keep her fed and filled with caffeine as she fought off exhaustion.
“You aren’t looking so good, ma’am,” he said with genuine concern as he set the service down.
Kristen noticed a pair of chocolate covered doughnuts with sprinkles on the tray as well. “I hope you didn’t steal those from the XO’s private stash,” she replied, removed her glasses, and stretched, trying to find some semblance of life in her tired body.
“You let me worry about the XO,” he suggested and poured her tea. “If you don’t mind me saying so, I think you need to get some real sleep tonight. It won’t do you any good to start off tomorrow morning unable to keep your eyes open.”
Kristen shook her head reflexively, refusing to admit she couldn’t keep going. “I used to pull all-nighters routinely back at the Academy. All I need is another cup of tea, and I’ll be fresh as a daisy.”
“I was thinking you look more like a Black-eyed Susan, Miss,” he pointed out. “You look awful.”
“Thanks for the pep talk.” She accepted the teacup and took a sip. But the tea was bland. Kristen knew he was right. She needed several hours of sleep or she would pass out. But there were still several systems she’d been unable to get to during her marathon cram session, and there was precious little time left.
She drained the cup, and Gibbs retreated back into the galley, leaving her alone to study. But try as she might, her eyes closed of their own volition. Kristen forced them open, read a page, but found herself unable to recall anything she’d seen. She drained a second cup, but the caffeine rush she hoped for failed to come.
Just a couple of seconds. Just close your eyes for a couple of seconds.
She fought the urge to sleep. The ship’s diesel engine, which was used as a backup in the event the reactor failed, was sure to be on the exam, and she needed to get down into this critical space and spend several hours going over start up procedures and other checklists.
Just a few seconds. Just close your eyes…
Kristen shook her head as the pages before her blurred again. She rubbed her eyes and pushed her glasses up on her nose, forcing herself to sit up straight and focus. But it was no use.
Just for a minute. Just one quick little minute and you’ll feel so much better.
She allowed her head to lean against a hand. She closed her eyes.
Just for a few seconds…

Chapter Nine

Crew Berthing, USS Seawolf
“Ma’am,” she heard a familiar voice. “Ma’am, you need to wake up now.”
Kristen pried her eyes open but didn’t immediately know where she was. She shook her head, trying to clear the cobwebs as she struggled to awaken. The last thing she remembered was being in the wardroom. “Mister Gibbs?” she asked and glanced at her watch. It was just after five in the morning. “Is it really zero-five-hundred?”
“Shh,” he insisted, holding a finger to his lips. “Everyone is still sleeping, and we need to get you out of here before the crew wakes up.”
Kristen now recognized where she was. She was lying in a regulation crew bunk in their berthing space. She quickly checked under the blanket and was relieved to find she was still dressed in her coveralls.
“How did I get here?” she asked with a start as she scrambled out of the bunk. If she was caught in crew berthing, the scandal would be enormous.
“You fell asleep in the wardroom, and…” he hesitated as he helped her down from the chest-high bunk. “I… I uh thought it would be best if you got a few hours of sleep, so I brought you in here.”
Most of the crew slept ashore in a regular barracks while the submarine was in port, so the berthing space was almost empty. But there were a handful of watch standers who slept on board each night. Fortunately, those men who were in their bunks were snoring loudly as Gibbs led Kristen out of the berthing space without encountering anyone.
“How did you get me…” she began to ask, not quite remembering how she made it from the wardroom to the enlisted berthing. But even as she asked, she remembered her exam starting in just a few hours. “I’ve got to get down to the diesel engine spaces! I’ve got a lot of studying to do.”
“Ma’am,” Gibbs offered as she felt herself beginning to panic, “might I suggest you get a shower and some fresh clothing first?”
Kristen needed a shower. It would help her wake up and clear the cobwebs still lingering in her skull. But she didn’t have time to run back to her barracks. She needed to get to work immediately. But before she could argue with him, he offered her a freshly pressed and folded set of coveralls as well as a shopping bag.
“What’s this?” she asked and glanced in the bag. Inside was a complete set of toiletries, including a package of underwear, a new sports bra, and a towel. “Where did you get all of this stuff?” she asked as he led her up to officers’ country.
He ignored her question and instead, motioned toward the door leading to the officers’ head. “I cleaned the head, so it should be okay,” he told her as he looked around to make certain they weren’t being watched.
Kristen knew she was missing something, but her mind was still too numb to really think about it. She stumbled into the small head she shared with thirteen fellow officers and turned on the single shower. She opened the shopping bag and removed a bath towel and wash cloth. Both were brand new and still had the tags on them. She then removed the body wash and shampoo. They weren’t her brand but were more than adequate. She glanced at the underwear and saw Gibbs had guessed her size perfectly. There was also a comb, a hairbrush, and a small blow dryer.
The shower helped wake her, reviving her sagging energy levels and refreshing her somewhat, but she felt the pressing need to hurry. There was still much to do. She dressed quickly, relishing the feel of clean clothes for the first time in three days.
Or was it four?
She’d lost track of time. Normally she liked to keep her hair in an intricate French braid, one of the few idiosyncrasies she clung to from her childhood. But that normally took thirty minutes, and she didn’t want to spend time on it. So after drying it out, she tied it into a tight bun that would have to do, collected her belongings, and stepped back into the passageway where Gibbs waited nervously.
“I owe you, Mister Gibbs,” she told him as she closed the door behind her. “I can’t thank you enough for this. I feel brand new.”
“That’s thanks enough, ma’am,” he assured her. “But let’s keep this between us, okay?”
Kristen had no idea why he was being so secretive now that they were away from the crew berthing, but she didn’t argue. “All right,” she replied. “How much did all this cost?”
Gibbs looked at her blankly.
“How much do I owe you?” She headed toward the wardroom, anxious to get back to work.
“Uh…” he mumbled. “I’m not sure,” he stammered while following her back to the wardroom.
“Well, whatever it is, just let me know,” she assured him. “Whatever the cost, I’m good for it ten times over.”
“That’s okay, ma’am,” he replied. “I hope everything fits okay.”
“Perfect,” she admitted as they reached the wardroom. “How did you guess my size?”
“Just lucky, I guess.”
Something wasn’t ringing true about what had happened, and Kristen got the feeling Gibbs was hiding something. But she didn’t have time to waste trying to figure it out. She gathered her checklists and raced down to the auxiliary machinery space where the diesel engine was located. She climbed down the steep ladder leading into the cramped compartment and was surprised to find, waiting in the space, was COB.
“Good morning, Missy,” he greeted her politely.
“Good morning, COB,” she answered. “Is everything all right?” she asked, glancing around.
As Chief of the Boat, COB could go virtually anywhere on board unquestioned. But it was an odd place to find him at such an early hour. He didn’t appear to be inspecting anything nor were there any other personnel visible for him to be supervising. She briefly thought he might have dragged some malcontent down into the space for some hands-on counseling in private. But she didn’t see anyone else. He was just waiting.
“Everything’s just fine, Missy,” he answered. “What brings you down here this fine morning?”
“I have my engineering exam in a few hours and need to get familiarized with the space,” she admitted. “I’m afraid I fell asleep last night and haven’t had a chance to get down here.”
He replied with a simple nod, “Well, the diesel is sure to be on your exam.” He patted the massive motor with his right hand. “Would you like some help?”
It was a question Kristen wasn’t accustomed to hearing from anyone anymore. Over the last few years the number of people she felt she could trust had diminished to just one. Although, after the previous evening, that list might have grown to include Gibbs. What COB was playing at, Kristen couldn’t guess, but he probably knew the diesel better than the men who would test her on it. She couldn’t turn down such an offer. “I would appreciate that very much, COB,” she admitted. “But what brings you down here anyway?”
He gave her a coy smile. “Now, Missy, since when do we Chiefs have to answer such questions from you fresh young officers?”
Kristen was still a little punch drunk from the last ninety-six hours, but she was sharp enough to know this was no coincidence. COB was here because he knew she would be. This was confirmed less than three minutes later when she heard a gruff voice coming from the ladder way. “Has that Lassie shown up yet, Matt?”
Kristen recognized Chief O’Rourke’s Irish lilt. “I’m right here, Senior Chief,” she called up as the Irishman climbed down. His coveralls — unlike COB’s — were filthy from working all night.
The redheaded chief paused when he reached the base of the ladder and took a moment to light a cigarette. Smoking was forbidden here, but she decided against pointing this regulation out to the salty Chief.
“All right, let’s get to work. We don’t have much time,” O’Rourke said without offering any explanation.
Kristen had seen O’Rourke around engineering whenever she’d been in the space. But they’d seldom had a reason to talk, and she assumed he simply didn’t like her. Of course, he hardly spoke to any of the officers, and he treated Ensign Martin as if the young officer was a stain on the bulkhead. What was more, O’Rourke began and ended nearly every sentence he spoke with profanity. But he also knew his business, and for the next two hours she kept her mouth shut and her eyes and ears open as the two seasoned submariners, inexplicably, tutored her on the diesel engine.
* * *
Kristen returned to the wardroom just ten minutes before the morning meeting. She’d had a full two hours to spend studying the diesel, and although it was hardly enough to make her feel confident about this portion of the exam, she now had at least some inkling of what was in the space and where everything was located. Everyone had already arrived except for Martin, who was — as usual — cutting it close, and the captain who would arrive at 0830. As she entered, she was greeted with several sympathetic looks, except for Ski who looked as grumpy as ever.
“Good morning, Lieutenant,” Graves greeted her from where he sat reading the message board and sipping coffee. “Today’s the big day, isn’t it?”
“It is indeed, sir,” she agreed and slipped behind several of her fellow officers and found her seat. No sooner had she sat down, than Gibbs swept in with a tray of food for her and a fresh pot of tea.
“Good morning, ma’am,” he said politely. “You’d best eat quickly; the captain will be here in nine minutes.”
Kristen’s stomach was twisted in anxious knots. She felt if she just had another forty-eight hours she might be ready, but one look at Ski was enough of a reminder that she would receive no extension from him. She gulped down two pieces of dry wheat toast, but stayed away from her eggs. She washed the toast down with some strong tea, managing to get it done in just a couple of minutes.
“Good luck today,” Terry offered as he sat down. He sounded sincere, even though he’d done nothing to help her over the past few days.
“Thanks, Terry.”
Several of her fellow officers followed Terry’s lead and wished her luck, a few even seemed to mean it. Martin arrived just a few seconds before the meeting would begin. He was just taking a seat when Brodie entered. As usual everyone came to their feet only to have him wave them back down.
Kristen was going over countless mental checklists in her head and hardly paid attention as the meeting began. Gibbs offered Brodie his usual coffee, but she noticed there was none of the usual playful banter between them. Plus, Brodie skipped the usual morning round of chit-chat with his officers and got right down to business. He went down his usual checklists, hammering each of the department heads hard. This was certainly different than usual. His voice was sharper, his tone more urgent. She thought he looked a bit more weathered than usual. Not that she could spare mental capacity for any analysis of her captain at the moment, she needed to keep her focus, and disciplined her well-ordered mind to the real task at hand. A knock at the door drew her attention from thoughts of condensers, drive shafts, emergency generators….
Two lieutenant commanders stepped in. They both wore coveralls, and without a word said, she knew who they were. The engineering exam was administered by a team of officers. Each had to be a qualified engineering officer, and these two men were part of the group who would test her. She stiffened slightly as they greeted Brodie. She recognized one as an officer who’d spoken against her petition to serve on a submarine before Congress. His name was Crocker, and he was considered an up-and-comer in the submarine service.
Kristen watched as they greeted Brodie with near reverence. She then saw Crocker and Ski exchange greetings. The two men clearly knew one another well. Kristen felt the deck slowly being stacked against her. There should be three officers on her exam team, and she’d silently prayed that Ski wouldn’t be one of them. He clearly had it in for her, and she didn’t trust him to give her a fair test. But as the meeting continued, no other officers arrived to flesh out the examination board.
Brodie finished the meeting in record time and dismissed his officers to return to duty. But before leaving, the captain paused for a moment and addressed Ski, “We were hoping for a third officer from the squadron to assist with the examination today, Ski.”
“I can pick up the slack, Skipper,” Ski replied easily and glanced down at Kristen. “You don’t have a problem with me serving on your exam board do you, Lieutenant?”
You’re damn right I do!
“No, of course not, sir.”
Brodie looked toward her, showing absolutely no hint of concern that she might have been set up to fail. “Good luck today, Lieutenant Whitaker.” Was he being sincere? She couldn’t tell. His true feelings were hidden behind a stern mask of command.
“Thank you, Captain,” she answered, wondering just how much he knew about what was happening. He had to realize she stood a poor chance at best of passing and could have stopped the examination from ever starting. According to those men who she’d met over the previous few days, they all agreed that Brodie knew everything happening on board. But if he knew Ski had goaded her into accepting his challenge, he gave no hint of it.
Brodie departed and Graves paused long enough to shoot her a reassuring wink. “Give’em hell, Lieutenant.”
“I’ll do my best, sir.”
“Let’s hope that’ll be enough, Lieutenant,” Ski responded with the same fake sincerity he’d used around her before.
The XO departed, and Ski introduced the other two officers to her.
“Hello again, Lieutenant,” Crocker greeted. She couldn’t read his expression, but she knew he was no friend. “I hadn’t expected to see you again so soon.” His testimony in front of Congress had been some of the most damning during her hearings. He was a seasoned submarine officer, decorated for valor during an operation as a lieutenant, and his words had nearly ended her petition.
Kristen shook his offered hand out of politeness. “Good morning, sir,” she said, forcing civility into her voice. “Welcome to the Seawolf.”

Chapter Ten

Main Engineering, USS Seawolf
The examination began with a timed written portion which Kristen flew through. She’d always been good at written examinations. Her phenomenal memory allowed her to draw upon a vast library of knowledge. Following the written test however, was the practical examination which took the rest of the morning and all afternoon.
Academic achievement had always been a strength and source of pride for Kristen. She was accustomed to getting high marks on anything she applied herself to. It didn’t always come easy, but if given a chance, she could usually work hard enough to outdo virtually anyone else. But this was different. These three men could, and did, ask her just about anything regarding the various machine spaces. She had to demonstrate emergency procedures for battle damage, flooding, electrical failures, and a host of other near disasters.
They started with the reactor which was her strength, and she felt she breezed through this part with ease. This was important because the reactor portion was the most critical. If she failed any of it, she would fail the entire exam. But, following the reactor, she moved into territory she’d just started learning. The reduction gears, the steam turbines, the air-handling equipment, carbon-dioxide scrubbers… the list felt endless. And there was no rest. Everything was timed. No sooner did she complete one task, than she was forced to face a new problem. Not once did she get a break or any feedback on how she was doing from the three men testing her.
Ski stayed smug, never missing a chance to slip in an insult, often veiled in a half-hearted compliment. The only bright spot of the day was an occasional smile, or at least sympathetic look from one of the seamen on board who she’d rubbed elbows with over the last few days while struggling to get ready. Twice she caught a glimpse of the XO watching the examination, and on several occasions she saw O’Rourke or COB observing quietly from the side. Finally, just before five in the afternoon, the examination ended.
“The examination board will meet with the captain and go over our results,” Ski informed her politely. She was too tired to care that he was being disingenuous. If he could fail her, he would. “Once the captain has been briefed, he’ll inform you of the results.”
Kristen withdrew to the crew’s mess deck, known as the Wolf’s Den, where Gibbs brought her some tea and food. But she wasn’t hungry. She took a seat in one of the booths, ignoring the stares of several of the enlisted men who weren’t accustomed to officers “hanging out” in the crew’s mess. She leaned back against the bulkhead and ran the examination through her head trying to determine just how badly she’d done. But it was all a blur. She was too exhausted to think straight. The last five days had been the most arduous of her life, and she simply wanted a hot shower and a warm bed for a few hours. As far as the exam?
Ski wouldn’t let her pass if he could stop it. What was worse was that during the exam, Ski had let it slip that Brodie had been behind her taking the exam in the first place, which meant her own captain probably didn’t want her to pass. The only conclusion she could draw was that once more she was all alone.
She could trust no one.
Kristen opened her eyes and saw that the men who’d been in the Wolf’s Den when she’d entered were now gone. Now seated in a corner booth, sipping coffee and talking softly, were COB and O’Rourke. Gibbs was there as well, standing in the galley and watching her with concern.
Maybe not totally alone.
Kristen took a sip of tea and closed her eyes again, thinking of the exam. She ran it through her mind once more, trying to give herself an honest assessment. She’d hardly been perfect, but she’d done well. She blown the written portion away, but had struggled on a few of the systems during the practical exam.
“Miss Whitaker?” Gibbs said softly, getting her attention.
Kristen opened her eyes again, wishing she’d had just a few more hours to prepare. Gibbs was standing by her table. The look on his face didn’t appear hopeful. “Yes, Mister Gibbs?”
He motioned toward the wardroom. “The captain is ready for you, Miss.”
Kristen stood, feeling a deep sense of foreboding. The look on Gibbs’ face told her all she needed to know. She just had to hold it together and accept the verdict. She glanced over at COB and O’Rourke. They were watching her. The fact these three men had tried to help her she wouldn’t forget, but there were no words she could think of at the moment to express her gratitude. She patted Gibbs on the arm and offered him a wan smile. “It’s okay, Mister Gibbs. We did our best.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Kristen walked up the passageway to the wardroom door where she paused for a brief moment to calm herself before knocking.
“Enter,” came the captain’s curt reply from inside.
Kristen stepped in, determined not to let them see her show any hint of remorse, anger, or sadness. She would be an emotional rock. They were the enemy. She would give them nothing.
The captain had been at the squadron headquarters for most of the day, and she noticed that for the commodore he’d bothered to wear his ribbons. The rack of awards was impressive to say the least. His expression was impassive, with no hint what he might be thinking. But she thought his eyes, normally sharp and filled with life, looked tired and a little dark.
The XO was dressed in coveralls and was seated straight back in his chair with a foul scowl on his face. He was resting his forearms on the table, his fingers intertwined. Ski was in his usual chair with a satisfied grin on his face, which verified what Kristen already suspected. Crocker met her gaze and gave her a pleasant nod of greeting.
Between Crocker and Ski, she knew she hadn’t stood a chance.
“You wished to see me, Captain?” Kristen said as she came to attention inside the door.
Brodie motioned to the empty chair beside the XO. “Have a seat, Lieutenant.”
Kristen did as ordered, gripping the Naugahyde-covered arms of the chair with her hands. She didn’t look at Ski, fearing she might snap if she had to see his arrogant face any more this evening.
“As I’m sure you know,” Brodie began, his eyes looking down at a thick report laid out before him. “The qualification process is long and exhaustive. The first step, the engineering-officer-of-the-watch exam, is perhaps the most difficult in the service, and it’s quite common for officers to take the test several times.”
Kristen had already heard enough. The bastard had set this all up, she was certain of it. As the captain, nothing happened on board without his approval. Had the XO been in on it, too? She liked to think not, but past experience had taught her she could count on no allies in this room. They were all her enemy until she could be certain otherwise. Her mind was running away with paranoid conspiracy theories, and she dismissed these useless thoughts and refocused on the captain, waiting for him to tell her to pack her gear and hit the road.
“After reviewing the results of your examination, and discussing them with the board and the XO,” he said as he looked up and met her eyes with his own. “I’m sorry to inform you that I’m not inclined to certify you as an engineer watch officer at this time.”
It was official. She’d failed.
She’d never failed at anything in her life. Kristen felt her fingernails dig into the arms of her chair as she struggled to keep her bitter disappointment and anger in check, not wanting these men to see her affected by what they had to say. She didn’t fear tears. She wouldn’t cry — she never cried. But the sense of failure weighed down upon her like an oppressive blanket trying to suffocate her.
Brodie’s voice showed no hint that he cared one way or the other. He was cold, detached, as if discussing some meaningless statistic. Ever since she’d begun her struggle to break through the gender barrier on submarines, she’d been forced to ignore what most people thought about her. Otherwise, the hate mail, the threats, and the childish pranks would have broken her. The result was a frosty exterior she could surround herself in when necessary.
Kristen felt those icy walls coming up protectively around her now as he spoke. But try as she might to tune him out; try as she might not to care what Brodie said, she did care. To hear this man, the paragon of the submarine forces, look her in the eye and tell her she wasn’t good enough was devastating. Ski was nothing to her other than a superior she had to obey. Crocker and the other officer from the board were unimportant. But not Brodie. He mattered.
“Do you have any questions, Lieutenant?” Brodie asked in conclusion.
Why did you set me up to fail?
Kristen wasn’t sure she could speak without her emotions showing. She took a deep, steadying breath. Her fingers were still white knuckling the arms of her chair. But she refused to show the tremendous frustration she felt. “Yes, sir,” she replied choosing her words carefully. “I would very much like the opportunity to retake the exam as soon as you and the Chief Engineer think practical. Until then, I would like to stay on board serving in whatever capacity you deem me fit for.”
Brodie’s left eye twitched slightly, and she thought she saw a flash of anger in his eyes. It was only a brief instant lapse in his usual control, but she saw clear anger, and it was a bit unnerving. She recalled the warnings about not getting him angry. But if he was mad, the anger she saw disappeared a moment later to be replaced by steady calm. “Of course, Lieutenant,” he informed her simply. “Do you have any other questions?”
“No, sir,” she answered, holding his gaze, and trying not to let her hatred show.
“Very well,” he concluded. “You’re relieved of all duties until noon tomorrow,” he ordered. “I want you to go back to your barracks and get some sleep.”
“Sir, I assure you that—”
“That’s an order, Lieutenant,” he said cutting her off in mid-sentence. “Get some sleep, then come back and hit it hard tomorrow afternoon.”
“Aye-aye, sir,” she replied, unable to say more.
Brodie stood and the others did as well.
“Lieutenant Commander Kaczynski,” Brodie said as he glanced at his chief engineer. “I’d like to see you in my cabin.” There was absolutely nothing in Brodie’s tone to make Kristen suspect he was angry with his chief engineer. But she noticed Ski’s satisfied expression fade in an instant. The color drained from his face and she recalled a similar expression on his face during her first night in engineering when he’d been giving her grief over the mesh basket of metal shavings. She dismissed the observation, not wanting to analyze him, the captain, or anything else at the moment.
Ski swallowed hard and glanced at the XO with a questioning look. “Aye, sir.”
Kristen waited until Brodie departed, then turned to leave, anxious to exit the submarine and return to her room where she could have some privacy to let her true feeling show and maybe break a vase or two.
“Lieutenant?” Crocker caught her attention before she had a chance to depart.
She had no desire to speak to him, but turned and faced him just the same, keeping her emotions in check with supreme effort. “Yes, sir?”
He stepped around the table and paused beside her. “I just wanted to tell you how impressed I was with you today.” He glanced down at the tile deck between them, then looked back up at her. “I’m still not certain just how you’re going to manage on a lengthy patrol, but I wanted to wish you the best of luck.”
Kristen was certain this was just another in a never-ending string of mind games she was forced to endure. But now surrounded in her safe façade of icy calm, she kept her true thoughts hidden. “Thank you, sir,” she replied in a monotone. She was again the rock. Nothing could harm her.
“I mean it, Lieutenant,” he reiterated. “I was wrong about you coming on board. You did good today. I wish every new officer could do as well.”
“I failed, sir,” she reminded him flatly, hoping her rage didn’t show.
“Did you?” His left eyebrow was raised as if to make a point.
“Sir?”
He jerked a thumb toward the closed hatch Brodie had just disappeared through. “I’d give a kidney to serve with Sean Brodie. Trust me, if he didn’t want you on this vessel, you wouldn’t be here.”
Kristen was tired. Her mind felt like mush, and she didn’t want to think about it anymore. “Thank you, sir,” she replied. “Will that be all?”
He nodded his head, and Kristen departed. She needed some fresh air, a hot shower, a bowl of rocky road, and some time to decompress.
“Here she comes,” COB said as Kristen appeared in the passageway leading back from the wardroom. He set his mug down and watched her as she approached. Her face was a stoic mask, showing no emotion in the least. No anger. No remorse. No joy. She might as well have been carved from stone. She reminded him of Brodie, whose emotions were always kept in check. “Lieutenant,” he said as she stepped passed them.
She paused, and he looked up at her. She looked like hell. There were dark circles under each bloodshot eye, and fatigue hung on her like a second skin. “For what it’s worth, I thought you did good today. Damn good.”
She nodded slightly, but didn’t reply.
Across from COB, O’Rourke just nodded his agreement. The two friends had been discussing the exam for the better part of an hour and had come to the conclusion that if they’d been grading her, she would have passed.
“Thank you, gentlemen,” she replied, offered a strained smile, and then continued on.
They watched her until she disappeared and COB turned back toward O’Rourke.
O’Rourke shook his head in disgust. “What’s the Skipper playing at?”
COB had known Brodie a long time, but like Graves he’d never been able to guess what was going on behind the steel-grey eyes. “I’m not certain, but whatever it is, I’m sure he had a good reason for setting her up.”
O’Rourke wasn’t one to defend officers. In fact he tended to despise them as meddling buffoons. Especially Annapolis graduates which he called “Ifnags” for “Ignorant fucking Naval Academy Graduates.” So, to have O’Rourke showing any interest in their newest officer was a bit of a surprise. “This is bullshit, Matt. You know it.”
“Since when do you care about a Nub?” COB asked, still trying to figure out Brodie’s purpose. “Hell, a week ago you were complaining she had no business on board.”
O’Rourke took a sip of his coffee which he’d spiked with a shot of Irish whiskey. “I’d rather have her than ten idiots like that fucking wanker, Martin.”
COB didn’t disagree. Martin was turning out to be a real bust as an officer. He was mentally weak and tended to try to make friends with the men instead of leading them. In return, the men didn’t respect him. “I have to agree with you on that one,” he answered thoughtfully.
* * *
Kristen made it back to her barracks without saying anything to the duty driver during the short trip from the pier. Once in her room, despite her exhaustion, she resisted the urge to flop down on her bed and opted for a shower. She wanted to forget about the exam, but it was impossible. Out of necessity, her mind was unusually disciplined and confronting this failure was something she had to deal with before she could rest.
Kristen stripped down and climbed into the steaming hot shower. She stood underneath the water, letting it cascade down her head and shoulders as she ran over the past few days, analyzing everything she’d done and trying to figure out what she might have done differently. She recalled the help Senior Chief O’Rourke and COB had been during the last couple of hours before the exam, and she realized she should have asked for help earlier. Of course, she hadn’t expected anyone, let alone those two seadogs, to be willing to help.
She thought about Gibbs. He was the one bright spot in the entire four days. He’d been a rock, always there for her, and she needed to find a way to show her gratitude. She turned off the shower and, after slipping into an old sweat suit, climbed into bed. She lay awake for a few more minutes, remembering Gibbs’ kindness. She closed her eyes and could almost see him carrying her into the enlisted berthing, trying not to awaken anyone and then standing guard like a loyal terrier by her bunk while she….
Kristen started and sat up, forcing herself to think clearly. She was one hundred and thirty pounds and Gibbs, soaking wet, couldn’t be one-forty. He was hardly in decent shape, yet he’d somehow managed to carry her from the wardroom to his berthing compartment where he’d lifted her nearly five feet off the ground and slid her into a bunk.
Not a chance.
She recalled the expression on Gibbs’ face when she’d asked him how much all of the toiletries, clothing, and towels had cost. He’d drawn a blank.
He didn’t know how much they cost because he didn’t buy them.
This made sense since, if Gibbs had stood watch while she slept to make certain no one stumbled across her, then he wouldn’t have been able to run out in town and buy anything.
Someone helped him.
Kristen lay back down, wondering who it was. COB? O’Rourke? The XO was married, maybe he helped. He was fit enough. Of all the officers, the XO seemed the only one who truly wanted her to pass. His wife would have been able to figure out Kristen’s sizes from her husband’s description.
Kristen’s normally sharp mind was surrendering to sleep. She resisted it, but only halfheartedly. The warm bed, the soft sheets, and cotton-filled pillow proved too much for her as she succumbed to the wave of exhaustion. As sleep took her, she remembered someone carrying her into the crew berth. She couldn’t see his face, but Kristen vaguely remembered strong arms, whispered voices, a few words in Latin, and then she was dreaming.

Chapter Eleven

Maneuvering Control, USS Seawolf
Kristen came aboard precisely at noon and reported directly to the engineering space, anxious to get back to work. A good night sleep and a few hours doing relatively simple tasks like unpacking her uniforms and getting in a few laps at the indoor pool had helped put her defeat into perspective. Quitting wasn’t an option, and she never considered it. Instead, she returned determined to prove that those who took pleasure in seeing her fail had underestimated her.
Not finding Ski to report to, she located Senior Chief O’Rourke ripping into a pair of machinists for some “shoddy” workmanship. Kristen waited for O’Rourke to finish expressing his displeasure at the two unfortunate seamen, and once he’d sent them scurrying away, she stepped up. “Good afternoon, Senior Chief.”
He glanced at her, looking over his own spectacles. His customary unlit cigarette was hanging from his lower lip as if defying gravity. “There you are,” he said as if having expected her earlier. “I was beginning to think you’d cashed in your chips, Lassie.”
“Not a chance, Senior Chief. I’ve never been much of a quitter,” she assured him, relieved that he didn’t look annoyed at seeing her. She knew she was taking a risk by trusting him, but she felt she had no choice.
“So I’ve heard,” he replied. “What can I do for you?”
“Have you seen Commander Ski?” she asked, “I need to let him know I’m back aboard.”
O’Rourke shook his head. “The Commander is ashore,” he said without explanation. “Is there something I can do?”
“Well,” she began, “since you asked. I was hoping you might be willing to take this Nub under your wing and help me out so I pass my engineering exam next time.”
“From what I saw yesterday, you didn’t do too bad the first time,” he offered flatly as he looked over a checklist of incomplete repairs.
“Maybe, but I didn’t pass either,” she reminded him. “I know you’re busy, but I can’t think of anyone better to help get me squared away.”
Kristen followed him as he left maneuvering control and headed down a level. “Don’t start buttering me up, Lassie,” he chided her. “Howdya study last time?”
“I went right down the checklists in the qual manual,” she explained.
“That’s what I figured,” he responded with a hint of annoyance.
“I guess that was my first mistake?” she asked.
“No,” he shook his head. “But the checklists can only do so much. Nothing beats experience.”
“That’s why I came to you, Senior Chief. I figure you have more time in engineering than anyone else on board.” It wasn’t flattery; she was speaking the truth.
“All righty then,” he replied, turning to face her. He paused for a moment by the condenser for one of the steam turbines. “But no more of these marathon study sessions,” he told her, pointing an accusing finger at her as if he were speaking to a wayward child and not a superior officer.
Kristen hesitated to answer. She knew she would work as hard and as long as necessary to get ready.
“You can’t work like that,” he told her bluntly. “You’re not the Blade. He’s a freak of fucking nature. No one can keep up with him, so don’t even try.”
Kristen didn’t want to think about her captain. As far as she was concerned he was the enemy, and she was determined to succeed despite him. “All right, Senior Chief,” Kristen replied. “Where do I start?”
“I think I’ve just the place,” he told her without elaborating.
With that, Kristen soon found herself working with a repair team. The team was made up of several different ratings, creating a single group of sailors with all of the skills necessary to go anywhere on board and conduct any repair. O’Rourke called it his “flying squad” and they were all handpicked men. The senior petty officer was a Machinist Mate 1st Class and although, as an officer, Kristen was clearly senior, she got the distinct impression that she was not so much in charge of this group of men, but was along to keep her eyes and ears open and her mouth shut. And she did just that.
Almost immediately she recognized O’Rourke’s purpose for placing her with the flying squad. They worked everywhere on any and all systems. Therefore she was immediately exposed to multiple parts of the submarine. Plus with their expertise and combined experience in multiple fields, her learning curve became near vertical. For eight hours every day she worked alongside these men, kept her mouth shut, and learned, drawing on their skill to add to her growing book knowledge.
Over the next few days, Kristen developed a strict routine. Following her eight-hour shift in engineering, she returned to the wardroom for additional studying. Then, after a fifteen hour day on board, she got in some exercise with a circuitous run back to her barracks. She’d have preferred a few miles in the base pool, but it wasn’t open when she usually found herself getting off work at near midnight.
Over the next few days, while the chaos that had greeted her upon first coming aboard began to subside as the boat came together faster than anyone should have expected, she had several revelations regarding the officers and crew around her. COB and O’Rourke were uncompromising, hard-working, and no-nonsense leaders. O’Rourke had a foul mouth, but he knew his business. COB was like a father to the crew, feared but also respected, and the two men worked tirelessly without let up.
Terry Hall was not only a proper rogue, but persistent and never missed an opportunity to ask her out or flirt with her. But, she soon realized he was harmless and a solid member of the wardroom. Ski was gone from the boat for three days, which was a bit of a mystery, especially when considering his department was working around the clock to get the Seawolf fit for sea. But when he returned from wherever he’d been, his attitude around Kristen had changed somewhat. Although certainly not friendly toward her, he was at least polite in his shortness.
Additionally, Kristen noticed a definite change in the attitude of the crew, or at least those assigned to the engineering spaces in the rear of the submarine where she spent most of her time. When she’d first come aboard, she’d been treated with at best indifference and, in most cases, borderline disrespect. But now, ever since having failed her exam, she noticed a change among the enlisted men she encountered. Although the men stayed professional, she noticed a growing acceptance, and in some cases a burgeoning respect developing among them for her.
Kristen thought about the change and just what might have caused it. While working with the “flying squad,” she began to realize that even those men who’d bet against her passing the engineering exam felt she’d gotten screwed by Ski and the captain, and they didn’t like it. They’d seen how she’d worked herself to exhaustion, never complaining, just hard labor, and these men respected officers who were willing to lead by example and not just point at problems and expect them to be miraculously fixed.
Her final revelation was regarding her captain, whom she saw sporadically and usually only after daylight hours when he was back from attending meetings at the squadron headquarters. After another week on board, he was still as great an enigma as he’d been at their first meeting. When not attending meetings, he could be found night or day somewhere on board working alongside his officers and men on repairs or consulting with the dwindling number of civilian contractors. The crew’s feeling toward him bordered on reverence. Everyone had a sea story about how they’d witnessed the Blade tearing into someone, but no one she met actually had ever had their captain raise his voice to him personally. O’Rourke’s description of Brodie being a “freak” was accurate as well. Kristen could find no evidence that he slept, although she knew he must. But when she left the sub each evening at midnight, she often saw him still laboring with the night shift. Yet each morning, when she arrived at seven, he could still be found somewhere on board working.
Despite her firm belief that he’d intentionally set her up to fail, she couldn’t resist a grudging respect for him.

Chapter Twelve

Wolf’s Den, USS Seawolf
A week following her failed attempt at taking the engineering exam, Kristen climbed through the tunnel leading from the engineering spaces and into the forward section of the Seawolf. The crew had taken a break from their daily routine for their noon meal. She walked through the packed Wolf’s Den, having to maneuver her way around several crewmen carrying trays of food and looking for an available seat.
She recognized her flying squad seated together in a pair of booths along one wall and nodded politely toward them. She recognized several other men from engineering, but knew few of the men who worked in the forward half of the submarine.
Derisively known as “conners” by the men in engineering, the crew who worked in the forward half of the submarine were the radio and sonar operators, the helm and planesmen, the torpedoman’s mates, and other specialists who drove and controlled the submarine, hence their nickname. On the other hand, as far as the conners were concerned, the men in engineering were little more than deck apes; mindless mechanics whose job was to keep the boat moving while the conners did the fighting.
Kristen understood this rivalry, or so she thought.
* * *
Machinist Mate Second Class Alfonso Gameroz was one of the “flying squad.” He noticed Kristen maneuver her way through the crowded Wolf’s Den as she headed for the wardroom. Gameroz wasn’t a big fan of officers, but he was warming up to her fast. He’d been in the Navy barely three years and was hoping to make a career out of it, and despite feeling screwed over at having to return to sea without even a few days to go back to East L.A., he was still proud to be a member of the Seawolf.
Seated at a table nearby were five torpedomen and among them was a third class petty officer named Randle. Gameroz and Randle didn’t get along at the best of times, but had learned to keep their distance to avoid trouble. COB didn’t stand for rough knuckles on board — unless he was the one doing it — and Gameroz didn’t like the idea of crossing the stocky, no-nonsense Master Chief.
“Man, I can’t wait to tap that ass once we get out to sea,” Randle uttered to the general laughter of his buddies at his table.
Gameroz looked up and saw Randle leaning out from the table, admiring Lieutenant Whitaker as she disappeared down the passageway.
“I’ll split her like a ripe melon,” Randle added with a wild-eyed grin.
“Hey, fuck stick!” Gameroz snapped. “Let the lady be.”
Randle was still smiling broadly at his own wit, but looked at Gameroz with contempt. “Fuck you, spick. I wasn’t talking to you anyway.”
Gameroz came out of his seat before the rest of the flying squad could restrain him. “What did you call me you, pendejo?!”
* * *
Kristen was opening the door to the wardroom when she heard what sounded like a riot erupt back in the Wolf’s Den. She immediately turned back toward the sound of trouble. It took only a few steps to reach the mess deck where she found complete pandemonium. Most of the crewmen were pressed up against the bulkheads and cheering on the combatants. In the center of the crew’s mess, a small host of men were wailing away. In the center of it she recognized Gameroz, one of her men, going at it with a blond-haired, corn-fed giant. She had no idea what had caused the sudden uproar but knew it was her job to stop it.
“Break it up,” she shouted as best she could, wishing she had a set of lungs like COB. She grabbed a sailor who was preparing to throw a punch, pulled him aside, and stepped into the middle of the fray. Seeing an officer suddenly in their midst, those not involved headed for the nearest exit. But at the aft entrance to the mess deck, COB and O’Rourke appeared as Kristen reached the center of the maelstrom. She saw Gameroz land a powerful uppercut to the bigger man’s jaw which caused him to stand up straight, but the big man didn’t go down. Instead, he reared back to give Gameroz a shot. Thoughtlessly, Kristen grabbed the big man’s forearm.
COB and O’Rourke were shouting for everyone to break it up and wading into the scene as the big man, not realizing who’d grabbed him, swung back with his free arm. Kristen never saw the elbow, but she felt its impact as it struck her hard on the left cheek.
For a brief second her whole world exploded in blinding pain, and she saw stars. Staggering back, she caught her heel on a chair leg and went down. She hit the deck hard, landing on her butt before falling back. Her left hand shot to her cheekbone, expecting to find blood flowing. There was no blood — thank God — but she had to shake her head clear before she could get back up. As she opened her eyes, she saw that the entire mess deck had become deathly silent.
Every eye was now wide open in shock and staring right at her. Even COB and O’Rourke had frozen in mid step. They were looking at her as if she’d sprouted a second head. She then saw the man who’d struck her. He was towering over her, his fists clenched, but the color had drained from his face, and he looked as if he were staring down at his own grave.
“That’s it, Randle!” COB barked with his gravelly voice which sounded more menacing than Kristen had yet heard it. “You’re fuckin’ dog meat.”
Kristen slowly got back to her feet, finding a friendly pair of hands helping her up. She turned her head and saw Gibbs — the ever present Gibbs — helping her to a chair.
“Here you go, Miss,” he said with deep concern in his eyes. He handed her a rag filled with ice. “We’d better get some ice on that before it starts swelling.”
COB and O’Rourke cleared out the mess deck in seconds and separated the two main combatants. Gameroz stood in a corner, his eyes still filled with fury as he glared menacingly at Randle. The broad-shouldered torpedoman’s mate stood in another corner, looking as compliant as a lamb.
“It was an accident, I swear!” Randle offered hopefully.
“I’ll show you an accident, madres!” Gameroz snapped angrily, clearly not yet finished with Randle. He took a step forward, but O’Rourke planted the palm of his hand against the fiery Latino’s chest and pushed him back.
“He started it,” Randle offered lamely.
Kristen held the ice to her throbbing cheek. Beside her, kneeling down, Gibbs glared at Randle as if he were ready to start fighting himself.
“That’s right, maricon,” Gameroz responded menacingly, still anxious to get at Randle. “And I’m going to finish it.”
“Gameroz! Shut the fuck up!” COB barked like an angry junkyard dog, finally silencing the irate sailor.
“I swear, COB,” Randle almost pleaded. “I didn’t know who it was.”
“I don’t give a red piss,” COB snapped angrily. “The Blade is going to have your nuts when he gets back on board!”
It was now just the six of them in the Wolf’s Den. Even the mess men in the galley had cleared out. Randle was visibly shaking. “COB, please,” he begged. “It was an accident.”
“Forget it, shitbird,” COB replied. “Save your sob story for The Man. See how he takes it.”
Kristen’s head had finally cleared, although she was still seeing stars in her left eye. Randle’s elbow had caught her square on the cheek, but the entire left side of her face was stinging. “Hold on a second, COB,” she cut in.
The gruff old chief turned toward her. “You just rest, Miss,” he said respectfully. “We’ll handle this dirt bag.” He looked back at Randle. “My only regret is that once the Blade gets finished with you, there won’t be anything left for me.”
“COB, no!” Kristen insisted.
“Just take it easy, Miss,” Gibbs suggested.
Kristen lowered the rag containing the ice and stood up, facing COB. “You can’t tell the Skipper.”
COB and O’Rourke looked at her as if she was being naïve. “Miss Whitaker, this shitbird isn’t worth your time. Now, just go see the Doc and have him take a look at that eye. We’ll handle this.”
Kristen shook her head. “COB, I don’t care about him,” she replied referring to Randle. “Do with him what you want, just don’t involve the captain.”
“What are you getting at, Lassie?” O’Rourke asked from where he was still keeping an eye on Gameroz who looked to have killing in mind.
“The captain has enough on his plate getting the boat ready for sea, meetings at headquarters, and phone calls from everyone in the chain of command demanding he expedite repairs. He doesn’t need this drama.” This wasn’t the entire reason Kristen wanted to keep the incident from the captain. She didn’t trust him, and she’d been unable to handle a simple matter of two crewmen fighting. He might very well use this as an excuse to be done with her.
COB shook his head as if she were being foolish. “Oh, trust me, Miss. The skipper is gonna know about this.”
“Not if we don’t tell him,” she replied, hoping she might be speaking the truth.
“Wishful thinking, Lassie,” O’Rourke chimed in. “The Blade’ll know. And when he finds out, he’ll gut Randle and the three of us if we try and cover this up.”
“COB,” Kristen reasoned. “The captain is under enough pressure right now. You’ve seen what’s going on. He doesn’t have time for this kind of nonsense. Besides….”
“Besides what?” COB asked.
Kristen forced a wiry smile on her face, doing her best to hide the throbbing pain. “Since when can’t a couple of Chiefs inflict more punishment on a wayward seaman than a commanding officer?” It was a challenge, and she knew it. But the last thing Kristen wanted was to draw more attention to herself, and if the captain learned of this, there would be far more attention than she wanted.
“I got a better idea, COB,” Gameroz offered. “Lock me and this pendejo in the paint locker.”
“Shut up, Gameroz,” COB said, his voice now calm. He took a couple of steps toward her and stopped just a foot away, lowering his voice. “Listen, Miss. I understand what you’re trying to do. But there’s no way in hell we can keep this from the skipper. He will find out.” COB’s tone made it seem like an absolute certainty.
“Maybe,” she admitted. “But I’d like to try and keep him out of it. You and Senior Chief O’Rourke can handle Randle as you see fit. If the captain finds out and gets angry, I’ll take the heat for it.”
COB hesitated, his eyes still studying her face. He glanced over at O’Rourke who just shook his head in disagreement. But COB relented. “All right, Lieutenant. We’ll try it your way. But, I suggest that after you have Doc take a look at that shiner, you get back to engineering and make yourself scarce. If the skipper spots you, then the jig’s up.”
“Whatever you say, COB,” she agreed with relief.

Chapter Thirteen

Headquarters, Submarine Development Squadron-5, Bangor, Washington
Captain Brian Hayes had spent twenty-two years in the Navy to reach his current position. He’d worked carefully every minute of every day over his career to avoid the pitfalls that might ruin any chance of gaining flag rank, and he was now just one promotion short of making admiral. He’d worked hard to get the right assignments in Washington, D.C., where he’d made the right political connections. He’d spent his required time as a department head, then XO and finally as a captain of a submarine. After leaving command of his last submarine, he’d taken a brief tour back inside the Beltway at the Pentagon, and those carefully maintained contacts had helped him land his current position as commodore for the elite of the elite in the submarine community. Submarine Development Squadron-5, or DEVRON-5 for short, was where the best the US Navy submarine forces came. Responsible for evaluating new equipment and developing new tactics, it was the kind of high-visibility command men like Hayes hoped for. More importantly at the moment, DEVRON-5 was the parent command for all three of the Navy’s Seawolf submarines, and it was here where the most dangerous, most critical missions were relegated. With a successful tour here, he was guaranteed flag rank and further promotion.
With this in mind, he’d worked hard to prevent any embarrassment coming his way. He’d carefully created a staff he knew he could count on for their competency as well as — and perhaps more importantly — their loyalty, as he’d hand-picked the captains for the Jimmy Carter and the Connecticut. Again, he’d been very careful in his choices, choosing men he thought he could count on. But then had come the debacle of the USS Jimmy Carter “bumping” into an undersea mountain. This had been the kind of incident that destroyed careers, and Hayes had moved fast to insulate himself from the calamity. He’d relieved the boat’s captain immediately, and — regardless of what a mishap investigation might reveal — the man would never step foot on a submarine again. They’d been friends, but friendship only went so far.
But this had been just the beginning of the troubles that befell him. The Jimmy Carter had been forced to abort her mission. The mission was considered “top-priority” by the National Command Authority, and was classified so high that even Hayes didn’t know the extent of it. But, no sooner had word reached the National Command Authority that the Jimmy Carter had been forced to abort her mission, than they’d insisted he replace the damaged submarine. However, with the Connecticut in dry dock for a lengthy overhaul, the only submarine he had left was the Seawolf, the lead boat of the class. There were other submarines in the Pacific Fleet, but Admiral Beagler — Hayes’ direct superior — had insisted the Seawolf be prepared immediately to assume the mission. Hayes understood why. Although there were other submarines in service routinely carrying out classified missions, none had the combination of stealth, firepower, and deep-diving capability of these three Seawolf-class boats.
It was hardly what Hayes preferred. Sean Brodie, the mercurial captain of the Seawolf, wasn’t one of Hayes’ chosen. He was the last holdover from the previous commodore’s command, and Hayes felt no loyalty directed toward him from the Seawolf’s captain. Not to mention, that after nearly four years at the helm, Hayes suspected Brodie was burnt out. Hayes knew the weight of command and the long hours. Hayes himself had given two marriages to the Navy and knew that the perks of command were barely worth it when compared to the mental and physical thrashing most commanding officers went through. Additionally, upon the Seawolf’s return to port after the last mission, there’d been a significant turnover among her crew as new personnel replaced those leaving sea duty and heading to shore commands. This meant the Seawolf’s crew was inexperienced, even if their captain wasn’t. But replacing him had been out of the question. The CIA — for some reason — loved him and two years earlier had pressured the Navy to keep Brodie in command for an unprecedented second tour.
There was a knock at the door.
“Enter,” Hayes answered automatically and looked up from his desk to see the familiar face and undisciplined mop of hair enter. Brodie was dressed in khakis as expected and, despite the disheveled appearance of the out-of-regulation hair, the sub captain’s uniform was immaculate. This was, at least, something.
Brodie didn’t come to attention, not that Hayes expected him to. “Good afternoon, Commodore.”
“Thanks for coming, Sean,” Hayes greeted Brodie cordially as he stood and motioned towards his guest seated in an armchair.
Brodie was already assessing the unexpected visitor.
“Captain Sean Brodie, this is Craig Schaffer, from the President’s National Security Council.”
Brodie shook an offered hand. “A pleasure to meet you, Captain,” Schaffer greeted. His guest from Washington was about thirty-five, short, and a bit rotund, but from what Hayes had learned during their brief visit, highly intelligent. More importantly, he was a politician, and Hayes knew this meeting was potentially explosive. Hayes had learned the ways of Washington politics when he’d served as a military aide to a senator for two years. But Brodie… there wasn’t a political bone in his body.
Brodie nodded politely. “What can I do for you, sir?”
“Call me Craig,” Schaffer insisted as the three men sat down. Hayes took a seat in a second arm chair alongside Schaffer, facing Brodie who sat alone on a small sofa.
There was a long period of silence as Brodie, sitting comfortably, waited patiently. It was just one of many annoying traits Hayes didn’t care for. As the commodore, Hayes expected a certain level of deference from his subordinates, and he took Brodie’s unwillingness to comply as a sign of arrogance. But if Brodie was impressed by their guest from the National Security Council, he gave no indication of it. Hayes eyed Brodie sharply, but the captain appeared unflappable.
The silence lingered on as both Hayes and Craig expected Brodie to break the silence, but the submariner held his tongue. Then, as if to accent what Hayes considered his irreverent attitude, Brodie glanced at his wristwatch.
“We aren’t keeping you from anything, are we, Captain?” Hayes asked pointedly, growing annoyed with his subordinate.
Brodie’s gray eyes gave no indication what he was thinking. Just another thing Hayes didn’t like about the man. “That depends, Commodore,” Brodie replied with an even tone that wasn’t disrespectful, but at the same time, didn’t show the kind of regard Hayes routinely received from his subordinates.
“On what, Captain?” Hayes demanded, not bothering to hide his annoyance.
“Is this meeting in anyway going to expedite the repairs to my submarine, help train my green crew, or provide any information that I haven’t already received from Naval Intelligence and the CIA with regard to my mission?” Brodie’s other annoying habit was speaking his mind and not taking into account the subtle nuances of the politics necessary to advance to flag rank.
“Actually, Captain Brodie,” Schaffer interjected, “or may I call you Sean?”
“Sure, Craig,” Brodie replied, his voice staying polite, but hardly friendly.
Hayes swallowed an angry retort, wishing he could relieve Brodie and get someone else to take over the Seawolf. Hayes didn’t know the particulars of Brodie’s mission — another point of annoyance — but he was certain he could find someone who would take it more seriously. He interjected, “If you don’t think you’re up to it, Captain, perhaps I could find someone else.” Hayes was determined to make certain Schaffer returned to Washington with at least a comfortable feeling that Hayes was taking it seriously.
Any other commanding officer would have blanched at the suggestion. Instead, Brodie looked at Hayes with a straight face and replied, “That is your prerogative, Commodore.”
“I don’t believe that’s necessary, Commodore Hayes,” Schaffer interjected delicately. “Captain Brodie’s reputation precedes him.”
Hayes nodded in agreement, irritated by the comment. He knew Brodie’s reputation, and felt slightly threatened by it. No commander liked the feeling that a subordinate might be more qualified to replace him.
“Anyway, Sean,” Schaffer explained diplomatically, “it’s about your submarine preparations that brought me here.”
“What about it, Craig?” Brodie asked without any more respect in his voice than he might give a cashier at a supermarket.
“Well,” Schaffer appeared slightly uncomfortable talking to Brodie and fidgeted nervously. Hayes understood. Brodie had the annoying habit of holding eye contact with whomever he was speaking to, and it was a bit unnerving. Schaffer continued, “I was sent to impress upon you the importance of expediting repairs to the Seawolf. The situation on the Korean Peninsula is deteriorating faster every day, and your mission is deemed as a matter of the utmost importance to national and regional security.”
Brodie didn’t immediately respond, although he readjusted his seat so he could lean forward toward Schaffer. “I am aware of the situation and my mission, Mr. Schaffer,” Brodie replied, his tone having changed slightly. It was now low and hinted at the stress he was under. Hayes wished he knew the full extent of Brodie’s orders. “My crew is working around the clock. Every available yard worker is on board expediting repairs. We have cut every corner we can. We have deleted all but the most essential repairs and upgrades. But it is hard to squeeze a six-month refit into two weeks.”
Schaffer nodded dumbly as if he could possibly understand the difficulties of preparing a submarine for war. Brodie had stated his case clearly, but Hayes recognized that politicians operated on their own timeline and expected everyone else to automatically adjust to suit their needs.
“Yes, I am sure you are, Sean,” Schaffer replied, but his tone stated the exact opposite. “Is there anything we might do to help move things along a little faster?”
“Our sailing date is next Tuesday, or has that changed?” Brodie asked.
“No,” Hayes answered, well aware that the Seawolf’s repairs were not moving along as fast as he had hoped. Whether or not Brodie was at fault was not the issue. Everything that happened or failed to happen on his boat was automatically considered his fault. If the Seawolf failed to make it to sea on time, the arrogant captain would find himself relieved of his command and his career ruined. “The sailing date hasn’t changed.”
“We’ll be ready,” Brodie responded flatly as if there could be no doubt.
“I was led to believe you’re behind schedule,” Schaffer explained diplomatically, expressing the displeasure of the highest levels of the chain of command that the Seawolf wasn’t ready to go already.
Hayes had already briefed Schaffer of the current condition of the Seawolf and had planted the seed of blame at Brodie’s feet. Brodie looked at Hayes. If he was angry, it didn’t show. But Hayes could almost sense the growing tension in the room. Brodie looked back at Schaffer and said slowly, in a controlled voice, “Mr. Schaffer, in four years of command, I have never once missed a sailing date. The Seawolf will be at sea as scheduled.”
Silence again descended about the room as the Hayes and Schaffer studied Brodie carefully while the captain waited. Schaffer pursed his lips thoughtfully. He was a political animal, and Hayes knew what the man was considering. Was Brodie the right man for this? Hayes felt he knew the answer, but didn’t have the clout to dismiss him.
“Do you have any questions before I head back to Washington?” Schaffer finally asked.
“No, sir.”
Schaffer stood, ending the brief meeting. Hayes was broiling, quite certain Brodie’s recalcitrance and mannerisms would be reported back to Washington. “I’m afraid I have a plane to catch, gentlemen,” Schaffer concluded and offered Brodie his hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Captain.”
“Have a safe flight, Mr. Schaffer,” Brodie allowed.
Hayes walked with Schaffer into the outer office where, once again alone, the President’s advisor looked back at Hayes, his eyes now cold as he whispered, “It will be unacceptable for the Seawolf not to make her sailing date, Commodore.”
“I understand, Mr. Schaffer,” Hayes assured him with complete understanding. If the Seawolf wasn’t ready, not only would Brodie be relieved, but Hayes would find himself riding a desk on some admiral’s staff for the remainder of his career.
Once Schaffer departed, Hayes returned to his office to find Brodie standing by a window staring out at the inlet just off shore. Hayes managed to close the door before turning on Brodie. But, just as Hayes was about to express his displeasure in the harshest way at what he felt was a lack of urgency on Brodie’s part, he saw that Brodie had turned to face him. There was nothing in the captain’s posture that was threatening, but his eyes were now cold… uncomfortably so. Hayes hesitated, recalling a few rumors about Brodie. He swallowed his initial stinging comment and said, “Sean, this is serious.”
Brodie took a step forward and paused by Hayes’ desk. He placed a hand on the desk and said in a voice struggling to keep his anger in check. “Do you think for one second, I don’t realize how serious this is, Commodore?” The strain he normally hid so well was now evident in his face. Brodie’s youthful face had aged ten years in a second.
“The Seawolf has to be ready,” Hayes said flatly.
Brodie’s left hand trembled slightly. Hayes noted the tremor. He briefly wondered if this was simply a sign of anger, or was it an indication that Brodie had reached the limit of endurance? Four years of command was a tremendously long time.
“It will be ready,” Brodie insisted curtly. “But, I can hardly help her get that way if I’m called up here every other day to remind you of that, Commodore.”
“I don’t care for your tone, Captain.”
Brodie exhaled tiredly and said with as much respect as he could muster, which wasn’t much, “My tone, Commodore, should be the least of our worries,” he replied. Brodie then pointed at the door where Schaffer had disappeared. “Don’t you see?”
“See what?”
“They’re scared,” Brodie concluded referring to Schaffer and his superiors back in Washington, “and people seldom make sound decisions when they’re afraid.”
Hayes wished he knew Brodie’s orders. He hated being in the dark. “Are you questioning your orders?”
“You’re damn right I am,” Brodie admitted with his characteristic bluntness. “This mission has desperation written all over it.”
Could this be used as an excuse to relieve Brodie? Hayes didn’t think so. The Navy, at least in principle, wanted officers to have the moral courage to question their superiors. And although Hayes might not like the unconventional captain, there was no denying that Brodie was no yes-man.
Hayes relented. Brodie had less than a week. If he didn’t make it, he would be relieved and his career over. Although Hayes would have liked few things more than being the one to relieve Brodie, he wanted to see the Seawolf ready, even if it was simply to prevent any more embarrassment to the squadron. “Very well, Sean. How can I help?”
Brodie was still angry, but kept it in check, “If you want an update on our readiness, I can e-mail you a report as many times a day as you like. But every time I’m dragged up here for another briefing or to provide another update, it’s time I could better spend getting her ready.”
Hayes knew Brodie had a point. There’d been multiple briefings, mostly of a classified nature, that Hayes hadn’t been allowed to attend, which — he had to admit — scared him a bit. Just what was the Seawolf heading into? Hayes could only guess.
“All right, Sean. I expect a report by 0800 every morning and another update by 1600. But, I can’t control the CIA wanting to brief you on the latest intelligence regarding your assignment.”
“Thank you, Commodore,” Brodie said in a tone more respectful than he’d used at any time while talking with Schaffer.
They were quiet for a few seconds, each man considering all that had transpired. Hayes then asked, “Is there anything you can tell me about it?”
Brodie shook his head, “Sorry, Commodore. But trust me on this, you’ll sleep better not knowing.”

Chapter Fourteen

Wardroom, USS Seawolf
Kristen spent the rest of the day in the diesel room. It was deep in the bowels of the sub, most crewmen never went down there, and she needed to spend more time studying the machinery there anyway. At Gibbs’ urging, she kept ice on her cheek, hoping to prevent too much swelling. Plus, the sub’s Independent Duty Corpsman — the military equivalent to a nurse practitioner — had checked her out and had informed her she’d be all right.
“But you’re gonna have one hell of a black eye,” he concluded.
She managed to go the rest of the day and night without bumping into Brodie. But come morning, when she looked in the mirror, she was loathe to discover that the corpsman had been correct. Her left eye was nearly swollen shut, and the skin from her cheek to her temple was black and blue. Kristen didn’t wear make-up. She never had, even when she’d been a teenager and dealing with an awkward stage that had lasted seemingly forever. So she had nothing with which to cover up the worst of the bruising.
She returned to the Seawolf as usual, not sure how she might hide her face from the captain during the regular morning meeting, and she couldn’t just skip it. But she positioned herself in her usual spot early at the wardroom table. From there, only her right side faced the captain, and she hoped she might be able to avoid looking directly at him. It was a long shot, but with all that was going on, she hoped he would be too busy with more important matters and skip the usual morning routine.
The XO arrived at 0730 as was normal. Kristen hoped to test her theory on him. But no sooner had she greeted him, he asked, “How’s the eye?”
“It’s okay, sir,” she replied fearing COB was right. She’d never hide it from the captain.
Graves paused in front of her and winced slightly. “It doesn’t look okay,” he pointed out but said no more on the matter. He filled a coffee mug and took his usual seat and began reading the classified message board. Kristen had already read it and hoped the growing trouble in Korea might help deflect some of the attention away from her black eye.
North Korea had just completed another round of long-range missile tests, much to the chagrin of the United States and the world community. There had been an attempt to impress even stricter economic sanctions on the secretive rogue state, but Russia and China had blocked any serious UN sanctions, and the North Koreans were reportedly preparing another nuclear weapons test.
Just what the Seawolf’s mission might be was still a mystery. Kristen wasn’t privy to their orders, but everyone onboard assumed it had something to do with the growing tension on the Korean Peninsula. Since coming on board, she’d gained some inkling about what they might be getting into. Upon arrival, the forward crew hatch had been covered by a portable work shelter. The entire area around the forward escape trunk had been off limits, but Kristen had learned that engineers had been working around the clock to modify the original ship’s hatch, with a new hatch capable of mating with a Dry Deck Shelter for a SEAL Deliver Vehicle.
The Dry Deck Shelter (DDS) was designed to mate with a mother submarine, connecting to the sub’s own air and power supply. Inside the DDS was a mini submarine called a SEAL Delivery Vehicle, or SDV. These small, stealthy submarines, could deliver a six-man SEAL team places a regular submarine could never go. The fact that the Seawolf was having this emergency modification, and that it was being kept secret, couldn’t be coincidental she decided. It had to do with whatever their upcoming mission was. Most of the crew were unaware of the modification, and the only reason Kristen knew about it was because the flying squad had been assigned to handle the routing of new power and duct work to the area to support a DDS if installed.
Her fellow officers arrived and engaged in the usual banter while they sipped coffee, munched on doughnuts, and waited for the captain. Terry saw her first thing and took a seat across from her, studying her face with concern. “That looks ugly,” he admitted.
Kristen was studying one of the dozens of technical manuals from the wardroom bookshelves. She glanced up at him. “You’re a real charmer,” she replied dryly. “Always a kind word for the ladies.”
“Does it hurt bad?”
“Only when I laugh,” she explained and then motioned toward the collar of his coveralls. “You have a bit of lipstick there, Terry.”
As usual, Gibbs delivered her and the XO breakfast. For the rest of the officers present, he delivered coffee. The steward lingered over her more than usual, almost fawning. She appreciated his concern for her, but didn’t want any more attention than her bruised face had already brought.
At precisely half past eight, the captain came in. He carried his usual legal pad, a couple of pencils, and a briefing binder. Kristen stood with the others, but kept her head turned slightly to avoid allowing him a full-face view. He waved them back down, and she resumed her seat. Across from her, Martin’s seat was still empty. The young ensign had been cutting it closer and closer every morning, and Kristen feared he’d finally cut it too close.
Following the usual banter between Gibbs and Brodie, the captain got down to business. He skipped the usual morning rounds of cordial conversation with the assembled officers and went right to his checklists. Kristen said a silent prayer of thanks. There was no reason for him to address her directly now, and with a little luck she might get through the meeting without him noticing her.
Brodie was fifteen minutes into the meeting when the sound of someone forcing his way through the usually crowded passageway disturbed the meeting. A few seconds later, the door opened and a rather ruffled Ensign Martin entered.
Kristen braced slightly, sensing the mood change suddenly in the wardroom. Her fellow officers bristled as well while Martin slipped in behind them and headed for his customary seat. Kristen fixed her eyes on the bulkhead across from her, not wanting to look up at the head of the table and see the cold stare she anticipated Brodie giving Martin.
The tardy ensign sat down and glanced across the table at her, but before Kristen could do or say anything to possibly silence him, he spoke, “What happened to you?”
Kristen cringed, feeling her fingers tighten on the arm of the chair. She kept her eyes fixed straight ahead. Thus far no one had even hinted about what had happened the previous day, but Martin had just opened up the whole can of worms and scattered them on the table.
“Did you get hit yesterday?” Martin asked, his face twisting into an expression of pain.
“Good morning, Mister Martin,” interrupted the captain’s deep voice.
The captain’s tone was anything but friendly toward Martin. She briefly recalled warnings from multiple sources — including Martin— never to make Brodie angry. Martin was late for the meeting. Kristen still didn’t know her captain well, but she thought she knew enough.
Don’t make any excuses! Just apologize and promise to fix it! No excuses!
Despite her thoughts to the contrary, Martin looked back up the table with a sheepish expression. “Good morning, sir,” he offered. “My apologies for being late; the traffic was terrible this morning.”
Kristen closed her eyes and stiffened slightly as if expecting a bomb to go off. She’d been on board less than two weeks but knew Brodie didn’t accept excuses.
“Traffic?” There was a distinct edge in the captain’s voice. Sharp. Cutting.
She recalled hearing that edge before and didn’t relish hearing it again.
“Traffic?” the captain asked again, the edge in his voice becoming crisper, and Kristen felt him building up to a crescendo.
“Yes sir, there was an accident—”
“Sir,” Graves cut Martin off before he offered another lame excuses. “I’ll see to it that Mister Martin is warmly reminded of the importance of punctuality.”
Kristen had reopened her eyes, half expecting to see Martin burnt to a crisp by the captain’s glare. She wondered if Brodie might let the matter drop and allow the XO to handle it. For Martin’s sake she hoped he might.
“Very well, XO,” Brodie agreed, but she could still hear the tension in his voice, and he sounded to be approaching a meltdown. “Please see to it.”
Kristen almost breathed a sigh of relief.
“Lieutenant Whitaker?” Brodie addressed her.
Her sigh of relief nearly turned into a groan. She couldn’t very well ignore him. She turned her head slightly to face Brodie, hoping to hide the worst from him. The other officers were still sitting stiff backed and no one moved.
“Yes, Captain?”
She didn’t look directly at him, not wanting to see the look in his eyes. It was too intimidating. Too unsettling. There was a long silence. She cut her eyes briefly toward his and for a brief moment their eyes met, and she saw what could only be described as cold fury burning there. She then heard the pencil in his left hand snap in two.
Graves leaned closer to Brodie and spoke softly, trying to calm the captain’s clear rage at seeing her battered face. “She’s already been to see Doc Reed. He assured me she’ll be fine. It isn’t nearly as bad as it appears, sir.”
Kristen appreciated the XO intervening on her behalf, but she wondered if it would be enough. There was another long pause. She waited, expecting the captain to fly into a rage. But instead, he suppressed his anger and forced calmness into his voice. “Our Mister Martin is curious about what happened, Lieutenant Whitaker,” he said slowly, pronouncing each word with care. “Perhaps you would be kind enough to indulge us and explain what happened?”
Kristen could have strangled Martin at the moment. But she kept her eyes focused on a spot just beyond the captain, no longer watching him. “It’s nothing, sir. I assure you. It was just an accident.”
“An accident?” he asked her with the same hard edge in his voice that he’d used on Martin.
“Yes, sir. I’m fine. It won’t affect my work.”
Kristen wasn’t sure how he would respond. He obviously knew what had happened. She now realized how naïve she’d been for thinking she might be able to conceal it from him. A submarine was too small to keep anything secret for long. Everyone on board knew about it. Everyone except for Martin.
Dumbass!
“Very well then,” Brodie said finally. “Just see to it that there aren’t any more ‘accidents,’ Lieutenant.”
“Yes, sir,” she responded and turned her head back to the front. “Thank you, sir.”
The meeting ended and Kristen slipped out without further mention of the incident. But once in the passageway, Lieutenant Walcott, the operations officer, smacked Martin on the back of the head. All of the officers except for the XO and the captain were gathered in the narrow passageway, with Kristen right in the middle of them.
“What was that for?” Martin protested as he winced.
“For being late, you asshole!” Walcott whispered harshly. “Don’t let it happen again!”
Terry then reached up and gave another smack to the back of Martin’s head. The ensign rubbed the back of his head, accepting the judgment of his peers with a hurt look. “And that’s for being a dumbshit,” Terry informed him. “We were trying to keep the captain from noticing her shiner, and then you had to open your big damn mouth.”
* * *
Still inside the wardroom, Graves sat quietly, waiting for his friend to broach the subject that he clearly wanted to talk about. After nearly a minute of silence, Brodie spoke, “Did she really think I wouldn’t find out about this?”
Graves shrugged, seeing the fatigue on his friend’s face. “She’s still got a lot of green in her, Sean. But cut her some slack, she meant well.”
Brodie shook his head. “Randle has been trouble since day one,” he pointed out. “Does she think she can save him?”
“I don’t think she cares one way or the other about Randle,” Graves answered truthfully. “I think she was more interested in sparing you any more trouble.”
“She told you that?” Brodie asked with a hint of surprise.
Jason took another sip of his coffee and shook his head. “Nah,” he admitted. “I spoke to COB about it, that’s what she told him.”
“Is COB handling Randle?”
“Oh, yeah,” Jason assured his friend. “Right now the poor bastard is scrubbing Dempsey Dumpsters on the pier.”
“It’s freezing outside.”
“Yeah,” Graves smiled recalling a thin sheet of ice on the pier left behind from a freezing rain the night before. “It’s a shame, isn’t it?”
Brodie nodded thoughtfully and pointed a finger at the chair normally occupied by Martin. “Do you want me to haul him into my cabin and put the wood to him?”
Graves and Brodie’s command relationship was different than on most submarines. Normally, ship’s captains liked to appear as the “good guy,” whereas the XOs were the “hard ass.” Although Graves wouldn’t hesitate to backhand a locomotive if he thought it necessary, Brodie was definitely the heavy on the Seawolf. His reputation was carved in stone. Added to the mix, was COB who handled the crew with a perfect balance of firmness and fairness. Thus far, the three of them had been successful beyond most expectations. For the past three years, the Seawolf had enjoyed the highest reenlistment rate of any command in the Navy. In addition, there’d been more sailors sent to officer candidate school from the sub than any two other warships, including aircraft carriers which had nearly five thousand men on board.
“I can handle Martin,” Graves replied confidently. He motioned outside the door. “Besides, the others are giving me a hand.”
Brodie understood. There was nothing better than peer pressure to help get someone in line. Graves watched as Brodie leaned back and stretched, allowing a deep, seemingly endless yawn to emanate from his frame. Only in private did he ever allow his true thoughts and fears to be displayed.
“Why don’t you knock off for a few hours this morning,” Graves suggested.
Brodie shook his head and rubbed his swollen eyes. “Time’s running out, and there’s a lot of work left to do.”
Graves still wasn’t privy to their orders. Whatever they might be, they were classified higher than top secret, and only Brodie had access. But this simple exchange was enough for Brodie to impart to him that their sailing date had been set.
“How much time?” Graves asked in a barely audible voice.
Brodie scratched his chin, his usual strong façade slipping slightly to show a hint of worry. “Tuesday night.”
They had one week.
Graves considered all that was left to do. They needed to load supplies yet, not to mention pay a visit to the arming wharf and take on weapons. Plus, they’d have to spend a few hours in Bangor at the magnetic silencing facility to demagnetize their hull before heading to sea.
“Maybe we should have the crew start pulling double shifts?” he suggested.
Brodie shook his head. “No,” he decided flatly. “The boys are already giving enough. We’ll just have to make do.”

Chapter Fifteen

The Yellow Sea
North Korea’s Maritime Special Operations Forces had been involved in multiple incursions into South Korea over the past forty years. In fact they’d become so good at entering the South undetected that it had become almost routine for small teams to come ashore to conduct assassinations or other small raids. But this wasn’t a small force of three or four commandos. Twenty-four of North Korea’s finest warriors crouched low on the sides of their four rubber assault craft. Hand-picked and exquisitely trained, they’d prepared years for war. Their mission, along with nearly seven thousand other members of their brigade, was to infiltrate South Korea on the eve of war and create havoc.
Once ashore the two teams would split up into two twelve-man teams and then move to their own objectives. Neither team knew the other’s job, making it impossible for one compromised team to lead the South Korean authorities to find the other teams. How many other groups were coming ashore this night, none of the twenty-four commandos knew. Was it the entire brigade, or was this night’s incursion just one of many waves of teams coming ashore?
The noise made by the small, outboard motors was drowned out by the surf as they reached the shore, homing in on a pair of vehicle headlights marking their insertion point. They were to be met by several North Korean sleeper agents who’d been living in the South for years. These operatives would provide the transportation to get the commando teams to their hide sites near their objectives where they would wait until the hour to strike.
The rocky shore was well concealed and allowed the four boats to come ashore unmolested, disgorge their troops, and then the coxswains return the four craft back to the sea and the waiting North Korean submarine lying just four miles off the coast. The North Korean sleeper agents had a combination of flatbed trucks and large vans waiting for the twenty-four commandos, who quickly boarded their designated vehicles. This was, potentially, the most dangerous part of the entire operation. The commandos were nearly defenseless while they transitioned from the beach to the vehicles. If they were compromised and a South Korean Army unit was waiting for them, the elite commandos had only pistols to defend themselves and a harsh sea at their back. They would have to fight and die where they stood.
But other than the North Korean sleeper agents, there was no one waiting for them. They slipped ashore, onto their vehicles, and departed for their hide sites near their objectives in complete secrecy.

Chapter Sixteen

Bremerton, Washington
Not far from the base, Jason Graves walked to the front door of his modest home situated on a hill overlooking Puget Sound. It was Saturday, and gathered in his living room for the annual Army-Navy football game were most of the officers of the Seawolf. Whenever in port, he and his wife made it a point of having a party during the famous rivalry game pitting Jason’s alma mater against their arch nemesis, the cadets of West Point.
This year he’d considered cancelling. The Seawolf was the priority, but during the last few days, the officers and crew, helped by a small army of civilian contractors, had finally completed the upgrades and repairs. They were scheduled for a series of tests Monday, but barring an unforeseen disaster, they should be ready for sea Tuesday. Knowing this, Brodie had insisted the crew take Saturday off for some hard-earned rest and that Jason go ahead with plans for the party.
Jason opened his door and was pleased to see Kristen had come after all. He’d told her he expected her, but had feared she might use the excuse of work to prevent her from coming. Since arriving, she’d shown an unusually strong work ethic. But Graves understood the need for people, even officers, to unwind, and if they were soon to be at sea for an extended period, then this might be her last chance to let her hair down.
Advice she’d apparently taken to heart.
Normally she wore her hair intricately braided and neatly out of the way. But for this occasion, Jason saw she was wearing it loose. It was also the first time he’d seen her in anything but a uniform, and he was taken slightly aback. She wasn’t what some might call a stunner, but she was certainly more attractive than her coveralls had suggested, and her usual frosty, prudish, mother superior demeanor normally portrayed. She wore designer jeans, comfortable shoes, a thick, grey turtle neck sweater, and a leather flight jacket that looked authentic.
“Good afternoon, Kristen,” he greeted her, inviting her in. He’d called her Kris once, but she’d clearly not liked the nickname and he’d reverted to her complete name when addressing her.
“Good afternoon, sir,” she replied and stepped in, her long, sun-drenched blond hair flowing about her shoulders and down her back.
She’d come alone, even though the others had brought wives or girlfriends. Graves glanced out the door, not seeing her car, but his driveway was near full, and he assumed she’d parked on the street. “I’m glad you could make it,” he said honestly. “The rest of the gang is already here.”
“I wouldn’t have missed seeing Navy kick Army’s ass for the world, sir,” she responded, smiling approvingly at Jason’s old football jersey he wore for the game. Jason had been a starting wide receiver for Navy during his four years at the Academy.
“Amen, sister,” he replied as his wife approached.
* * *
Kristen was a little uncomfortable out of uniform, having pretty much forsaken civilian clothing and official parties for the past three years. But Graves had thus far proven himself more than willing to treat her fairly, and she’d taken his invitation more as an order. So she’d come, hoping it might be a chance to further bond with her peers. She smiled politely as a strikingly attractive African-American woman with a bright smile approached. Kristen faced her and shook her offered hand.
“I think I know who you are,” the woman said warmly. “I’m Penny, welcome aboard,” she said, clearly a Navy wife through and through. She wore what looked like one of her husband’s old Academy sweatshirts, which fit her small frame like a tent.
“Kristen,” she responded and handed over a bottle of wine. “I hope that’s all right, I don’t have a kitchen to cook anything in.”
Penny accepted the wine with the same engaging smile, slipped her arm through Kristen’s, and led her away from Jason. “Oh, yes, wine is always good. Especially if Navy doesn’t do so well today.”
Kristen glanced around the perfectly appointed home. The floors were hardwood with warm area rugs. The design scheme was a successful mixture of African-American cultural décor and Naval Academy memorabilia. Kristen glanced into the living room and spotted a crowd of her fellow officers gathered around a large flat screen in preparation for kick off. She noticed Terry seated at the end of a leather sofa with a buxom bottle blonde draped all over him. He smiled and gave Kristen a friendly wave. She just rolled her eyes and continued toward the kitchen with Penny.
“I’ve been so looking forward to meeting you,” Penny assured her. “I was following your case on the television and in Navy Times. And, of course, Jason has kept me up to speed on how you’ve been getting along since you arrived.”
Penny was the perfect hostess, completely disarming and totally charming.
“Thank you for opening up your home for us,” Kristen offered as they approached the kitchen where she heard women talking.
“Mommy!” a shrill squeal reached their ears and drew their attention away from the kitchen.
Kristen turned and saw a distraught little angel wearing a small Navy cheerleader outfit running toward her mother with her arms outstretched and tears streaming down her cheeks. Kristen watched as the little girl leapt into her mother’s arms. “They took my pom-poms!” she squealed.
Kristen glanced back up the hall and saw two boys, each the spitting image of their father, running to defend themselves. The oldest boy looked to be about twelve, the younger was maybe ten. Like everyone else, they were decked out in Navy attire in honor of the occasion, and both were professing their innocence before they reached their mother. Kristen watched as Penny deftly handled the domestic emergency, dried her daughter’s eyes, and gave her two wayward boys a stern look.
“Sean Allen! Mark Anthony!” she chastised sharply. “Stop torturing your sister or you’ll be scrubbing toilets and cleaning out the trashcans instead of going for a ride later.”
Kristen listened to the brief exchange, enjoying the revealing glance of her XO’s family life. The two boys sulked back to their room. Penny set the little girl back down and tweaked her pigtails. “Now run along Jasmine. Uncle Sean will be here soon, and you can’t go riding dressed like that.”
Kristen estimated Jasmine was maybe four years old, and she watched the delightful child skip off back to her room, taunting her big brothers all the way. “Mark and Sean got in trouble! Mark and Sean got in trouble!”
Penny watched her go and shook her head. “Those boys are as bad as Jason and Sean when they start cutting up,” she explained. Kristen was forming quite a few questions. She’d already guessed that Penny’s eldest son was named after Brodie who, she assumed was also “Uncle Sean,” which spoke volumes regarding the relationship between Brodie and Graves.
“That’s a nice jacket, Kristen,” Penny offered, fingering the leather. “Some old fighter jock give it to you?” she asked as she admired the various patches sewn onto the jacket.
Kristen nodded. “As a matter of fact,” she admitted thinking of her closest friend in the world. “My best friend gave it to me last year for Christmas. She flies an F-18.”
Penny nodded in response, glanced toward the kitchen, stepped a little closer to Kristen, and lowered her voice. “Listen, Sweetie,” she said with the same pleasant smile but with a hint of concern in her voice. “This is my house, and you’re most welcome here….”
“Thank you,” Kristen replied, not sure what Penny was getting at.
Penny gestured toward the kitchen. “I respect you for what you’re doing, and believe me no one cheered louder than me when the President announced you’d be going to sea. But not all of the wives are exactly happy about you being on board.”
Kristen shot a glance toward the kitchen, hearing some laughter. Kristen understood what she was getting at. “All right, what do you suggest?”
“Just stay near me and if the hens get too bitchy, I’ll bail you out, okay?”
“Okay,” Kristen replied, hoping it wouldn’t be as bad as Penny feared.
It was worse.
As Kristen entered the kitchen, the laughter and joking ended as if Death himself had made an appearance. Ten women were crowded into the kitchen, and ten pairs of eyes turned on her. There wasn’t a friendly face among them. A few offered polite, forced smiles as Penny went around and introduced Kristen to everyone. But Kristen got the distinct impression that given half a chance they would scratch her eyes out. Several of them openly looked her up and down, clearly assessing her as a possible threat to their marriage, which Kristen thought was ridiculous. Her entire life thus far had been about work. She’d never found time for a relationship, and she certainly had no intention of starting one with one of their husbands or anyone else on the Seawolf for that matter.
Ski’s wife, a tall redhead, was the last to be introduced. She leaned slightly against a counter, a cocktail in her hand, and eyed Kristen with unabashed contempt. Kristen kept her smile fixed on her face as she shook the woman’s hand while the redhead looked Kristen over. “Now I see why Phillip has been working such late nights,” the old crow said with a vindictive smile.
Kristen kept her cool, not having expected such open hostility from the wives. “I’m sure it’s difficult having to share your husband with the Navy, ma’am,” Kristen replied. “But we’ve all been working very hard to get ready for sea.”
“Of course,” the woman said with near civility, but her expression was sending quite a different message.
“A-hem,” Penny interjected politely, apparently realizing the women weren’t quite ready to socialize with Kristen yet. “Kristen, would you mind helping me deliver some more chips to the boys?”
“Of course, Mrs. Graves,” Kristen replied a little stiffly. Things on board had begun to settle down, with the crew at least showing some willingness to accept her. But she hadn’t expected to run into a blizzard among the wives and gladly accepted Penny’s opening to beat a hasty retreat.
“Penny,” Graves’ wife reminded Kristen as she handed over a large bowl of chips.
Kristen followed her out of the kitchen.
“Well,” Penny whispered sarcastically, “that went nicely.”
Kristen chuckled. “Oh, yeah, I’m a big hit.”
“Sorry about that,” Penny apologized. “Give them some time.”
“Of course, and in a millennium I might be able to get the ice knives out of my back.”
A growing chorus of cheers from the living room greeted her as she entered in time to see a midshipman streaking down the sidelines leaving a handful of Army cadets in his wake.
“TOUCHDOWN!” the room roared in a single, resonating collective cry of jubilation.
Penny and Kristen delivered the chips, and Kristen found a spot on a bar stool out of the way. She realized it was best not to appear too cozy with her peers, considering their wives apparently believed she was already sleeping with them. Terry gave her a shit-eating grin from his spot on the couch as the woman on his lap lounged comfortably. She didn’t look sharp enough to handle a door knob, but Terry looked quite comfortable with her.
Kristen looked around. Adam Carpenter, the assistant propulsion officer was on duty back at the submarine keeping an eye on the reactor; otherwise, all of the junior officers were present. But she didn’t see the captain. She assumed Brodie had decided to stay on board and hopefully would get some much needed rest. She’d seen him every day at the normal morning meetings, and then periodically throughout the workday, but they had yet to have a lengthy conversation. She was considering this when she heard a low grumbling noise coming from the front of the house. A minute later the front door opened and Brodie came in.
Kristen was momentarily struck speechless. He was supposed to be an officer and a gentleman; a captain of America’s elite — and ultra-conservative — submarine forces. But instead of a designer polo and slacks, he wore black riding leathers over his blue jeans, boots, and a black leather vest over a faded and ripped sweater. On his hands he wore leather gloves with the fingers cut out, and he held a helmet in one hand. His unmanageable hair looked almost alive as he ran a hand through it, trying to discipline the apparently untamable haystack that fell back wherever it so pleased regardless of his intent. If she were to meet him on the street, she would never have believed he was a naval officer, let alone the commander of a submarine. In fact, she thought he looked like an image from a copy of Easyrider’s badass edition. Kristen was thankful the game was on and no one was looking at her, because a few moments later she realized her jaw was still hanging open.
Penny appeared, greeted Brodie with a kiss on the cheek, and then hollered down the hall to her children. The three were soon pounding back into the living room, each intent on being the first to greet him.
Kristen watched, once more taken aback as her captain knelt down and greeted the three children as if they were his very own. The boys were now dressed in black leather riding jackets like Brodie’s and carrying their helmets. Little Jasmine was also dressed for a ride in a pink leather jacket, and she wore a matching pink helmet that looked so big on her tiny frame it might cause her to topple over.
“I was ready first!” Jasmine pleaded with Brodie. “I was ready first!”
“Okay, Jaz,” Brodie responded as he scooped her up with one arm and set her on his hip.
“She always gets to go first!” Mark Allen, the younger of the two boys exclaimed.
“Ladies first,” Brodie responded and led them back out the front door, apparently not interested in the game.
Penny followed, stopping at the door. “Sean, you take it easy with my babies,” she reminded him. “Precious cargo!”
Kristen didn’t hear Brodie’s response but assumed it satisfied Penny who closed the door. She came back into the living room with a smile, pausing behind her husband long enough to pat his shoulder. “Your friends,” she said accusingly. Penny then walked over to Kristen.
“Can I get you anything to drink?”
“Some tea or water would be wonderful,” Kristen answered and slipped off the bar stool. The wives were filtering into the living room, and Kristen noticed them move protectively around their husbands as if it were Kristen’s intent to assault one of the men during halftime. Penny returned a few moments later with a glass of wine for herself and a glass of ice tea for Kristen. One glance at the atmosphere brewing in the room was enough for her to realize Kristen was no longer welcome.
“I don’t think you’ve had the tour, yet,” she offered. “Come on, let me show you around casa de Graves.”
Kristen accepted the invitation and allowed Penny to lead her out. They made it as far as the front room where Penny took a seat at the dining room table where she could peer out onto her front lawn and keep an eye on the motorcycle riding. Kristen took a seat next to her.
Penny then offered, “I’m really sorry, Kristen.”
But Kristen waved her off. “It’s all right,” she assured Penny. “Trust me, I’ve had much worse.”
“I can only imagine,” Penny replied. “I don’t know how you coped.”
Kristen briefly thought about the struggle to force the Navy to let her serve on a sub. It had been far harder than she’d ever expected. In fact, she doubted she’d be willing to go through it all over again if she had to. Brutally unpleasant memories came to mind, and because of her eidetic memory, she could recall every detail with sickening clarity. Kristen forced the dark thoughts back into the recesses of her mind where she kept all of her unpleasant memories locked away. Over the years, she’d carefully constructed a mental vault as a sort of defense mechanism to prevent unpleasant memories overwhelming her.
They heard the rumbling of a massive Harley Davidson V-Rod and Kristen followed Penny’s glance out the window. Brodie had just returned from giving Jasmine a ride. The tiny girl was seated behind him and holding on tight. Immediately, Brodie was assaulted by the two boys, each competing for the next ride.
“Wow,” Kristen thought out loud. The image Brodie maintained about the submarine was formal except with a select few, and she’d yet to be invited into the exclusive club. She’d never seen him off the submarine in fact, and seeing him like this was a bit of a shock. Kristen glanced back at Penny. “I mean,” she added quickly, “it looks like your children really love him.”
Penny nodded and pointed toward a credenza covered in family photographs. Kristen saw that Brodie was in quite a few of them. “Sean might as well be the brother Jason never had. The two of them have been friends for as long as I can remember.”
Curious to learn more about her captain, Kristen asked, “How did they meet?”
“Jason was assigned to the Pentagon after he shattered his left leg while with the Teams,” Penny explained.
“Is that why he left the SEALs?”
Penny nodded. “After he left SEAL Team Two, Jason was considering getting out of the Navy when he met Sean who was in D.C. after his first tour on a fast-attack boat. The two of them were the only officers at the Pentagon who wanted to get out of the Beltway. Anyway, they hit it right off. Sean helped Jason with his rehab and then went to work on resurrecting his career.”
“That’s a neat story,” Kristen replied honestly as she glanced back outside and saw Brodie pulling away with Mark Allen on the back of the big motorcycle.
“Sean’s been part of the family ever since,” Penny concluded. “Hell, after his divorce, he all but moved in.”
Kristen hesitated, trying to hide her curiosity behind a sip of tea. “I wasn’t aware he’d been married.”
Penny rose up slightly out of her seat as her oldest boy looked to be teasing his sister. But one stern look through the window was enough to cause the young man to straighten up. Penny sat back down and explained, “Cheryl wasn’t much of a wife.” She leaned a little closer and whispered, “Jason and I never thought she was any good, but Sean…” Her eyes told the rest of the story.
“What happened?”
“Cheryl wanted a husband, not a sailor. She liked spending Sean’s money, driving nice cars, and being an officer’s wife. But…” Penny paused, a hint of sadness in her eyes, “she left him while he and Jason were stationed in Norfolk. They were on a patrol, and, along with the divorce papers, she sent Sean a letter in the mail saying it was over.”
“Bitch,” Kristen replied thoughtlessly.
“That word describes Cheryl perfectly,” Penny concluded apparently undisturbed by Kristen’s brief profanity. “Sean wasn’t a perfect husband,” Penny admitted. “He was gone a lot, probably more than he had to be because he loved what he did. But he was faithful, and Cheryl always knew where he was at night.”
The throaty roar of the big Harley returned, and Kristen turned her attention back to the front lawn where her captain was pulling back in. Except he no longer looked like a captain. He was now just a decent guy playing with a dear friend’s children. With hardly a glance, it was clear Penny’s children adored him. Over the previous two weeks she’d slowly formed her opinion of each officer on board, and felt she had them all pegged, including the captain. But her assessment of her captain as a workaholic with a bad temper and a hidden agenda didn’t fit with the image she was seeing on the front lawn.
“Did they have any children of their own?”
“No, thank God,” Penny answered in relief. “Sean wanted kids, but Cheryl wasn’t the maternal type if you know what I mean.”
Both women came up out of their seats when they saw the two boys gang tackle Brodie on the front lawn. But any fears were relieved a moment later, when they saw all of them cackling in laughter together.
“Oh, well,” Penny offered, “Cheryl’s loss was my gain. Sean’s been like a second father to the kids, filling in more than a time or two when Jason was gone.”
Kristen found herself growing more intrigued. She toyed with her glass. “Is he seeing anyone?”
Penny paused for a moment, her eyes studying Kristen. “Not at the moment,” she replied easily. “I hooked him up with a pediatrician friend of mine last year. They dated for about six months, but as soon as it got serious, Sean broke it off.”
Kristen didn’t reply; instead, she sipped her tea in silence, allowing Penny to fill the void between them.
“I think he’s afraid of getting hurt again.”
Kristen took another sip then set her tea glass down as the motorcycle sped away yet again, this time with Penny’s oldest boy firmly on the back.
“So, how’re you getting along?” Penny asked, changing the subject. “It must be something being on board. Is it all you hoped it would be?”
Kristen felt a smile form on her face. “It’s great; better than I’d imagined.”
“Really?” Penny asked, a bit surprised and motioned toward Kristen’s face where the faded bruises still lingered. “It looks pretty rough too me.”
“It’s nothing,” Kristen insisted, running a free hand through her hair and pulling it back from her face. Kristen had given up just about every feminine pursuit in order to reach her goal. Dating, relationships, school dances, everything had become secondary to graduating at the top of her class from Annapolis and then pursing her goal of serving on a sub. Her long hair was the only vestige left of the little girl she’d once been.
“Anyone giving you a hard time?” Penny asked, suddenly sounding a bit like a female panther defending a cub.
“Everyone’s been wonderful,” Kristen tried to lie, unsuccessfully.
“Jason says differently.”
Kristen hesitated for a moment. Her trust issues meant she tended to be tightlipped. “Maybe not everyone,” she allowed.
Penny leaned in close again and offered, with a reassuring pat on the back, “Don’t worry, Sweetie. Jason says you’re doing just great.”
Of all the officers, the XO was the one Kristen trusted the most. There didn’t seem to be any malice in the tall African American. But still, Kristen wasn’t so sure. “I wish I could be as certain.” The Harley returned, and Kristen considered Brodie through the window. “I think the captain would prefer if I weren’t on board.”
“What?” Penny asked immediately as if the thought was ludicrous.
“He’s…” Kristen caught herself before she revealed her true thoughts. “What I mean to say is he is a fantastic officer, and I know I’m lucky to be on board, but sometimes I think he’d prefer it if I were on another boat.”
“Nonsense,” Penny replied flatly. “If Sean didn’t want you on board, why did he call up Mark Beagler and ask him to assign you to the Seawolf?”
“What?” Kristen asked, shocked by the revelation. Admiral Beagler had said nothing about such a phone call. She assumed the decision placing her on the Seawolf had been arbitrary. “He asked for me?”
Penny nodded. “Sure did. Mark, Sean, and Jason were stationed together on the USS Ohio and have been friends for years. Sean was here with us watching the news when it was announced the President was letting you serve. Sean just picked up the phone, called Mark in Hawaii, and asked for you to be sent here.”
Kristen sat a bit dumbstruck. It made no sense. The captain had clearly gone out of his way to set her up to fail the engineering exam, which meant he didn’t want her on board. “Why?”
“There’s no telling, honey. No one ever knows what’s going on in Sean’s head. But trust me, if he didn’t want you on board, you wouldn’t be there.” Penny sounded certain.
Kristen knew this was true. Few captains could just call up an Admiral and get rid of a troubled officer. But Brodie was one such man. But it was inconceivable that he’d asked for her by name considering everything else he was dealing with at the moment. “I guess I just don’t see it.”
“Not to worry, honey,” Penny assured her again. “He likes you and so does Jason.”
“He sure has a strange way of expressing it. He hardly talks to me.”
“That’s just his way. Sean’s never been much of a talker, especially about himself,” Penny explained. “But trust me, there’s a whole lot going on just beneath the surface.”
Kristen gave Penny a curious look as the motorcycle returned yet again.
Penny shrugged. “I’ve known Sean for over fifteen years. Heck, I probably know him as well as anyone alive, but I couldn’t tell you the first thing about him prior to when we met. He has no family that I know of,” she explained. “I mean, he never talks about anything before he joined the Navy. He never goes on leave except to spend time with us or go for a ride on that bike of his. Heck, the running joke at the officers’ club used to be that Sean was made at Electric Boat in Groton with the rest of the submarines.”
Kristen’s curiosity was piqued. She saw Penny’s smile fade as she looked out the window with a hint of concern. “What?” Kristen asked.
“We’re both a little worried about him,” Penny confided as she watched Brodie playing with her children on the lawn.
Kristen raised a curious eyebrow, “Why?”
“Sean’s life has always been about the boats and being at sea. I mean, his entire career was a superhighway to command. He was deep selected twice for promotion ahead of his peers and got his first command when most officers his age were on their department head tours. But that’ll all be over soon. This is his last patrol, and we aren’t too sure what he’s going to do with himself once his days of driving submarines come to an end,” Penny tried to explain. “All Sean ever wanted was to be on a sub.”
Kristen understood the feeling. “But with his record, I’d think he’s guaranteed a spot as a squadron or group commander, if not a tour as a missile boat captain.”
“Sean has never been happy behind a desk, and as for a Boomer,” she added knowingly referring to a ballistic missile submarine, “Jason says that’ll never happen.”
Kristen thought she knew why another at-sea command was unlikely. Brodie already had more time as a sub captain than most officers dreamed of. He’d commanded the Seawolf for nearly four years. The Navy wouldn’t likely give him another boat.
But Penny offered Kristen a bit of insight she’d yet to consider. “Sean’s always been a bit of a rebel for the submarine service,” she explained. “Jason says the powers-that-be may like his aggressiveness when driving a fast-attack boat, but they’re a bit wary of ‘letting him off the leash’ if you know what I mean.”
“I’m sorry, I guess I’m not following,” Kristen replied. Brodie had always appeared as steady as a rock. He hid his emotions behind a perfect mask of command. Other than the eccentric hair, and his draconian work ethic, he was the perfect officer. His record bore this out.
Penny hesitated, not certain she should say more, but then leaned a little closer. “Sean’s got a bit of a temper on him that he works hard at to keep under wraps.”
Kristen nodded in understanding. “I think I saw it the other day when Martin was late for the morning meeting.”
Penny looked at her like she was joking and asked, “What?”
“The other day, Danny was late to the morning meeting….”
Penny patted Kristen’s arm and shook her head. “Jason told me about what happened, and that’s nothing, honey,” she confided. “Trust me, I’ve seen Sean mad and what you saw was nothing.”
Out on the yard the two boys had pinned Brodie to the ground while Jasmine, cackling hysterically, tickled him.
“It’s a little hard to believe,” Kristen admitted.
Once more Penny hesitated. They’d been talking for nearly two hours and had grown comfortable with one another. Penny glanced toward the living room where, judging by the roar, Navy had just scored another touchdown. Certain no one else was listening, Penny scooted her chair closer to Kristen.
“We were all stationed in Norfolk a few years back. Sean was the XO of a boat, and Jason was the chief engineer. Anyway, Jason was gone on a two-week training program with General Electric for something to do with the reactor and left me and the kids home alone,” Penny explained softly. She paused and looked back toward the living room to make certain no one had appeared behind them and might overhear. “One day my car wouldn’t start, so I called up Sean who came over about an hour later with his bag of tools and went to work on it. We lived in a good neighborhood, but even nice neighborhoods have their share of jerks. Anyway, this real piece of work liked to race down the street in his hotrod. Jason had talked to him a few times and explained that with so many kids playing in the neighborhood he should slow down but….” Penny paused and looked out the window at her children.
“He didn’t listen, did he?” Kristen asked, seeing the kind of fear on Penny’s face only a mother could ever have.
Penny shook her head. “No, not until he came tearing down the road and clipped Mark as he was riding on this little bicycle Sean had given him the previous Christmas.”
Kristen could see, even years later, Penny was still terrified of the memory and what might have happened. “He was all right, wasn’t he?” Kristen asked, looking out the window at the boy who looked perfectly healthy as he wrestled with Brodie.
Penny nodded and wiped at a few tears welling up in her eyes. “Yeah, he was wearing a helmet, and the bastard just clipped the rear of his bicycle. Other than some crying and a few bruises, Mark was fine,” Penny explained. “But then this jerk got out of his car and started yelling about how I should keep my ‘effing brats’ off the street and how I’m an idiot for not watching them better. Then he threw in a few choice expletives about what he thought of me and my race….”
“I’m really sorry, Penny,” Kristen offered, seeing how even years later the memory was still hard for her.
Penny nodded, wiped her eyes clear, and then took a deep breath to calm herself. “I was a wreck. Mark was crying and this big ape was cursing and calling me a nigger. Then, out of nowhere, Sean appeared. With the jerk screaming at me and Mark crying, I’d forgotten Sean was in the garage.” Penny shook her head as she recalled the story. “I never saw anything like it.”
“Did the captain strike him?” Kristen asked and glanced out the window. Brodie was still wrestling gently with the three children who were doing their best to tackle him. He certainly didn’t appear violent; just the opposite in fact.
“Oh, yeah,” Penny replied with an expression that made it clear Kristen couldn’t possibly understand. “I mean he hit that guy like a tornado. Before I knew it, Sean threw the guy onto the hood of his sleek little hotrod and just started beating the fire out of him.” Penny paused for a moment, remembering the event years earlier. “I mean he went berserk. It took both neighbors as well as COB who lived up the street to pull Sean off the guy.”
Kristen sat quietly, thinking about the revealing story. She glanced out at Brodie once more. Jasmine hung onto his arm and dragged him to the ground as if she might be strong enough to manage the feat. Kristen hadn’t noticed how big Brodie was. But she now saw his broad shoulders and the thick wrists. He was powerfully built, and if angered….
“Wow,” Kristen managed. “Who would have thought?”
“Not me,” Penny agreed. “Once he finally calmed down, he mumbled something about not liking bad manners or drunken bigots and then never said another word about it.” Penny then added, “And I haven’t asked him about it either.”
“It’s hard to imagine,” Kristen pointed out as she nodded her head to where the three children had once more pinned him to the ground, “when you see him like that.”
Penny nodded in agreement, “Yeah, I know what you mean. He’s never once given me a reason to think he might be prone to violence, and he’s an absolute saint with the kids. But I don’t ever want to see him like that again.”
Kristen now recalled the various warnings she’d been given about her captain and understood. They changed the subject, shifting to more pleasant topics. They were discussing the billeting arrangements for Kristen on board when she noticed the woman who’d been hanging all over Terry appear out on the lawn.
“What’s she doing there?” Kristen asked.
“She probably wants a ride,” Penny replied.
Kristen watched for a moment as the woman talked to Brodie. For a reason she didn’t understand, she became angry. “She came here with Terry,” Kristen offered.
“Well,” Penny whispered with a friendly smile, “Terry isn’t exactly a choir boy, my dear.”
They watched for a few moments as the brazen woman talked to Brodie. Kristen felt herself growing more uncomfortable with each second. She glanced back into the living room, afraid Terry might observe what his date was doing and grow angry. The last thing the crew of Seawolf needed was trouble between two officers.
“My God, she’s hitting on him,” Penny said incredulously at the woman’s audacity. “Do you believe this girl?” After another minute of discussion, apparently the woman got what she wanted as Brodie climbed aboard and she slid on the back behind him.
“You don’t think they’re going to….” Kristen asked uncomfortably.
Penny shook her head. “Not if I know Sean,” she assured Kristen. “The only thing that girl’ll be riding of Sean’s is his motorcycle.”
Kristen felt the discomfort fade as Penny’s comment caused her to chuckle, and then laugh out loud. Something she couldn’t remember having done in a long time. It felt good, she decided. And as Penny had predicted, after less than two minutes, Brodie returned. The woman tried to reengage him in more conversation, but Brodie seemed more interested in the children and was soon giving them more turns on the back of his hog.
* * *
The game ended an hour later, and Kristen knew it was time to head back to the Seawolf. COB would soon be finished with her makeshift quarters, and Kristen was anxious to move on board permanently. “I guess I’d better be going,” she said to Penny as they walked back into the living room where the other guests were preparing to leave. “It was really nice meeting you, Penny,” Kristen told her new friend sincerely. “And you have a wonderful family.”
Penny gave Kristen a reassuring hug. “You hang in there, honey,” Penny advised her. “All us girls are counting on you to keep these men out of trouble.”
“I’ll do my best,” Kristen replied and pulled her smartphone from her pocket to call a taxi. Kristen might have been able to hitch a ride with one of her fellow officers, but she wasn’t about to ask any of them and put them on the spot with their wives.
“Who’re you calling?” Penny asked.
“Uh,” she paused her dialing, “I don’t have a car, so I came here in a taxi,” she admitted softly.
“Well you’re not going back in a taxi,” Penny said definitively and turned to look for her husband. “Jason?” she called loudly to be heard over the television and the crowd.
“It’s all right,” Kristen assured her, not wanting to cause any trouble. “Really, it’s no big deal.”
But the XO had already heard his wife and came over. “What is it, Babe?”
Kristen stood uncomfortably as Penny explained her dilemma.
“No problemo,” Graves assured them easily. “I’ll get my keys.”
But Penny put a firm hand on her husband’s chest. He was a good foot and a half taller than she, and he probably outweighed her by a hundred pounds. But the way she stopped him left no doubt who ruled the Graves’ residence. “Uh-uh,” Penny said firmly. “Not so fast. How many beers have you had?”
“Just a couple,” he replied with a meek smile. “I’m fine.”
“Oh, no you’re not, Jason Abner Graves,” Penny told him emphatically, making it clear he was going nowhere. “And don’t make me call Sean over here,” she threatened.
“Call Sean about what?” Brodie asked as he appeared unexpectedly, having just come in from playing with the kids.
Kristen hadn’t noticed him enter and, like he had a nasty habit of doing on the submarine, he had appeared as if out of nowhere. Kristen stiffened slightly, almost coming to attention as her captain joined the conversation. Then, much to Kristen’s dismay, Penny explained the situation to Brodie, adding that none of the officers were likely to offer her a ride considering the way their wives were acting.
Brodie understood without a lengthy explanation. “I’m heading back to the base,” he said simply and jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward his bike parked out front. “You can ride with me.”
“Sir?” Kristen responded with alarm to the unexpected invitation.
“Thanks, Sean,” Penny said, settling the matter and giving Brodie a kiss goodbye.
“No sweat,” Brodie returned her kiss. He then glanced at the television and the final score. “Looks like we licked’em again,” he commented.
“No thanks to you,” Graves chided his friend as he walked with Brodie to the front door. “You didn’t watch a single play.”
Kristen, not entirely certain she wanted to be alone with her captain — or anyone for that matter — on the back of a motorcycle followed, suppressing her panic.
“How many times do I have to remind you,” Brodie teased his XO. “Football is a game for fat men and wimps. Now, if you want to play a real sport, meet me on the rugby pitch sometime.”
“Rugby?” Graves mocked dismissively as they walked out the front door. The day was unseasonably warm, with the temperature in the low fifties. “Isn’t that a game guys wearing skirts play back in England?”
Brodie just smiled, paused and turned back to look at Kristen who was still rooted to the floor just inside the house. She’d never been on a motorcycle before and considered this a condition she would like to maintain.
“Coming, Lieutenant?”
Oh, shit.

Chapter Seventeen

Bremerton, Washington
“Sir,” his newest lieutenant said nervously, “I’ve never driven a motorcycle before.”
Brodie chuckled as he straddled the bike. “If it’s all the same to you, Lieutenant,” he replied, “I’ll handle the driving part. All you have to do is hold on, relax, and enjoy the ride.”
She finished pulling on a pair of gloves Penny had lent her along with a scarf so she wouldn’t get too cold during the brief ride back to the base. Cautiously, she slipped onto the bike behind him, and Brodie could almost sense her nervousness. He’d taken quite a few people for their first motorcycle ride before, and he’d expected her apprehension. He then felt her gingerly grasp his waist.
“You might want to grip a little tighter, Lieutenant. I wouldn’t want you slipping off the back,” he advised. Most first time passengers had no idea what to expect or just how hard to hold on. But he assumed she would relax once they were on the road, and she realized he wasn’t going to be hot-dogging it.
Graves gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder, and Brodie shook his friend’s offered hand. “I’ll see you in the morning, Sean.”
Brodie just nodded his head in reply and then started up the big 1250 cc Revolution engine of his V-Rod. The bike was his only excess. He owned no car, no house, nothing but the bike, and a couple of bags of clothing. It’d been all he’d ever needed since his divorce.
He gave Jason, Penny, and the kids a slight wave. Then, checking to make certain his newest officer was ready, he accelerated away easily, taking it slow and giving her a chance to get comfortable before they reached the highway. With the Seawolf all but ready for sea, Brodie had hoped to take the V-Rod out for a lengthy ride, and the unexpectedly warm day provided the perfect opportunity. The detour back to the base to drop Kristen off would be only a minor inconvenience. But he didn’t mind. The feel of the powerful engine responding to his touch and the throaty roar of the engine helped him relieve tension.
And if he’d ever needed a stress reliever, now was the time.
The National Command Authority wanted the Seawolf at sea, not tied up pier side. The Chief of Naval Operations himself was demanding daily updates on the progress. So, Brodie had not only been attending daily briefings from members of the CIA, the NSA, DIA, and Naval Intelligence, but he’d been forced to fight daily with his squadron commander to expedite the repairs. All this combined with what was shaping up to be a real nightmare of a deployment, had pushed his nerves to the very edge.
But he’d always liked the edge. It was where he felt most alive.
He slowed down and came to a stop at a traffic light and glanced back. “You okay, Lieutenant?”
“Yes, sir,” she answered, but he could hear the anxiety in her voice.
“Just try to relax,” he reminded her. “Scoot forward a little more. That’ll help you keep your balance, and don’t be afraid to hold on a little tighter. I won’t break.”
“Yes, sir,” she replied, tentatively adjusting her position closer to him.
“Also, when we come to a turn, just lean into it with me, got it?”
She nodded her head under the helmet and gave him a forced smile which caused him to chuckle to himself. She’d gone through literal hell to make it to the Seawolf, fighting everyone from the Secretary of the Navy to her peers for the right to serve her nation. Yet riding a bike was making her nervous!
He came to another traffic light a few minutes later and again glanced back. “You doin’ okay?”
“Yes, sir,” she responded, with a little more confidence this time.
“Think you’re ready for the highway?” he asked, knowing the highway would take them right next to the main gate.
“Yes, sir,” she answered, forcing excitement into her voice. He’d been watching her closely since she’d come on board, as he did all his officers. The hellcat he’d briefly seen in his cabin during their first meeting had yet to reveal itself again, and she was playing her cards close to the vest. Which he figured he understood. She was a minority, and minorities tended to try to fly under the radar. However, just like Jason, who — despite his bad knee — was the best friend and executive officer Sean could have ever hoped for — and Gibbs, Brodie had always cottoned to those who didn’t walk the straight and narrow corridors of convention.
He accelerated toward the on ramp, picking up speed smoothly as he shifted gears. Brodie had been riding since he was a kid, and it was — besides being on a submarine — his greatest pleasure. He accelerated into traffic but kept his speed down so as not to cause her to get too uncomfortable. Once cruising at a satisfying sixty miles per hour, he glanced back. “How ya doin’ back there?”
“Good,” she answered sounding a little more relaxed. The death grip she’d had on his waist when they first accelerated up the on ramp had subsided, and he could feel the tension in her arms lessen somewhat.
Brodie felt his own body relaxing as he let the concerns and responsibilities that were part of a captain’s life fade away while they cruised comfortably back to the base. It took only a few minutes before they approached the off ramp. He decelerated and pulled off the highway, turning in toward the main gate. “How was it?” he asked her as he stopped at the gate to flash his identification.
“That was awesome,” she replied with apparent glee.
He looked back at her with a curious eye, not having expected such a positive reaction. Her persona was so reserved, so completely in control at all times, he hadn’t expected her to relax so quickly. Then he considered just how much pressure she’d been under for the last few years. No friends, no one to commiserate with, no one to trust… If anyone needed some time to unwind it was her. They pulled through the gate, and he cruised slowly down the main road. “Where to, Lieutenant?” he asked, not certain where her barracks was.
“Are you kidding?” she asked. “If I had my choice, we would still be on the highway, sir!”
Brodie chuckled, knowing exactly what she meant. “Are you sure you weren’t too cold?”
“No, not at all!” she insisted.
Brodie could feel her warmth now against his back, which made the ride just that much more enjoyable considering the cool temperature in the air. He’d been planning a short road trip ever since the previous evening when the last major repair was completed and it became clear they would have the Seawolf ready on time. Mount Olympus National Park was close by, and Brodie had always enjoyed the ride around the park, especially the Pacific view in the late afternoon when the sun set. He glanced at her in the mirror. Her eyes were smiling though her visor. She’d clearly loosened up.
On a whim, he tapped the brakes and decelerated, pulling into an opening in the median. “Back to the highway it is,” he replied, making up his mind. He half expected her to argue, but instead he saw her eyes open a little wider with excitement.
Thirty minutes later, Brodie was as relaxed as he could remember. Thoughts of Russian sub sorties, North Korean saber rattling, and the mission ahead had faded to the back of his mind. He had one hand on the throttle and the other on his thigh, cruising along Highway 101 with Puget Sound and Canada off to his right and Mount Olympus on his left. He could hardly have been happier.
* * *
Kristen had been anxious at first, but after thirty minutes, she was now ignoring her usual caution and just enjoying the ride as Brodie had advised. Initially, she’d been extremely uncomfortable with the close physical proximity between them. But a combination of the throaty rumble of the bike, his clear expertise, and the wonderful view had allowed her to unwind more than she could remember.
She’d been surprised when he’d turned around and headed back off base. She’d assumed he would take her on a short ride and then turn around. But, every time she thought he might be about to turn back, he just kept going. And with each mile, she could feel the tension fade little by little. She’d noticed the same with him. Like her, at first he’d been tense, the muscles beneath the riding jacket tight and constricted. But the further away from the base they rode, the more at ease he became, mimicking her own feelings as she found the methodical rumble of the engine acting like a tonic on her nerves.
After the second hour, Kristen might have relaxed a bit too much she decided when a sudden change in the pitch of the engine and then a slow deceleration caused her to start slightly. She’d almost fallen asleep. She looked around and saw they were now on the Pacific side of the mountain, and Brodie was pulling off the road on to a small clearing.
Kristen then saw the sun. It was just beginning to reach the horizon, and the Pacific was illuminated in a brilliant splash of color. Brodie came to a halt and turned off the engine. Kristen, assuming he was stopping for the view, slid off the back, removed her helmet and looked out toward the setting sun. “Oh, my,” she offered.
“It’s really something, isn’t it?” he agreed from where he sat on the bike.
Kristen pulled her long hair back out of her eyes and stretched her legs as she admired the sunset. “How did you find this place?” she asked as she stretched.
“Oh, I came across it a few years ago,” he admitted.
“Do you come here often?” she asked, having forgotten the customary “sir.”
“Hardly at all,” he replied with a hint of sadness. “But, if you think that’s something, take a look over your shoulder,” he advised.
Kristen turned away from the setting sun and saw him seated jauntily on his hog with one leg cocked over the seat and looking incredibly at ease. For a brief moment she thought he’d been referring to himself, and she felt a curious sensation develop deep within her. It was an odd feeling, like nothing she’d previously experienced. But no sooner did she take note of him and his rugged good looks, she realized he wasn’t talking about himself at all. Instead, he was referring to the way the setting sun and the burning ocean caused the snow-capped mountain behind him to shine like gold. Kristen felt herself gasp at the heavenly beauty of the mountain bathed in shimmering light.
“The word breathtaking comes to mind, but it doesn’t quite seem adequate enough,” she offered.
He was looking up at the mountain, his head turned away from her. He glanced back and she saw a genuine smile on his face. Previously, on the submarine, he’d always been remote, in control, untouchable. Some distant paragon of cold resolve.
Suddenly, he was real.
He was no longer just some aloof captain; he’d become human; a man.
“I know exactly what you mean,” he agreed.
Kristen turned and looked back out to sea at the magnificent spectacle nature was putting on for her. She was again conscious of a peculiar sensation deep within her. She’d always been proud of her self-discipline. She’d always embraced logic, preferring math and physics to the soft sciences of literature and art. Whimsical flights of fantasy were not what she enjoyed, and she preferred the predictable nature of science to the unpredictability of human emotion. Thus she didn’t quite understand the sudden fluttering in her stomach, or the tingling of her skin.
* * *
After riding completely around the mountain, they returned to the base well into the evening. They’d stopped once for a cup of coffee for him and tea for her at an ocean side resort. The temperature, which had been unseasonably warm when they began their ride, had dropped precipitously, and Kristen, despite her thick sweater, leather flight jacket, helmet, scarf, and gloves was nearly trembling by the time they reached her barracks.
He pulled up under the awning, turned off the engine and removed his helmet. Kristen dismounted and removed her own helmet and shook out her hair. Although cold, she couldn’t help feeling a little sad the ride had ended.
“All right, Lieutenant,” he said, “I’m afraid this E-ticket has run out.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Kristen replied, returning his spare helmet. “That was a lot of fun.” Kristen couldn’t recall the last time she’d had any fun at all. The Naval Academy had been work, and her naval experience since just pure hell. She hadn’t realized how oppressive it had all been until — for a brief time — the pressure had been lifted.
“Any time, Lieutenant,” he replied with a crooked smile.
The ride had been exhilarating, relaxing, and — on many levels — revealing for Kristen. All work and no play had come with a hefty price. She’d missed much with her all-encompassing pursuit of her goal. But one thing the ride had failed to do was answer any of the questions surrounding the man before her. He was just as much an enigma as before, perhaps more so. But after her conversation with Penny and the lengthy ride, she no longer believed he hoped to ruin her career. She again thought about her failed attempt at the engineering exam.
“Is everything all right?” he asked as he sat comfortably on the bike.
Kristen realized she’d been staring. Her instinct was to say goodnight and go up to her room. But she caught herself and asked, “I was just wondering…” she said hesitantly, “…why?”
“Why the ride?” Brodie asked as he stretched his stiff muscles a little.
Kristen nodded in reply.
“It sure seemed like a good idea at the time,” he answered. “I can’t recall the last time I went on a little road trip.” He then added, “Besides, you’ve been hitting it pretty hard, and I was becoming a little worried about you. We’ve a long patrol ahead of us, and I can’t have one of my officer’s burning out before we leave pier side, can I?”
“No, I guess not,” Kristen agreed.
“Good night, Lieutenant,” he said with a nod of his head and started to pull his helmet back on.
“Sir?” Kristen again stopped him. She found herself in an unexpected — an unfamiliar — situation. Human interaction had never been her forte.
“Yes?” he replied, setting his helmet back down.
“I was wondering if I might ask you another question?”
“Absolutely.” Brodie cocked a hand on a handlebar.
Kristen hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “When you had me take the engineering exam… you knew I would fail, didn’t you?”
His expression showed a bit of surprise by her audacity to ask such a pointed question. But he answered her truthfully, “I thought you probably would, yes.”
Kristen nodded, having decided as much. During the lengthy ride, she’d come to a startling conclusions as to why he’d done it, and it had nothing to do with wanting her off the submarine. “You knew if I tried and failed, it might cause some of the crew to put aside their apprehension about having me on board and start helping me, didn’t you?”
“Something like that,” Brodie admitted, looking a bit embarrassed or perhaps annoyed — she wasn’t sure which — at her having figured it out so quickly. “Did it work?”
“Yes, sir. It did.”
He righted his bike.
“Good,” he answered simply. He finished pulling on his helmet and glanced back at her. There was no visor on his helmet and she saw his eyes, warm and penetrating, fix on hers. Then he raised his hand slightly and pointed at her cheek. “How’s the eye?”
“It’s okay, sir. Please don’t worry about it,” Kristen assured him as comforting warmth slowly spread through her.
“It’s my job to worry about all my people, Lieutenant.” Brodie reminded her, his voice betraying nothing about what he might be feeling and his eyes — his warm grey eyes — were equally mute regarding his true thoughts.
“Thank you, Captain,” she said sincerely, a bit ashamed of herself for thinking he had her take the exam and fail simply out of malice.
“No need to thank me, Lieutenant,” Brodie said as he started the bike. “Uncle Sam thanks me twice a month.”
He gunned the engine and pulled away, leaving her under the awning of the barracks to contemplate all that had transpired between them. He’d never said anything, nor made any sort of hint that the day had been anything more than a simple sightseeing ride to release some tension. Perhaps it had been nothing more to him, but Kristen thought something between them had changed.
She felt it so.

Chapter Eighteen

USS Seawolf
Tuesday morning dawned frigid. A cold front had moved down from Canada during the evening, dumping snow and ice over the Puget Sound area. Kristen was on deck dressed for the weather with long underwear under her coveralls and a bright orange inclement weather suit consisting of overall trousers, a parka, wool hat and gloves.
The two days following the motorcycle ride with Brodie had gone by in a blur. Sunday, normally a day of rest for naval personnel, was a workday for the crew of the Seawolf. Official word arrived Sunday that the Seawolf would be departing for a brief shakedown cruise on Tuesday. They were supposed to test out their recent repairs and upgrades plus conduct some anti-submarine training operations. Therefore, Sunday was spent loading hundreds of tons of supplies. It was also a big day for Kristen because her makeshift quarters in the Data Processing Equipment Room were complete, and she was able to move on board. Something she considered a bit of a milestone for herself.
Monday came and went even faster than Sunday. It was filled with inspections, equipment tests, and still more supplies coming on board. Kristen had little time to consider the truckloads of spare parts, medical supplies, food stuffs, and other necessary items that were taking up nearly every square inch of available space. It occurred to her that for a two-week training cruise, they were laying on far more supplies than necessary. But as a Nub, she didn’t see reason to question their orders. Although she did notice that both the captain and the XO spent Monday ashore.
They were now preparing to leave port to visit the Magnetic Silencing Facility at Bangor, followed by a short stop at the arming wharf at Indian Island as part of the Seawolf’s preparations for the training exercise. Most of the crew weren’t excited about going back to sea so soon, but simply accepted it and dealt with their orders as best they could, each man somewhat comforted by the announcement in the morning bulletin that they’d be back in time for Christmas.
Kristen was assigned the rather unglamorous duty of safety officer for the line-handling crew, which mostly meant she kept her mouth shut, her eyes open, and trusted the petty officers to handle everything. But she didn’t care. Even some freezing rain was just a minor inconvenience considering she was on board and heading out to sea for the first time.
The Seawolf slipped away from the pier without any fanfare. If they’d been going away for a lengthy patrol there’d have been crowds of family members braving the frigid cold to see the crew off, but not this morning. Instead, the Seawolf left port with hardly anyone taking notice. Once in the channel, the deck hands went below, but Kristen — despite the cold — wanted to stay out on deck for a little while longer and take in the sights. But she’d been on deck less than ten minutes when a crewmen dressed in a drysuit approached.
“Hey, Lieutenant?” he asked, getting her attention. His name was Hodges, and he was the rescue swimmer assigned to the deck crew. His job was to go in the water and save anyone who slipped into the sea. Besides his drysuit, he wore a thermal parka and carried a pair of fins in one hand.
“Yes, Mister Hodges?” Kristen asked as the wind coming off Puget Sound stung her face.
“Is there a reason you’re not below yet?” he asked bluntly, clearly not enjoying the view like Kristen was.
“Uh… no, not really,” she admitted.
“Well, ma’am. I can’t go below until the deck is clear of personnel. So, if you wouldn’t mind….” he explained.
“Sorry,” she replied, recognizing her own thoughtlessness. She paused at the forward hatch and glanced enviously up at the sail. The captain and the rest of the bridge crew were on the top of the sail controlling the Seawolf as they moved northward up Puget Sound before coming around near Whidbey Island for the run down to Bangor. She’d hoped to be assigned to the bridge crew, but knew this had been unlikely since only handpicked enlisted men, the officer of the deck, and perhaps one or two lookouts were assigned to man the bridge along with the captain.
But, Kristen had several more chances to go on deck during the day. Following the trip to the Magnetic Silencing Facility, the line-handling detail had to report to the deck and help get the Seawolf tied up properly in the middle of the horseshoe shaped pier. By this time though, the weather had turned significantly worse with more snow and freezing rain. After this evolution, the allure of being on deck had faded, and Kristen was thankful to be back inside once the degaussing process began.
But just a few hours later, the line-handling detail was again called to the deck when the degaussing process was complete. The Seawolf returned to the channel and headed north to the Naval Weapons station on Indian Island to take on her training ammunition. Kristen wasn’t quite as anxious to go back on deck when the 1MC once more called her crew to secure the Seawolf to the arming wharf at Indian Island just before dark.
Once on deck, Kristen — like the rest of the line-handling crew — wore a safety harness secured by a lifeline to a cable called a topside runner rigged along the length of the hull from the sail to the aft hatch. With the lifeline in place, it was almost impossible to fall overboard. But in this unlikely event, everyone also wore a life vest with a strobe light attached.
As Kristen prowled the deck trying to do her job and also see what was happening on the pier, she noticed a sailor without his lifeline secured to the runner. The mooring lines were being secured and a tugboat was gently nudging the submarine toward the arming pier.
“You there! Secure your lifeline,” she ordered as she approached.
“Fuck you,” came the gruff reply as the sailor turned. She recognized Randle, the man who’d accidentally struck her. His hood was up and she hadn’t seen his face at first, and, apparently, the hood prevented Randle from realizing who she was. His eyes widened in fright, and he quickly glanced up at the bridge positioned atop the sail.
“Sorry, ma’am,” he replied quickly. “I didn’t recognize you.”
“Just secure the lifeline, Mister Randle,” Kristen ordered again, not interested in dressing him down over something like that. She then turned her attention shoreward as the Seawolf was made fast pier side.
It was bitterly cold, and the weather report said it would get worse throughout the night as an Arctic cold front swept through. But she wanted to observe the weapons loading process firsthand. She’d never participated in the intricate operation of bringing torpedoes and other weapons on board but was anxious to learn.
A tractor trailer, loaded with training torpedoes still in their shipping containers, was positioned along the pier. This lent credence to the general belief that they were just going on a short shakedown cruise. Kristen watched curiously as Brodie, the XO, and the Weapons officer — Lieutenant Andrew Stahl — went onto the wharf and talked to the shore personnel.
A few minutes later, one of the transport cases for the training torpedoes was opened to reveal the blue nose of a dummy torpedo. But still, no move was made to load the weapons. She then noticed Andrew Stahl glance at his watch and then look skyward. This single motion caused Kristen to pause and take notice.
You’re missing something.
During their brief stay at Bangor, she recalled that Stahl had been called to the captain’s cabin along with Ski, the operations officer, COB, and the XO. Although there was nothing strange about the captain holding a meeting in his cabin, the mix of officers represented all the senior officers plus COB. Kristen now speculated about just what had been said during that meeting. She looked skyward, wondering what the schedule was for Russian or Chinese spy satellites passing over Puget Sound.
After about thirty minutes ashore, Lieutenant Stahl came back on board along with the captain, while the XO stayed on the pier. With her curiosity piqued, Kristen stayed on deck. Something unexpected was about to happen, she could feel it. She watched Lieutenant Stahl as he kept glancing at his wristwatch.
“Cold enough for you, Weps?” Kristen asked as she approached him. His men were all huddled alongside the massive sail, using it to block the wind.
“It’s gonna get a lot colder,” he replied. “Why aren’t you below getting warmed up?”
“Curiosity got the better of me,” she admitted. “Why aren’t we loading yet?”
Lieutenant Stahl, known simply as “Weps” to the crew, hesitated before answering. He then checked his watch again. “You know what they said about curiosity and the cat, don’t you?”
Kristen nodded her head. “We aren’t loading training torpedoes, are we?”
He shook his head but said no more.
A few minutes later Brodie shouted down from above, “All right Weps, we’re all clear, look sharp down there.”
Three minutes later her suspicions were confirmed when a second flatbed truck appeared and pulled up alongside the Seawolf. The tarps were removed to reveal more shipping containers. Except, as these were opened, Kristen recognized the contents as MK48 ADCAP torpedoes with live warheads.
“All right boys, let’s move with a purpose!” Stahl ordered his men. “We’ve got six hours and a whole lot to do between now and then!”
“Can I help?” Kristen asked, wanting to be useful.
He put her to work verifying serial numbers versus a manifest he had on a clipboard. Kristen was thankful for anything at the moment. Seeing the elaborate shell game the Navy was playing to fool Russian or Chinese spy satellites about what the Seawolf was really loading had caused her to consider just what they were heading into.
The weapons were brought aboard through the weapon’s loading hatch. Underneath the hatch, sections of decking were removed and used to create a ramp of sorts from the weapons hatch all the way down to the cavernous torpedo handling room deep within the submarine. One by one the weapons were hoisted by the crane on the pier, lowered through the loading hatch, and then winched down into the boat. As soon as the first flatbed was emptied, a second appeared, and then a third, followed by a fourth.
“I hope you didn’t have any plans for Christmas,” Weps whispered to her after she read off the latest serial number.
“Not anymore,” she replied, wondering what was going on.
They’d been loading torpedo after torpedo for nearly six hours when over her radio she heard the captain order a halt to the loading operation. No explanation was given, except Kristen saw that on the pier, the flatbed truck with the training torpedoes drove away along with the latest empty flatbed. Stahl checked his watch. “We have about twenty minutes,” he confided. “If you want to go below and get something to eat, now’s the time.”
Kristen shook her head, not wanting to go below despite the brutal cold. The wind had picked up, and the combination of wind and bitter cold had dropped the temperature to below zero. The result was ice forming along the hull where waves had pushed water up onto the sleek black deck.
“What are you doing up here, Lieutenant?”
She recognized Brodie’s voice and turned toward him. He was wearing his usual coveralls, a ball cap with the Seawolf logo on it, and an unzipped parka.
“Good evening, Captain,” she and Stahl said in greeting. She then added in reply to his question, “I was just learning the ropes, sir.”
The XO joined them from the docks where he’d been monitoring the operation. “Who ordered this weather?” Graves asked, his parka zipped up tight and his hands beating feeling back into his arms.
“Don’t you care for the brisk night air, XO?” Brodie teased his friend.
“We never had anything like this back in Memphis,” Graves admitted.
Brodie smiled, apparently unaffected by the brutal wind hitting them. “You’re the safety officer for the deck crew, right Lieutenant?” Brodie asked Kristen.
“I am, sir.”
“The temperature is expected to drop to nearly ten below before dawn. At that temperature, and with this wind, these decks are gonna ice over as soon as we get underway. What’s worse is in the dark you and your men won’t be able to spot the icy patches. So make certain everyone has been briefed to keep their lifelines on at all times.”
“Absolutely, Captain,” she replied automatically.
But Brodie persisted, reiterating his point. “If someone goes in the drink tonight, we’ll be unable to get them out before hypothermia sets in, so we can’t afford any accidents. Got it?”
“Got it, Captain,” Kristen replied but was now even more curious than she’d been. According to the training schedule, they weren’t supposed to leave Indian Island until the morning. “So, I guess we’re in a bit of a hurry, sir?”
“A bit,” he admitted but offered no other insight.
Exactly twenty minutes later, another flatbed appeared with more weapons. But, in addition to ADCAP torpedoes, she now saw a device she’d only read classified reports about. The Navy had been testing a new decoy meant to mimic the sounds of a submarine in all respects. Shaped generally like a torpedo, the decoys were codenamed “Aseslan.” The Seawolf loaded eight of these experimental submarine decoys.
Beside her, Kristen could almost feel Andrew Stahl’s tension growing as each new weapon came aboard. She’d already counted twenty-five ADCAP torpedoes, and with the eight decoys they were beginning to run out of room in the torpedo room.
“Looks like we’re going to fill her up, Weps,” she commented, having to nearly shout to be heard over the howling wind.
“And then some,” he admitted.
She didn’t know what this meant. The Seawolf had a maximum capacity of fifty weapons. This was by far the largest weapons capacity of any US submarine, but still more weapons arrived. The next flatbed was loaded with Tomahawk cruise missiles, including several of the anti-ship version of the reliable weapon.
Kristen counted a total of forty-five weapons already loaded and more still on the pier, when a new twist to the strange series of events was added. A second crane, a much larger one, powered up. In addition, she saw, appearing out of the darkness, two small patrol boats. The Coast Guard routinely patrolled these waters, but these two craft weren’t Coast Guard boats. Instead, they were haze grey Navy patrol boats, and Kristen saw a host of fully armed marines on each. Spotlights from these two craft began sweeping the waters around the Seawolf looking for any other vessel or possible danger.
“What’s going on, Weps?” Kristen asked, becoming suspicious.
He responded by pointing toward shore. “Trust me, you really don’t want to know,” he confided.
Kristen looked shoreward and saw, approaching the pier, was a convoy of vehicles. It was too dark to tell just what they were carrying, but she noticed blue and red flashing lights in the convoy. After the next Tomahawk cruise missile went below, Kristen took another look at the approaching convoy. As it came closer she identified a single flatbed truck in the middle of a five-vehicle convoy. The lead vehicle was a police cruiser with the lights flashing. It was followed by an armored car with a marine manning a machine gun in a turret. Then came the flatbed, with marines walking along each side of the slow moving vehicle. Then there was another armored car with a second police cruiser in the rear.
“Is that flatbed carrying what I think it is?” Kristen asked, feeling suddenly very uncomfortable about what lay ahead of them.
“I’m afraid so,” Weps admitted.
Kristen watched as the slow moving convoy reached the pier. The marines escorting the flatbed were armed to the teeth and dressed in body armor. The flatbed had a long tarp draped over what looked like two shipping crates. Kristen didn’t have to guess what they were. Marines were at Naval Weapons Stations for one reason, and it wasn’t to wear their dress blues and look nice for the visitors. The marines’ sole function on any naval facility was to guard nuclear weapons.
The last conventional cruise missile went below, and then there was a brief pause while some security coordination was made. Meanwhile, the larger shore crane moved into position. Kristen saw a pair of marines, one armed with a scoped rifle, climb up to the control booth of the crane. She felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up at the thought of a sniper sighting in on her. Guns had always made her nervous. She’d fired an M-16 and a service pistol at the Naval Academy once and had managed not to shoot herself.
Four marines came aboard and positioned themselves on the deck as the first nuclear-tipped cruise missile was freed from its armored storage case and hoisted aboard.
Kristen stood out of the way as the menacing looking weapon was carefully lowered onto the cradle over the loading hatch. She then stepped forward and with a flashlight found the identifying serial number. “One Tomahawk Land Attack Missile-Nuclear with one W-80 variable-yield nuclear warhead. Serial number 783561,” Kristen read off the serial number feeling a sick sense of foreboding. With the exception of ballistic missile submarines, there weren’t supposed to be nuclear weapons on naval vessels any more.
What the hell have you gotten yourself into?
Weps verified the serial number against his paperwork. Once signed for, it was lowered down through the weapons hatch and into the bowels of the submarine. Twenty minutes later the second TLAM-N was lowered beneath the deck. As soon as it disappeared, the marines left the submarine and the convoy moved away.
The Seawolf was supposed to leave with the late-morning tide. But no longer surprising anyone, the captain ordered the line handlers back on deck as a pair of tugboats appeared in the darkness. They were leaving, and they weren’t waiting for the dawn.
Kristen made certain each man understood the new conditions on the decks. Ice had already formed in many places, and the deck was treacherous. She personally made certain each man was secured to the topside runner before allowing them to get to work. Almost immediately this proved wise when one of her men lost his footing on a patch of ice and fell. Only the lifeline prevented him from sliding into the frigid water. Spotting Gameroz from the flying squad, and knowing she could count on him, she beckoned him over.
“Yes, ma’am?” the quick-fisted petty officer asked.
“I need your help keeping an eye on the boys tonight. Let someone else handle the lines. If anyone goes overboard in these conditions, they won’t last five minutes,” she explained knowing that if someone did fall overboard, there would be no chance the Seawolf could affect a rescue before severe hypothermia set in.
“You got it, ma’am,” Gameroz replied and went forward.
They cast off all lines without incident and after the tugboats helped them enter the channel, a Coast Guard cutter appeared and took up a position ahead of the Seawolf to escort her out and make certain no fishing boats or other civilian traffic interfered with the submarine’s safe transit.
But, as if the evening couldn’t become more bizarre, she saw, appearing out of the night and gliding across the dark water, the USS Connecticut. The Seawolf’s sister boat was supposed to be in dry dock, but was now moving toward the arming wharf where the Seawolf had previously been. Tugboats maneuvered the huge vessel, and, as they passed, Kristen saw that the Connecticut’s hull number had been changed to “21”, the Seawolf’s hull number. The Navy was clearly pulling out all stops to make certain no one realized the Seawolf was at sea.
As soon as they were clear, Kristen sent most of her crew below, keeping just those she needed to clean up the deck. The Seawolf’s steel hull was covered with anechoic tiles that were like hard rubber and designed to prevent enemy sonar picking up the submarine when underwater. But, along the hull, there were several reversible tiles where deck cleats were. Kristen and her crew now had to turn these reversible cleats back into the hull and then use rubber mallets to hammer the tiles back down in place to create a nice smooth surface. That way, once underwater, there would be no unnecessary projections on the hull to interfere with the water moving over the hull undisturbed.
This task was made significantly harder by the treacherous conditions on deck. These conditions grew exponentially worse once the submarine got underway. Water and sea spray washed over the bow and sent ice shards flying into the exposed skin of the deck crew. Ice instantly formed on any surface, including their parkas, gloves, and mallets, and Kristen heard the ice cracking on the exterior of her parka every time she moved. But, as she moved along the deck, another danger became apparent.
The Seawolf was at home in the ocean depths, lurking in the deep, dark waters in search of her prey. But in making her perfectly shaped for the deep, her designers had been forced to sacrifice her handling capabilities on the surface. So, as they entered Puget Sound, Kristen felt the deck pitch as the first wave hit.
Realizing the conditions were rapidly becoming intolerable, she sent all but three men below. She kept Gameroz and another man from the flying squad named Darby with her, plus the safety swimmer Hodges who’d positioned himself near the sail to get out of the wind. Kristen would have liked to send Hodges below too, but he was required to be on deck as long as she and her team were there. At least as a safety swimmer, he was dressed in a drysuit and could survive for a short time in these waters, but he also couldn’t wear a safety harness, which worried her.
“Hodges!” she shouted at him to be heard over the wind and the waves.
“Yeah?” he called back from where he was huddled for warmth in a parka.
“You stay right there!” she shouted. “I want to be able to see you at all times!”
He nodded his head and gave her a thumbs-up sign as he ducked back under the leeward side of the sail to get out of the wind. Kristen then moved with Darby and Gameroz. They’d managed to secure all the cleats and deck tiles, and now had to break down the runner. This was dangerous because as they broke it down they were without a lifeline for a brief period of time. Kristen ordered both men to get down on their hands and knees, wanting as much deck contact as possible.
But even with this added precaution, she soon had to send Darby below when he got so cold he could no longer hold a mallet. With just Gameroz left, the two of them removed the last pole securing the topside runner. They were now both working without the safety line, and she kept a firm grip on Gameroz’s harness and a second hand hold onto the forward hatch.
This proved fortuitous when Gameroz, struggling to hammer a tile in place, shifted and slipped on some black ice. A combination of his flailing and her firm grip were the only things preventing him from going for a swim.
“Thanks,” he shouted to be heard over the whipping wind.
“Forget it,” she answered, her teeth chattering. “Let’s just get this last tile in place and get below.”
“I heard that,” he answered with a strained grin.
The Seawolf had already passed through Admiralty Inlet and entered the Juan de Fuca Strait, running directly into the wind and heading for open water. Kristen glanced up as Gameroz struggled with the final deck fitting. She saw the Coast Guard cutter still out ahead of the Seawolf and then she saw Hodges. Anxious to get below, he’d left the relative safety of the sail and had moved aft toward the open forward escape hatch.
“Dammit Hodges,” she cursed. She cupped a hand to her mouth and shouted, “Stay right there!”
But the wind was too strong, and he couldn’t hear her. She tried again as he kept coming. Kristen and Gameroz had been working where Hodges was currently walking, and the deck there was completely iced over. But before she could stop the unsuspecting crewman, he slipped.
It seemed to happen in slow motion, even as she was shouting for him to stop. He lost his footing, tried to catch his balance, and then his feet came out from under him. Hodges’ head whipped back hard onto the rubber deck tiles. Then, like in a nightmare, she watched his limp form slip on the icy deck over the side and into the frigid water.
“Man overboard!” she shouted to be heard over the howling wind.
The only person with any chance of hearing her was Gameroz, and he reacted by looking up. But there was nothing he could do. Kristen glanced toward the bridge, not knowing if they’d seen Hodges go in. She briefly thought of her handheld radio and grabbed the microphone. But ice had completely encrusted it, and she couldn’t depress the talk switch.
Without realizing she’d moved, she was on her feet. In less time than it took her to stand, her analytical mind considered the multiple courses of action open to her, and she decided on the best option before she took her next step. She took three quick steps and, using the towed array housing for leverage, leapt forward and dove headfirst into the frigid water.

Chapter Nineteen

USS Seawolf, The Juan de Fuca Strait
On the bridge, Brodie stood on the starboard side where he had the best view of the crewmen working on the deck. A railing was set up around the bridge to protect those men working aloft with him. But as the weather grew worse, so did his level of discomfort. The Coast Guard cutter had taken up a position less than a mile ahead of them, and if anything went wrong with the cutter and she lost power, Brodie would have a hard time stopping the Seawolf before they collided. Not to mention his lookouts were grating on his nerves. He’d hoped to inspire a sense of purpose in Ensign Martin by assigning him to the bridge crew along with Brodie’s chosen communications team. But twice that evening Brodie had been forced to correct Martin, who kept ducking his head down to avoid the wind instead of keeping his eyes on the surrounding waters as well as the hands working on the icy deck below.
Because of the deteriorating conditions, Brodie had brought COB up to the bridge to act as another pair of eyes he could count on besides his own. COB was leaning over the port side of the bridge, his parka hood down so his vision wouldn’t be obstructed. Brodie, despite the cold, had been going without a hood all night simply so he could see and hear better.
He’d just finished scanning the area to the front of the Seawolf and was turning his head to starboard when he caught a brief flash of movement to the rear of the submarine. He snapped his head around in time to see something floating in the water along the starboard side of the boat, moving along the hull. No sooner had he spotted this than he saw an orange clad shape leap into the water.
“Man overboard! All stop! Emergency!” he barked the orders without a moment’s thought.
In front of him, positioned in the bridge itself, were two handpicked communications men. Brodie had selected them from the ship’s radio room for one simple reason: they wouldn’t think. No sooner had he shouted the man overboard alert, he heard both men speaking into their sound-powered phones, repeating his commands without asking for clarification. Without thinking, they’d simply repeated his emergency stop command.
“Who is it?” COB asked as he appeared beside him, looking ready to dive in himself.
Brodie ignored him. “Away the small boat team!” Brodie barked to the two communications men.
Each dutifully passed the order along.
“Con reports, all stop, sir!” the radioman named Reynolds reported after sending the latest command.
* * *
The icy water hit Kristen like an electric jolt. Instantly, she felt a thousand tiny knives pricking her skin. There was no slow decrease in temperature. Instead, it was as if she’d been suddenly struck naked and hit by bone-stabbing cold at the same time. But she breached the surface swimming. Hodges had hit hard. She’d seen the way his head had struck the deck. He’d been unconscious when he slipped into the water, and if she didn’t get to him fast, he could very well drown in seconds.
The realization she would likely die from hypothermia was secondary to reaching Hodges and pulling him clear of the Seawolf before either of them were sucked into the churning pump-jet driving the nine-thousand-ton submarine through the water. Hopefully someone on the bridge was alert and able to get an all-stop order down to the engine room before they were sucked in and turned into chopped meat.
Kristen reached Hodges barely three seconds after hitting the water and immediately positioned herself under him, supporting his body with her own, and at the same time holding his head up out of the water as she’d been instructed years earlier. She then began swimming, kicking with all the power her years of training in the pool could give. But the heavy parka and overalls were now acting like anchors. Every move was made ten times more difficult as her protective clothing, now water-logged, felt like it weighed a ton.
Kristen then felt the suction of the pump-jet pulling her and Hodges aft as the sleek hull of the Seawolf struck her foot. She pushed away as best she could, knowing she had seconds before they were sucked in. Kristen struggled, kicking with all her strength against the suction produced by the fifty-two thousand horsepower created by the Seawolf’s steam turbines.
Despite her years of swimming competitively, there was nothing she could do against the pull of the submarine’s pump-jet. But just as she felt they would be sucked in, the suction stopped, and she moved away from the hull as it silently slipped passed her. Someone had seen her and Hodges, and they’d managed to stop the propeller in time.
But this was only the first hurdle she had to face.
The submarine had been moving at ten knots when the pump-jet propulsor stopped. At that speed it would take well over a mile for the Seawolf to stop. By then Kristen would be dead from hypothermia.
One thing at a time!
She stopped struggling to swim, inflated their buoyancy compensators and turned on the strobe lights attached to each of their safety harnesses, but Hodge’s marker beacon wasn’t working. She again took note of the frigid temperatures, and she felt her body trembling. Kristen did her best to ignore the impending doom looming large in her near future. She’d been a varsity swimmer in high school, and then at the Naval Academy. She’d swum competitively since the age of nine. Over the years, she’d taken several water survival courses and knew she had just minutes before hypothermia would overwhelm her.
Hodges’ heart was still beating but he’d stopped breathing. During a lifeguard training course in Southern California, she’d seen a demonstration of open water mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. She’d practiced it a few times, never expecting she might actually need it. Of course, that training had been in an indoor heated pool with instructors, safety swimmers and in the bright light of day, not in frigid water, at night, in high seas, and with a shipmate dying in her arms.
“Come on, Hodges,” she whispered, fighting the numbing cold rapidly taking control of her body. “Help me out here!” She positioned herself over him and began CPR, only to have him vomit a lungful of seawater in her face.
Kristen coughed, spitting out seawater as a wave crashed into her. The brutal northern wind whipped up the sea state in the Sound and made it even harder to keep Hodges’ head above water. She estimated she’d already entered stage two of hypothermia, her body core temperature dropping fast. She was shaking uncontrollably, and it was all she could do to keep a grip on Hodges. With his strobe light not working, if they got separated, no rescue team would find him until it was too late.
He coughed up more water.
“Come on, Hodges!” she mumbled as she kept working on him, trying to revive him. The bone-numbing cold she’d experienced on the deck of the Seawolf was now just a warm memory as her extremities and torso trembled uncontrollably. She glanced about, hoping to see the rescue craft. A wave crashed into her face, and she gagged on the foul tasting water. She hadn’t realized her hood had come off when she dove into the water, and now the chill wind froze the water clinging to her, creating chunks of ice in her hair. She struggled to resume mouth-to-mouth, her hands resisting her mental commands, and she knew she was running out of time. She cursed her perfect memory that could recall every second of her class on hypothermia, wishing she didn’t know what was soon to befall her.
Hodges jerked suddenly in her arms and started breathing. Kristen would have cheered, or offered words of encouragement, but she’d passed through stage two of hypothermia and was entering the third and final stage. Her mind was growing cloudy as she fought for consciousness. Hodges should live, she knew. He was breathing and his life vest would keep his head above water. Her strobe would still be working long after she died, and the rescuers would be able to get Hodges if she could just hold onto him.
Pure and simple logic dictated her last conscious act.
She forced her numb arms under his life vest, wrapping them around him so they would stay together as another wave washed over her. She coughed up water as her muscles stopped responding to her commands. The shivering became more violent. Every muscle in her body was contracting at an incredible rate, trying to generate heat. Unfortunately, she knew exactly what was happening to her.
Her temperature was spiraling downward. Her body was fighting to conserve heat. Blood vessels were constricting to prevent excessive blood flow to the limbs which were now going limp. Her disciplined mind told her what would soon happen. As her heart beat ever faster, fighting for life, she would experience extreme ventricle tachycardia or atrial fibrillation — a heart attack.
Kristen looked up at the night sky. She’d made it onto a submarine, only to die a few days later. She might have laughed at the bitter irony if she’d had the conscious capacity left. She couldn’t feel Hodges next to her. Where there had been bone-stabbing cold, now she felt warmth spreading through her.
Her eyes closed as her thoughts drifted from the present misery, to something pleasant.
Her next thought was of powerful arms carrying her and lifting her gently into a bunk, then covering her with a blanket. There was something written on one of the arms… something in Latin.
* * *
“Over there!” Graves barked at the coxswain of the small inflatable rubber boat. Graves had been in the control center when he heard the alarm from the bridge and had immediately sent the all-stop order as the Chief of the Watch had sounded the alarm claxon. Graves had then headed aft and joined the small boat crew, deploying the inflatable rubber boat from the forward escape hatch and joining the recue party.
They could see the flashing strobe in the distance and raced across the waves toward it. He and his men held on tight as the waves crashed over the rubber sides and soaked them in freezing water.
“XO, this is Brodie,” he heard over his radio.
“Send it, Skipper!” Graves shouted into his handheld radio.
“We’ve got two personnel in the water. I’ve a medivac chopper en route, plus the Coast Guard has a Search and Rescue bird spinning up, over.”
“Roger that. We’ve spotted one strobe but can’t see a second, over.” Graves had to shout to be heard. Plus the hammering waves were threatening to toss him and his men into the sea.
“Roger, we see only one strobe also, over,” Brodie replied.
Graves motioned toward one of his men huddled behind the rubber wall of the boat holding a powerful searchlight. “Let’s go, Perkins! Flame on already!” Graves ordered.
Seconds later, the powerful searchlight illuminated the water ahead of them, and they spotted a fluorescent strip on the arm of a bright orange foul-weather parka.
“There!” Graves ordered the coxswain, pointing toward where Kristen and Hodges were now illuminated by the searchlight. They came up alongside, slowing the boat down as they did. Graves and one of his men leaned over the side to grab the two motionless bodies.
“Sweet Jesus,” Graves gasped when he saw Kristen. Her hair was frozen to her head and face. Her lips were blue, and her skin ashen. They had to pry Hodges out of her grip, however, before they could drag them both on board. Hodges was conscious and coughing up water. His drysuit had protected him from the worst of it, but Kristen looked to be gone.
“Go, go, go!” Graves barked at the coxswain. He checked her pulse, but could detect none.
The powerful outboard sprang back to life. “The Seawolf or the cutter?!” the coxswain shouted.
Graves knew it would be easier to get a medivac chopper to the cutter. But the Seawolf had a state of the art sickbay, and Doc Reed, their Independent Duty Corpsman, was almost a real doctor. And Kristen looked to need a doctor now, not twenty minutes from now when a helicopter could reach them.
“The Seawolf!” Graves ordered, seeing Kristen’s eyes flutter slightly.
Once alongside the Seawolf, men helped drag her limp form onto a stretcher and strapped her down as Doc Reed, now on deck, began treating her. As soon as she was strapped down, the litter was tilted and lowered feet first through the forward hatch. Graves stayed on deck just long enough to see both casualties sent below before following them down.
Two minutes later, Graves stepped into the tiny sickbay where Petty Officer 1st Class Brian “Doc” Reed, was cutting away Kristen’s clothing. Now, in the light, she looked worse than she had in the water. Her skin was a deathly grey. “Talk to me, Doc,” he ordered. “What do you need to fix her?!”
COB arrived a second later. “How is she?” he asked as he came through the hatch. “The skipper has a medivac chopper about five minutes out, and he wants to know right now if we need to send her off.”
Graves was still waiting for an answer from Reed who unceremoniously cut her clothing away as two assistants broke open hot compresses and started packing them around her body. “Doc?!” Graves asked again, more insistently this time.
“I don’t know yet,” Reed answered.
“The Blade ain’t gonna wanna hear that shit,” COB informed them as Gibbs appeared at the door carrying an arm full of blankets.
“Doc, I just pulled these out of the microwave, will they help?” Gibbs asked as he stepped in.
Reed glanced at Gibbs. “Yes,” he replied and motioned for one of his assistants to take the warm blankets.
“Doc, what do you need?” Graves asked again, afraid she was already too far gone.
Reed looked back at Gibbs. “I need you!” he snapped. “Strip down to your skivvies.”
“What?” Gibbs asked, uncertain he’d heard right.
“You heard me!” Reed snapped at Gibbs again. “I need to stabilize her body temperature before it falls any lower. Now strip down and get your ass under those blankets with her,” Reed insisted as he prepared a temperature probe.
“XO, this is Brodie,” Graves heard over his radio. “Status of casualties, over.”
Graves keyed the radio. “Standby, Skipper. Doc Reed is checking them out now, over.”
“Standby my ass,” came the unexpected profane reply. “Status! Now!”
“Doc?” Graves asked Reed who’d clearly heard the captain’s order. “The skipper has a medivac bird in bound. But with the wind now up at forty-five knots over the deck, we don’t want to try a medivac if you don’t think it’s necessary. But I have to know.”
“Sir,” Reed slipped his hands under the blanket to check her core temperature, “you’ll know as soon as I do.”
Graves keyed the radio, knowing Brodie wasn’t going to like that answer.
“All the way?” Gibbs asked as he kicked off his trousers.
“No,” the heavy-set medical corpsman answered as he looked at the electronic thermometer beside the litter. “Just down to your boxers.” The Corpsman then shook his head. “Shit,” Reed whispered as the temperature continued to drop. “She’s in stage three.”
“What the fuck does that mean, Doc?” COB demanded as Gibbs climbed onto the table and slipped under the blankets.
“Eighty-six degrees,” Reed said and then added, “She’s bad, real bad.” He then ordered an aide to grab an IV bag from a warmer.
“All right, I’m bringing in the medivac,” Graves decided and reached for his microphone.
“She won’t make it to a hospital,” Reed replied as he prepared an IV needle. “If we don’t get her temperature up in the next few minutes, she’ll experience catastrophic organ damage.”
“Jesus, Doc!” COB said angrily in reply. “What can we do?”
“No,” came a weak voice in the middle of the chaos.
“What?” Graves asked incredulously as he saw her eyes flutter open.
“She’s awake?” Reed asked in disbelief as he leaned over her.
The small sickbay was crowded with people, but Graves managed to move closer, wanting to see her as Reed resumed trying to find a vein to insert the needle. Kristen’s eyes were open and moving around the room as she tried to talk. “Lieutenant, just rest,” Graves told her. “We’ve got you back on board and you’re gonna be all right.”
But she continued struggling to form words.
“Why can’t she talk, Doc?” COB asked.
“Once in stage three, everything starts shutting down. She loses control of all coordinated body functions,” he explained as she continued to try to speak.
“Hod.. Hod….dges,” she managed. “Hodges … the water.” Her voice was barely more than a whisper.
Graves glanced at Hodges who was sitting up in a chair against a wall, surrounded in blankets and looking fairly pathetic. “He’s okay. He’s right here, and he’s gonna be fine,” Graves assured her.
“How the hell did she fall in anyway?” COB asked angrily, looking mad enough to spit nails.
“She didn’t,” came a voice from the doorway.
Graves turned and saw Gameroz, soaked to the skin, and standing silhouetted in the doorway. He noticed the passageway was filled with the rest of the flying squad.
“What happened?” COB asked.
Gameroz pointed toward Hodges who was still a little groggy. “He lost his footing and went down on a patch of ice. He slammed his head pretty hard and went in. She jumped in after him.”
COB glanced at Hodges. For a moment, Graves thought COB might take a swing at him. “COB?” Graves warned, not needing another casualty.
“XO, this is Brodie. The medivac chopper is on station, but the conditions up here are getting worse. What’s your status?” Everyone heard the radio transmission.
Graves looked at Kristen. Her eyes had closed again, her skin was still ashen and a little swollen. None of which gave Graves reason for optimism. “Doc?”
“No,” Reed replied. “She can’t go until we get her temperature stabilized otherwise she’ll never make it.”
“No,” Kristen’s eyes fluttered open again. “No,” she repeated.
Graves radioed Reed’s report to Brodie.
“Please, no,” she whispered, and Graves saw her eyes trying to focus on him.
“Just rest, Lieutenant,” he advised.
“Don’t…” she struggled with her words, mumbling incoherently. “Don’t…”
Graves felt totally helpless as Reed and his aides worked to bring her temperature back up.
“What’s she trying to say?” COB asked.
“I’m not sure,” Graves replied. He leaned down closer to her. His hand touched her forehead, and he was shocked at how cold her skin was. He cocked an ear toward her lips.
“Don’t put me off the boat,” she whispered.

Chapter Twenty

Sickbay, USS Seawolf
Kristen opened her eyes and heard people talking. At first she wasn’t certain where she was but soon recognized the Seawolf’s sickbay. She then heard Brodie’s familiar voice. “I don’t care about that right now, Doc. It isn’t too late to get a medivac chopper out to us,” she heard him say softly to Doc Reed.
“Captain?” Kristen called out, wondering why it was so hard to talk. She tried to move, but her entire body felt overly fatigued, and the slightest movement was painful. But before she’d managed to move, she saw his face appear before her, looking quite concerned.
“Glad to have you back with the living, Lieutenant,” he offered with a strained smile. His usual stern countenance was gone.
“I’m okay, Captain,” she assured him, trying to sound as convincing as she could. The thought he might send her ashore was almost too terrible to consider.
“You just rest, Lieutenant,” he ordered softly as Reed stepped up beside him.
“Hodges?” she asked. “Did you find Hodges?”
Brodie nodded his head. “Hodges is just fine. We got him out when we got you. Now just lay back and rest. That’s an order.”
Kristen reached up as she tried to sit up, but it was like trying to lift a mountain. Brodie reached down and gently took her hand. As he did, he shot Reed a sharp look. “Her hands are like ice, Doc!” he snapped.
“Her core temperature is still not quite high enough, but it’s coming back up steadily, Skipper. She should be okay,” Reed assured Brodie. “It just takes a while for the blood flow in the extremities to return to normal.”
Brodie nodded his head, accepting Reed’s diagnosis. He looked back at her and carefully put her hand back under the blanket. “I don’t seem able to keep you dry, Lieutenant,” he teased her gently.
“I guess I’m just hard headed, sir,” she replied, trying to sound stronger than she felt.
He gave her a final smile. “Just rest now. Let us carry the load for a few days until you get back on your feet.” With that, the stern mask of command returned and his smile faded. He turned his attention back to Reed. “Keep me posted,” he ordered softly. “I want to know the second her condition shows any sign of getting worse.”
Kristen tried to sit up again, but the effort was catastrophic. She got light headed instantly and a wave of nausea struck. Her head collapsed back on her pillow. Brodie again tucked her back in. “That’s what you get for disobeying an order, Lieutenant,” he chided gently. “Now, stay put.” He then spoke to Doc. “If she tries to get up again, I want you to strap her down, Doc.”
“Aye, sir,” Reed replied easily.
* * *
Kristen woke up hours later feeling somewhat better. She opened her eyes and saw, seated on a stool, Gibbs playing cards with Reed. The lights were down low, and they were whispering. She took a moment to take stock of how she felt. She was sore all over and felt very weak, but more importantly at that moment, she realized she needed to go to the bathroom. She tried to ignore the discomfort, but as she looked up and saw an IV bag steadily dripping fluids into her arm, the pressure on her bladder grew exponentially.
“Uh… guys?” she whispered softly.
Immediately, both men set their cards down and stepped over to her bunk.
“Hi, Miss Whitaker!” Gibbs said with an exuberant smile, his eyes wide and clearly relieved she was awake. “I brought you some hot tea. Doc says it’s just the thing to help get you back on your feet.”
“Thank you, Mister Gibbs,” she answered. “But before I take any more liquids on board, I better make a visit to the ladies’ room.”
After some argument, Gibbs left and returned a few minutes later with a bathrobe. The two men helped her out of the bed and wrapped her snugly in the thick robe. Kristen tried to walk, but her legs wouldn’t work right, so they had to help her out of sickbay and to the officers’ head.
“Where did you get this robe from?” Reed asked Gibbs. The robe could have wrapped around her slender frame twice.
“Chief Miller let me borrow it,” Gibbs replied, referring to the Seawolf’s portly Sonar Chief.
“Sorry about this, guys,” she apologized for her wobbly legs.
As they moved through the passageways, they came across a handful of seamen who, as soon as they saw her, flattened themselves against the wall to make room for them to pass. Without fail, she was greeted by these men with polite nods and a few choice words of encouragement. They reached the officers’ head without incident.
Once there, Reed opened the door to let her in. He stuck his head in and immediately jerked it back out. “Holy mother of God!” he gasped as he screwed up his face in disgust. “Somebody died in there!”
“What?” Gibbs asked.
Kristen glanced in and saw vomit all over the single commode. “Ick,” she whispered.
She then heard Brodie’s deep voice behind them, “Doc Reed, are you trying to piss me off?” The three of them turned and saw a rather agitated looking submarine captain walking toward them with Graves right behind him. “What’s she doing out of bed?” Brodie demanded in a harsh whisper.
“It’s my fault, sir,” Kristen interjected, defending Gibbs and Reed. “I figure they pumped enough fluid into me to sink an ocean liner, and… well…” she motioned toward the head, trying to stand up on her own two legs.
Brodie knocked on the closed door of the officers’ head. “What’s keeping you?” he asked as he opened the door before they could stop him. He immediately closed it. He looked toward his XO with a disgusted expression. “I wasn’t aware we had pigs in the wardroom, Jason,” Brodie stepped by Kristen toward his own cabin.
“One or two, I’m afraid, sir,” Graves admitted.
Kristen had used the officers’ head several times before, and it was normally a mess. She was fastidious by nature, but unfortunately all of her peers didn’t share her enthusiasm for cleanliness. Not that she was about to complain about it.
Brodie opened the door to his cabin. “Bring her in here,” he said simply. “She can use my head.”
Kristen was in too much pain to protest intruding upon the captain’s inner sanctum. For most people, a private bathroom was something they took for granted. But on a submarine, a private head was about as great a luxury as one could ever hope for. They helped her into the tiny bathroom, then left her in privacy to attend to her business. Once finished, she managed to make it back out into his cabin, feeling much better. Gibbs, Reed, the XO, and the captain were waiting for her.
“Where in blazes did you get that robe, Gibbs?” Brodie asked as Reed and Gibbs once more positioned themselves on each side of her.
“Chief Miller, sir,” he explained again.
“I don’t imagine it occurred to either of you to find a robe that fit her, did it?”
“It was the only one I could find that was terrycloth,” Gibbs explained in his ever-cheerful tone. “I thought it would be nice and toasty warm, sir.”
Brodie shook his head and stifled a yawn. “Next time, see if you can find one that fits.”
“Aye, sir,” Gibbs replied.
They made it back to sickbay, and once Kristen was in bed, she asked them what she’d missed. She realized they’d submerged while she was asleep, but there was absolutely no sense of motion. The submarine was specifically designed to prevent unnecessary noise; thus, other than the whisper of air coming through a vent, she heard nothing to indicate they were moving or the engines were running.
“Just the worst Christmas surprise ever,” Reed explained.
“We aren’t going to be back for Christmas?” she asked, having already guessed this.
“No, ma’am,” Gibbs answered. “Once we submerged, the captain came over the 1MC and explained that the orders sending us on a training cruise were bogus.”
“We’re spending three days off the coast of Washington shaking everything out all right,” Reed added, which was the initial intent. “But, as soon as we’re certain everything is operating properly, we’re to head across the Pacific to link up with the USS Frank Cable,” he added. “Talk about a kick in the nuts. My wife’s gonna divorce me for sure,” he added in disgust.
“Did the captain say why we’re linking up with the Frank Cable?” she asked.
“I don’t even know what the Frank Cable is, ma’am,” Gibbs answered.
“It’s a submarine tender,” Kristen informed them, wondering why they were racing across the Pacific to link up with a sub tender. “Did the captain say anything else?”
Reed shook his head. “Nothing, other than it’s important. But scuttlebutt says we’re going to be shadowing Chinese submarines.” Scuttlebutt was Navy slang for rumors, and although Kristen was a Nub, she knew enough already not to listen to it.
* * *
She spent the next three days flat on her back in sickbay. Regardless of her attempts to convince Doc Reed she was all right, he refused to budge and threatened to get COB or the XO any time she even tried to get out of the bed without his permission. But it did give her a lot of time to read, going through technical journal after technical journal. Plus COB, Gibbs, the XO, and members of her division visited her often, which helped break up the monotony.
Once free of sickbay and back on her feet, she was anxious to get back to work. But no sooner had she reported for duty, than she was summoned to the captain’s cabin. She hadn’t seen Brodie since he’d bumped into her outside his cabin. She wasn’t yet back to a hundred percent, but she was feeling much better and determined not to have him assign her to some desk job for the remainder of the patrol.
“Enter,” came the reply after she knocked on the door of his cabin.
Kristen opened the door and stepped in, finding the XO and Brodie seated at the small table against the back wall. COB was seated in the only other chair.
“Good morning, Captain,” Kristen said as she entered. “I was told you wanted to see me.”
“Close the hatch if you will, Lieutenant,” Brodie said as he closed the cover of a binder marked for his eyes only. Kristen assumed the three of them had been discussing their mysterious mission.
She did as ordered then turned to face them.
“How’re you feeling, Miss?” COB asked, not hiding his genuine concern.
“Much better, thank you, COB.”
Brodie looked up at her. “You were stationed at Corpus Christi for a few months with the Mine Warfare Command after SOBC weren’t you, Lieutenant?” Brodie asked, getting right to the point and skipping any pleasantries.
“Yes, sir. I was only there for a few months before I was sent to COMSUBPAC,” she answered, not wanting to think about her time at Corpus. It had been one of the worst experiences of her life. She’d been treated like a pariah, and her commanding officer had been the worst kind of scum.
“What were your duties while assigned to Corpus?” Graves asked.
Kristen suddenly felt unsure of herself. They were asking her questions they could have easily gotten from her service record. “I was a systems engineer on the LMRS, sir.”
“LMRS?” Brodie asked.
“Long Term Mine Reconnaissance System, sir,” she replied, almost certain he knew what it was.She looked at each of them searching for a hint as to why they needed to know, but they weren’t giving anything away. “Is everything all right, sir?”
“Not hardly,” Brodie answered. But, without explanation, he changed the subject. “Tomorrow I want you to retest for the engineering exam.” It wasn’t a request. He didn’t ask her thoughts on the matter. He just said it as if there could be no doubt she was ready.
“Very well, sir,” she replied, unable to argue. “But I thought the test had to be administered by three qualified engineers?”
“The captain and I’ll be on your exam board,” Graves answered. It was highly irregular, but Kristen had already learned that nothing about Brodie was conventional.
“Aye-aye, sir,” she responded automatically. “Will that be all, gentlemen?”
Brodie nodded. “That is all, Lieutenant. Thank you.”
“A-hem,” COB said as he cleared his throat. He glanced at Brodie who’d apparently forgotten something.
“Oh yes, one more thing,” Brodie said, catching her before she left.
“Yes, sir?”
“We seem to have a bit of a problem that we may have found a solution for.”
“Yes, sir?”
“You and the officers’ head,” he said simply.
“I don’t consider it a problem, Captain,” she answered truthfully. She could care less how filthy it was. She would use it without objection.
“No, I know you don’t,” Brodie admitted. “Unfortunately, everyone isn’t as mature as you are,” he explained. “I’ve got wives back in Bremerton complaining to their Congressmen that their husbands’ privacy is being invaded, and that it’s “immoral” having the sexes use a single facility.”
“Plus, it’s a bit crowded in there at the best of times,” Graves added.
Kristen didn’t see any alternative.
Graves pointed toward the captain’s tiny bathroom. “I approached the captain and he agreed that until better arrangements can be made, it would be best if you used his head.”
“I’d prefer not to, sir,” she answered honestly.
“Why?” Graves asked. Brodie was already reading another report, apparently unconcerned and no longer listening.
“Sir, this cabin is for the captain only. I wouldn’t feel right disturbing him.”
“Now that we’re at sea, I think you’ll find that none of us spend a lot of time in our cabins, Lieutenant,” Brodie said without looking up from his reading. He then spoke in his usual calm voice, but his words carried a dark, ominous message, “Now, in less than three weeks this submarine, you, me, and every mother’s son on board is most likely going to be in a shooting war, and I don’t have time for this Mickey Mouse nonsense.” He paused his reading and looked up. She saw a flash of anger in his eyes. He was annoyed, tired and — she sensed — worried. “So, would you do me a favor and use that head so at least one problem will be resolved.”
“It’s all right, Lieutenant,” Graves added. “The captain and I’ve been sharing his head for three years now. One more person won’t make a difference.”
“Very well, gentlemen.” She could hardly refuse.
She departed a moment later having inadvertently learned more from the brief meeting than she wanted.
Shooting war? Who are we going to war with?

Chapter Twenty One

Bandar Anzali, the Islamic Republic of Iran
The port city on the shores of the Caspian was best known as the world’s capital for caviar. The Iranian government’s monopoly of the country’s caviar trade was based here and huge warehouses lined the wharfs where the caviar was removed from the sturgeons. These warehouses were guarded night and day to prevent theft by the poverty-stricken population in the city who, for the most part, scraped out a living from government assistance checks. However, caviar wasn’t the only activity in the city. The port facilities were some of the best on the Caspian, although work at the docks was normally sporadic. At least until recently.
For the past week, the docks had been bustling as every available man and boy was put to work unloading ship after ship and transferring their cargo to a never-ending stream of train cars heading south.
As another heavily laden ship appeared through the mist on the Caspian, Colonel Amir Paria of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard checked the latest cargo manifest as another train began to pull away. This train held over two hundred flatbed cars, and on each was a recently delivered, Russian-built T-80 tank or armored personnel carrier. And this was just one train, as the flood of equipment coming from Russia continued in an endless stream. The people of the city had at first welcomed the sudden surge of work, and they had flocked to the docks afraid there wouldn’t be enough work to go around. In fact, the surge of equipment had overwhelmed the port’s infrastructure so Colonel Paria was behind schedule and getting further and further behind every day. Even with the facility working around the clock, they simply couldn’t keep up.
“Another ship, sir,” his adjutant, Lieutenant Palavi pointed out.
“How much longer before this one is unloaded?” Paria asked referring to the vessel currently tied up alongside the pier as three cranes worked without stop to unload it.
“At least three more hours,” Palavi admitted, knowing they were far behind schedule. Two other ships were already waiting to commence offloading their equipment.
Paria knew his superiors in Tehran wouldn’t like the delay. He was already working the local population and his own men to the point of exhaustion, but there could be no let up. More equipment was scheduled to arrive the following day.
Just where the money had come from to pay for such an impressive arsenal of equipment, Paria couldn’t guess. As a member of the IRG, he was aware of the precarious nature of the Republic’s monetary woes. The Western sanctions imposed upon Iran in retaliation for the Republic’s refusal to give up its nuclear program were harsh and had nearly crippled Iran’s economy. Of course as a senior officer in the IRG, he didn’t feel the economic woes like most of his countrymen, but he could see it every day, especially here in the northern port city where the economy had almost come to a standstill. People eking out a bare existence, children starving, electric grids crumbling…
He watched as another huge T-80 tank appeared from the hold of the latest ship to be unloaded. He’d lost count of the number of tanks he’d seen over the last few days. Certainly there had been enough to outfit at least two armored divisions and possibly more. But just where these tanks were destined to be used, he couldn’t be sure. He’d first seen combat during the great struggle with Iraq back in the 1980s, and a part of him hoped they might turn these tanks west and overrun the fledgling, western-backed democracy. Now that the American military had withdrawn its forces, leaving behind just a large cadre of advisors — a polite euphemism for spies and mercenaries — he felt certain Iran could overrun its former foe easily, creating a new Persian Empire. A dream, he was quite certain, all Iranians secretly desired.
But one of the day’s early shipments had puzzled him. An entire ship loaded with PTS tracked amphibious vehicles ideal for river crossing or, in a pinch, for ship to shore amphibious assaults. They were old of course, designed back in the 1960s, but there had been nearly two hundred of the beasts, each capable of carrying up to ten tons of equipment or troops ashore. These unusual tractors were hardly designed for desert fighting, which caused Paria to dismiss a possible attack on Iraq. The idea of an attack on Israel was always possible, but the PTS tractors would need large amphibious transport ships to reach Israel and such an attack could hardly be kept secret. This forced his thoughts to turn to the Persian Gulf. There were many potential targets in the oil-rich waterway that, at one time, had been the center of the Persian Empire.
With luck, it would be again.

Chapter Twenty Two

Wardroom, USS Seawolf
Kristen had expected the second time she took the engineering exam to be a little easier. The written portion certainly was, and she’d breezed through it without trouble. But, the practical application had been, without a doubt, twice as hard. And not because of Ski who simply observed. Instead, it was Graves and Brodie who challenged her with far more difficult and realistic problems to solve. In every space she had to show proficiency in repairing battle damage. Unlike the previous test that had focused on simply knowledge and operational maintenance, this test was different. Rerouting power, flood control, and emergency repairs were what the captain and XO were most interested in, and they cut her no slack.
The test lasted all day, and once they dismissed her, she showered and then retreated to the wardroom where she found all of the off-duty officers already seated for a rare meal together. Now that they were at sea, the ship was running on an eighteen-hour cycle with three six-hour watches. Everyone stood six hours of duty, then six hours of training, and then a six hour rest period before doing it all over again. The result was that everyone’s biological clock was upset.
“Howd’ya do?” Andrew Stahl asked as Kristen entered and moved to her customary seat.
“I’d hate to guess,” she replied honestly, afraid she might have actually done worse on the practical this time around.
Kristen took her seat and no sooner had she sat down, than Gibbs delivered her tea. The usual exchange immediately ensued as the effervescent Gibbs went out of his way to cater to her. Across the table, Martin was at his seat and writing a letter to his wife, his unopened qualifications manual beside him.
It was no secret that Martin had earned the ire of most of the wardroom. All of the qualified junior officers took turns monitoring the reactor and the engineering spaces, and until Martin was qualified, he could take up none of the slack for the others. Thus, until he was a certified watch stander, he was simply along for the ride and hopefully studying for his exams. But Kristen had noticed he spent more time writing letters to his wife and pining away for her than studying.
“I saw you in reactor control,” Terry chimed in. “It looked like the Blade was hitting you pretty hard,” he observed with a friendly smile.
“You aren’t kidding,” she admitted as Gibbs continued to fuss over her. “I thought the reactor was my strength, but I’m not so sure any more.”
“Petty Officer Gibbs,” Martin asked, noticing the attention Gibbs was giving Kristen. “Could I get some more coffee, please?”
Without missing a beat Gibbs replied, “It’s in the pot, Mister Martin.”
Kristen had learned Gibbs had his favorites in the wardroom. Those who were considered one of these elites could do no wrong in Gibbs’ eyes, and he fawned over them, making certain they were cared for like royalty. Thus far she noticed that Brodie, the XO, Andy Stahl the weapons officer, and Ryan Walcott the operations officer had made the cut. Then there was herself. From there, she’d learned he had a pecking order with Terry near the top and Martin at the very bottom. Gibbs was barely polite to the young Ensign.
Kristen thought she knew why. During the Seawolf’s transit to the Pacific, when she’d gone in the water, it had been Martin on the sail with the responsibility of keeping an eye out on the aft deck where she’d been working. Kristen had learned that at the time she was diving in after Hodges, Martin had been huddling for warmth, his parka hood pulled all the way up, and not keeping an eye out. The result had been, by all accounts, a blistering rebuke first by the XO and then a formal reprimand by Brodie. Since then, Martin had been ostracized by his peers. Kristen had done her best to be pleasant to him. She knew what it was like to be despised by her peers, and she took no pleasure in seeing it happen to someone else.
“Are they allowing family grams yet?” Kristen asked Martin, referring to a Navy-operated telegram service for sub crews.
Martin looked up from his letter and shook his head. “Have you heard anything about them starting it up?” he asked hopefully. “Rebecca’s birthday is in January, and I want to let her know I might miss it.”
Kristen almost regretted engaging him in conversation. “I’m sure the squadron’s family readiness officer has briefed the wives,” she offered, trying her best to sound sympathetic. She then motioned toward his unopened qualification manual. She knew the main reason her fellow officers had accepted her so readily was because of her work ethic. But thus far, Martin had done little more than complain and write letters home.
“I’m almost finished,” he replied, referring to his latest letter.
Any more discussion was interrupted as the XO, followed by Ski, entered and took their customary seats.
“Is the skipper not joining us, XO?” Weps asked.
“He’s in the radio shack,” Graves reported. “Another message just came in.”
Since leaving port, Brodie had received at least one or two messages a day that were for his eyes only. The contents of these messages he’d yet to reveal to the officers, but Kristen had seen Lieutenant Charles Horner, the ship’s communications officer, looking pretty worried. It was Horner’s job to receive all messages, decode them, and deliver them to the captain. So, Horner knew what was in them. But he’d remained just as tightlipped as Brodie.
Five minutes later, the captain arrived, a folded message tucked in his left breast pocket. He gave no indication that anything might be amiss by his mannerisms as he began joking with several of his officers. But Kristen saw Horner’s expression as he came in behind Brodie. Horner had beads of sweat on his forehead and looked nearly ashen.
Brodie handed the message to Graves while he continued his light-hearted chitchat with his officers. Kristen said nothing, instead she watched Graves and saw the clear concern on his face as he finished reading, folded the message back up, and returned it to the captain. But no words were exchanged regarding the contents of the message. Instead, Brodie continued the usual banter as the meal was served.
Kristen had hoped he would tell her the results of her examination immediately, but he had a habit of not discussing ship’s business during meals. So she waited, trying to hide her impatience as the conversation continued. But once the meal was complete, Brodie shifted to business.
“I’m afraid we’ve had a slight change of plans,” he told them, fingering the message in his pocket.
The possibility the captain might finally fill them all in regarding the nature of their orders and the purpose for carrying two nuclear weapons on board caused everyone to sit up and give him their undivided attention.
“As you already know, we’re heading across the Pacific for a rendezvous with the Frank Cable. However, I’ve just been informed the Frank Cable has been unavoidably detained. The result is a new rendezvous point in the vicinity of the Bayonnaise Rocks south of Japan.”
“That’ll take us about a week at our current speed, Skipper,” Ryan Walcott offered. As operations officer, he was also the ship’s navigator.
“Not so fast, Ryan,” Brodie explained with a hint of exasperation. “It seems a P-3 Orion out of Japan detected a probable Russian submarine somewhere in the vicinity, which means the Russians might have some knowledge of the initial rendezvous point.”
“Somebody blabbed,” Terry said as he shook his head in disgust.
“Possibly,” Brodie replied. “But, security has been pretty tight on this one, so it may just be an over anxious Orion crew. Regardless, we’re going to slow down a little to let our sonar shack have a good listen to what might be around us.”
“Do you want a direct course for the Rocks, Skipper?” Ryan asked.
“No,” Brodie replied. “I want to enter the Kuril Trench, follow it south to the Japan Trench, staying deep until we reach the Marianas Trench. The Marianas will take us to within a hundred miles of the Bayonnaise.”
Kristen understood what Brodie was hoping to do. The Seawolf was one of the deepest diving submarines in the world, capable of reaching depths that would crush any other US boat. He planned on using the deep ocean trenches to help hide the submarine as they headed south. But there was also a problem associated with using these trenches; the USS Jimmy Carter had been in one when it accidentally ran into an underwater mountain.
“It’s awful narrow down there, Skipper,” the XO commented, offering a warning.
“It wouldn’t be any fun if it were easy,” Brodie replied confidently.
“When do you want to start the run, Skipper?” Ryan asked.
“That all depends, Ryan,” Brodie said to his operations officer. “Has sonar been able to track down that gremlin in the new processor?” The sonar department had received an upgrade to the processing equipment while in Bremerton just prior to departure. They’d tested it off the coast of Washington, and everything had been operating smoothly. But since then, an anomaly had developed, and Kristen knew the sonar technicians on board had, as of yet, been unable to fix it.
“Chief Miller’s been working on it, Skipper” Ryan answered. “We think there’s some integration problem, but he hasn’t been able to run it down just yet.”
Brodie nodded his head thoughtfully, then looked down toward Kristen. “You worked with the new BQQ-10 processor in Hawaii, didn’t you, Lieutenant?”
Kristen had, but her work had been classified, and she wasn’t aware the report she’d prepared following her work had been released yet. “Yes, sir,” she answered, without adding any detail.
He stifled a yawn. “Would you mind delaying your first engineering watch to give the techies a hand in the cabinet room?”
A sly grin had broken out on his face, and she saw his eyes twinkle slightly. She then noticed Graves giving her a pleased smile followed by knowing grins from her fellow officers, all looking at her with similar expressions. It took her a few moments to register what he’d actually meant. “You mean, I passed?” she asked excitedly, having a hard time not breaking out in a grin from ear to ear.
“It would seem the second time is a charm, Lieutenant,” Brodie offered. “Congratulations.”
“Indeed, Lieutenant,” Graves added and stretched out his hand. Kristen had to lean across the table, but she managed to shake his hand.
Brodie and the XO’s congratulations were quickly followed by everyone else’s. They were all quick to shake her hand and then remind Ski to make certain she was added to the duty rotation in engineering immediately. Martin congratulated her like the others, but she could see the disappointment in his eyes that he hadn’t yet qualified himself.
“Let me know when you’re done in the cabinet room, Lieutenant,” Ski said in congratulations. “That way I can insert you into the rotation.”
Kristen assumed this meant he would plug her into the schedule as soon as he could, but she didn’t care. At the moment, nothing he could say could dampen her spirits.

Chapter Twenty Three

The Supreme People’s Assembly, Pyongyang, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
General Cheong-In listened to the Supreme Leader as he gave the unexpected speech to the entire Assembly. According to the Constitution, the Supreme Leader answered to the Supreme People’s Assembly, but in practice nothing further from the truth was possible. The Assembly couldn’t even be considered a rubber stamp. The Supreme Leader was just that, the ultimate law in the land. What he decided, the Assembly dutifully agreed to.
Cheong-In had heard similar speeches in the past, but given the current climate of growing tension on the peninsula, he felt the cold sweat in his hands. This wasn’t just any speech. This was a war message.
The reserve army was still mobilizing in secret, but he doubted the Americans were blind to millions of DPRK soldiers heading to the southern border. He’d also heard rumors about special operations forces already moving into the south. War seemed imminent, and the speech he was listening to did nothing to dispel this belief.
As a soldier in the DPRK, he’d benefited greatly from the “Military First” policy that made certain that, although the average citizen in the DPRK suffered from starvation and inadequate housing, the soldiers were taken care of. He had enjoyed the perks, he’d worked within the system, he’d trained hard when necessary, but he’d long ago lost the blind belief in the might of the DPRK that so many of his countrymen lived with. He knew the North was a paper tiger. He’d read classified reports indicating the capability of the American military, and although he might applaud the Leader’s speech, he was uncertain. This didn’t sound like the usual bluster. Cheong-In was well aware that the DPRK’s nuclear tests had been only partially successful. He knew the strategic rocket program was far from impressive. He knew that even a maximum effort by their nation’s military would be a futile gesture if they confronted the might of the American military. A single flight of American B-2 Spirit bombers could sweep over the DPRK and in one pass, destroy the majority of the nation’s significant infrastructure.
But as he listened to the Supreme Leader speak, “the Armistice between the North and South is concluded. The time to unite the Korean peoples is now…” Cheong-In felt the hair on the back of his neck stand up. Fear was something everyone in the DPRK lived with. Fear of starvation. Fear of the secret police. Fear of freezing to death. Since joining the army, Cheong-In had only feared one of these. But now, he feared the seemingly unstoppable rush to destruction.
The DPRK was going to war. There could be no doubt.

Chapter Twenty Four

Sound Room, USS Seawolf
Kristen reported to the sonar shack located just forward of the main control room. There were two spaces used by the sonar personnel. The sound room, or simply the shack, was used by the operators themselves to analyze and identify contacts. The sonar cabinet space was filled with processing equipment supporting the entire sonar suite and was the haven of the sonar technicians.
The shack was a claustrophobic room filled with computers, sonar analyzers, and electronics squeezed into every conceivable space. The only light was cast by a series of displays, called “stacks” on the left side as she entered. There were a total of three “stacks,” each with two displays giving sonar information. In the far corner was also a spectrum analyzer. Four sonarmen were seated in front of this row of computers and monitors. Behind them, was the shift supervisor, Petty Officer Second Class Fabrini. Kristen had met Fabrini a few days earlier when she’d been on a treadmill working out. Fabrini had been accepted to the next year’s Academy class so worked out routinely to get in shape.
Beside Fabrini was the rotund Senior Chief Petty Officer Carl Miller. No one knew just how old the Chief was, but he sported an impressive belly that looked ready at any moment to send the buttons of his coveralls shooting across the small room like bullets.
“There you are,” Miller greeted her wiping sweat off his bald pate and shifting slightly to make room for her in the cramped space. “Welcome to the dark side, Lieutenant.”
“Thank you, Senior Chief,” she replied, nodding politely to Fabrini when he gave her a slight wave of his hand in greeting.
“Things are pretty quiet, right now,” Miller explained. “Not that we’d have been able to hear anything during the last few days racing across the Pacific.” When going as fast as the Seawolf had during her sprint across the Pacific, the submarine’s power plant and propulsor made so much noise the passive sonar arrays became virtually useless.
“I’m just here to lend a hand with the integration problem you’re having, Senior Chief,” she replied. “And maybe start my sonar rotation.”
Kristen would never be a sonarman; officers didn’t need to be. But she needed to become familiar with the sonar spaces as well as all the other departments on board as part of her qualification process. As a Nub, she would spend time in every space on the sub eventually.
“This way,” Miller said and directed her back out into the passageway and into the equally crowded cabinet room. “The boys from Nav Systems insisted on this upgrade when we were in port,” he explained and directed her attention to the new equipment. “Too bad the shitheads didn’t make sure it worked first.”
Kristen nodded, understanding the complexities of combining multiple systems and trying to get them to interface properly. As a systems engineer, it was her business to recognize and fix these problems. “Maybe I can give it a shot.”
Miller blanched at the idea of her poking around in his sonar equipment. “Well, my sonar techs have been beating their brains out for three days, and every time they think they got it licked, something else goes on the fritz. They’re at chow right now, but should be back soon.”
“If you don’t mind,” she replied, “I’ll go ahead and get started.”
Miller clearly wasn’t comfortable with a Nub nosing around in his domain. “I’d prefer if you waited, ma’am,” he said politely.
Kristen walked in behind a bank of consoles, her eyes going over the rear of the various processors, filters, and analyzers. She’d spent nearly a year using nearly identical equipment at Pearl Harbor to figure out how to optimize it for tracking the latest Chinese submarines. Beagler had picked her for the job, thinking it would keep her busy and out of the way, having never expected her to finish. Plus, the fact she’d taken four years of Mandarin Chinese while at the Naval Academy made her a logical choice for the Admiral, since part of her job had been to make sense out of some of the intelligence the Navy had collected regarding Chinese submarine quieting technology.
“You’re having trouble with the Active Transient Cabinets, aren’t you?” she asked as she leaned down and looked at the rear of the cabinets, studying the miles of cables connecting everything together.
“Yeah,” he replied and waddled around the row of cabinets to watch her. “Howdya know?”
“I see a couple of warning lights flashing back here,” she explained as she reached into the rear of a cabinet, gripped a thick cable, and started unscrewing it from the back of a computer.
“Hey, don’t be messing around with that,” he warned. “It took the techs days to get this all wired.”
Kristen looked into the first cable socket after removing it, blew into it to remove any dust, and then reinserted it. “Not to worry, Senior Chief,” she offered as she screwed it back in. “I won’t break anything,” she replied and then reached in and removed another cable.
“Listen, Lieutenant, like I said, when my boys—”
“Here’s the problem,” she answered and twisted the end of the cable to show Miller the very end where it inserted into the rear of a computer. “Whoever put this in wasn’t careful and damaged the connector pins. This connection has to be replaced.”
“Yeah, right,” Miller replied skeptically but leaned down and looked into the socket where the damaged pins were clearly visible. “Hmmm,” he mused thoughtfully as he removed his glasses from his pocket and slipped them on to get a closer look. “And you think this is the problem?”
“It’s certainly one of them,” she confirmed and motioned toward the rest of the equipment. “I should know more in about an hour after I’ve had a chance to go over everything.” Kristen was wise enough to know this one cable wasn’t the entire problem, but it was a good start.
“Where did you learn about sonar systems?”
“The Navy didn’t know what to do with me after I finished the Submarine Basic Course, so I spent some time in Corpus and then another year in Hawaii playing with similar equipment,” she answered vaguely. In fact, while in Hawaii, she’d worked with an almost identical set of equipment. “Where are the schematics for the system?”
Kristen spent the balance of her six-hour training cycle in the cabinet room with a handful of technicians. They were finally able to track down the last problem and run a successful systems check of the entire sonar suite before she was scheduled to begin her next rest period. Miller stuck around, poking his head in periodically and when the final test showed the problems were all gone he gave her an appreciative — and slightly surprised — smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Lieutenant,” he said in thanks. “Maybe I’ll have Fabrini let you put the ears on so you can listen to some whales.”
“I’m looking forward to it, Senior Chief,” she agreed. But at the moment, she was only looking forward to a shower, some food, and then some badly needed sleep.
But, before she reached her cabin, she ran into Ski.
“How did that problem in sonar work out, Lieutenant?” he asked. Normally when they passed one another in a passageway, he ignored her, and Kristen realized the fact he was speaking to her couldn’t be a good thing.
“It’s all fixed, sir.” She felt too worn out to deal with him at the moment.
“Good,” Ski glanced at his watch. “The next watch begins in forty minutes,” he informed her with a smug grin. They were alone in the passageway, and Kristen wondered if he’d be acting like such an ass if Graves or the captain were around. “You’ve just enough time to get something to eat.”
“Aye-aye, sir,” she replied, doing her best to at least appear like it was the best news she’d ever received, so he wouldn’t have the satisfaction of seeing how tired she was. Kristen paused by her makeshift cabin and then headed for the captain’s cabin, hoping he wouldn’t be there. She wasn’t comfortable with the idea of using his private bathroom, even though it made more sense than inconveniencing a dozen other officers by using the single officers’ head. Thus far, she’d been to his cabin a couple of dozen times and had yet to run into him, as he’d predicted. She arrived as Graves was exiting the cabin.
“It’s all yours, Lieutenant,” he greeted her as he ducked his head and stepped out into the passageway. “The skipper’s in the radio room.”
“Another eyes-only message, sir?” Kristen asked.
“Either that or the latest box scores,” Graves replied and returned to his own cabin.
Kristen entered the tiny bathroom. The first time she’d been in it, she’d been a bit surprised at how clean it was. Like the captain’s cabin, there was nothing in his private head that made it look like he’d ever even been in there. Not so much as a single hair was in the sink.
After a quick shower, Kristen took a minute to wipe everything down with a spare towel, determined to leave the bathroom the same way she found it. As she stepped from the head, she bumped into Brodie as he entered into his cabin, and he seemed as startled as her at first.
“Sorry to interrupt, Lieutenant,” he offered as he stepped aside to allow her to pass.
Kristen felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment, which she knew was silly of her, and this caused her to blush even more. “Excuse me, Captain,” she replied and slipped by him, wanting to vacate his cabin as quickly and as quietly as possible.
“Yes, of course,” he responded, giving her no reason to feel uncomfortable.
Whereas some of the officers and men clearly looked at her from time to time with less than professional eyes, he’d always behaved appropriately. The long motorcycle ride they’d gone on before leaving Bremerton seemed like a dream. He never mentioned it, nor made any indication he even remembered it. Instead, he treated her with the same professionalism and objectivity he treated all of his officers and men. It was exactly what she’d always wanted from her superior officer.
“Chief Miller says you were able to run down those Gremlins,” he said as she stepped toward the open door.
Kristen paused, turning back toward him. “It was just some minor glitches, sir. When the equipment was installed, I think they rushed it a bit, but everything looks okay now.”
Brodie gave her a weary smile. “Well, Miller was impressed with you, and that’s saying a lot. Miller doesn’t think officers have much business in sonar.”
Kristen smiled knowingly. “I kinda got that impression myself, sir.”
He nodded and stifled another yawn.
Normally, outside of the cabin, he always looked fresh, in control. A rock. But now that he was here — in his inner sanctum — the mask of command he kept in place for the crew had slipped a little. Once more he was no longer just her captain. He’d once again become a man, with all the failings, weakness, and desires of any other human being.
“Is there anything I can do for you, sir?” she asked and immediately regretted it. She was an officer, not a servant.
“I told Chief Miller to expect you back in sonar a few hours every day.”
Kristen wasn’t supposed to spend too much time in any single space. Instead, she was supposed to be studying the entire vessels. But she could hardly question his decision. “As you wish, Captain.”
He watched her for a moment, his sharp eyes apparently recognizing her curiosity. “If you have a question, Lieutenant, I told you my door’s always open.”
She considered his orders and asked, “Why do you want me to spend so much time in sonar?”
“Why do you think?”
Kristen’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully, her left hand absent mindedly playing with a lock of wet hair draped across her shoulder. “You’ve seen my report on optimizing the BQQ-10 processor for the latest Chinese submarines, haven’t you sir?” The report, as far as she knew, was still somewhere between COMSUBPAC and the Pentagon and hadn’t been released to the operational forces.
He didn’t answer her directly; instead she saw a playful smile cross the boyish face. “What report?”
Kristen had her answer and nodded in understanding. Beagler had leaked Brodie a copy of the report prior to her coming on board. She wondered how much more he knew about her. He didn’t seem to be the kind of man who left things such as ship’s personnel to chance.
“Good night, Captain.”
“Good night, Lieutenant.”

Chapter Twenty Five

Sound Room, USS Seawolf
Kristen was on duty in engineering when the order came to rig the ship for deep submergence. The Seawolf then began her descent into the Kuril Trench. Once in the deep-sea canyon, the Seawolf followed it, using it like a road, guiding them generally southward. Of course, they had to make certain they stayed in the middle of the trench or risk ramming into a mountain like the Jimmy Carter had.
Kristen finished her first engineering watch, not certain just how long she’d been awake. She guessed she’d been up for over thirty hours, but with her watch rotation shifted by Ski, she now had another six hours of training. Exhaustion, it seemed, had become part and parcel of life on board the Seawolf. Senior Chief Miller was waiting for her when she arrived at sonar after having grabbed a bite to eat and several cups of strong — caffeine loaded — tea.
“There you are, Lieutenant,” he greeted her. He held a soda can in one hand, and she saw what looked like the remnants of pastry on his coveralls. “I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about me.” He pounded his chest gently with his fist and released a belch.
“Perish the thought, Senior Chief,” she assured him with a whimsical smile.
He chuckled in response, then did his best to compress his bulk out of the way and turned her over to Fabrini. Kristen slipped in between Miller on the right and the row of sonar operators seated at their stations on the left.
“Good morning, Lieutenant,” Fabrini greeted her.
“Is it?” she asked. “My days are all screwed up.”
“It happens to me all the time down here,” he admitted in understanding. “It takes me a few weeks to get my biological clock used to the eighteen hour days.”
With the pleasantries out of the way, Fabrini began explaining the various pieces of equipment. “The three main displays are the BQQ-10 Stacks,” he said, pointing to the first three stations manned by sonar operators. “We have a narrowband, a broadband, and a classification stack. The narrowband is for finding fainter, more distant targets. The broadband is for up close and personal action. The ‘class stack’ electronically demodulates…”
Kristen listened politely, already knowing what the equipment did, but she realized he had no idea she’d been using identical equipment for the last year listening to Chinese submarine noises and other ocean sounds captured on digital recordings. Once he finished explaining how the stacks worked, he directed her attention to the last station at the far right of the three stacks. “That’s the spectrum analyzer.”
“Don’t blow her mind already, Fabrini,” the man seated at the far station warned.
Fabrini motioned toward the smiling sonarman. “Don’t worry about him,” he explained. “That’s just Greenberg, he’s an asshole.”
“Hey!” a second sonar operator cut in. At first Kristen thought he was objecting to the language because she was there, not that she cared. But then the offended sonar operator added in protest, “I’m still in here!”
Fabrini pointed toward the sailor whom Kristen recognized as the boat’s Protestant Lay Leader who conducted Sunday services for those interested. “That’s Hicks,” Fabrini whispered. “He’s a bit of a Jesus freak.”
“And proud of it,” Hicks exclaimed proudly and returned to his labors.
Kristen responded by patting Hicks’ shoulder, “Say a prayer or two for me next time you’re talking to the Big Man, would you?”
“My pleasure, ma’am,” Hicks replied after removing his headphones and looking up at her. “And if you want, this Sunday I’ll be holding services—“
“Hicks!” Fabrini snapped without anger and motioned for Hicks to get back to work. “Proselytize on your own time.”
Fabrini returned to business. “Now, we’re currently at just under eleven hundred feet, which is pretty damn deep, even for us,” Fabrini explained. “At this depth our sound signature decreases dramatically as cavitation coming off the propeller drop off to almost nothing. Plus, between us and anyone on the surface searching for us, there are currently three thermoclines and two different salinity gradients.”
Kristen understood basic sonar principles, but listened patiently as he explained how thermoclines of varying water temperature combined with the different salinity levels in each layer acted as reflectors to sound waves, preventing any sound the Seawolf made from reaching the surface. “Unfortunately, it works in reverse,” he added. “So, although we’re fairly invisible down here, we’re nearly as deaf as a fencepost, too.” He pointed toward the narrowband stack. “In fact, we’ve been trying to classify an intermittent contact for hours, but thus far nothing.”
Fabrini let her take a turn at each of the main sonar stacks over the next two hours. At first he tried to teach her every aspect of the various controls and displays, but soon realized Kristen was no novice. “Where’d you get your sonar training?” he asked as she began adjusting the controls on the narrowband stack.
“Oh, I picked up a few things at the basic course,” she replied. Officers at the Submarine Basic Course were exposed to sonar, but hardly in any detail.
Once finished with the three main stacks, Fabrini glanced toward the spectrum analyzer. It was the Cadillac of sonar systems and exceedingly difficult to master. “Maybe we should give that a shot tomorrow,” he concluded.
“Never put off till tomorrow…” Kristen advised.
“All right,” he agreed and directed the current operator who was seated at the analyzer to move aside. He then ordered Greenberg, who’d rotated to the narrowband stack thirty minutes earlier, to show her the spectrum analyzer.
“Greenberg, besides being a pervert,” Fabrini whispered to her, “is also the best sonar operator we’ve got. I mean besides Pops.”
“Pops?” she asked, not recognizing the nickname.
“Chief Miller,” Fabrini explained.
Kristen took a seat in front of the spectrum analyzer and Greenberg slipped in behind her. She noticed the pale skin where a wedding band should be and recalled seeing one on his hand when they first met. He placed a hand on the rear of her seat and leaned over her, his other hand on a handhold by the analyzer. “Hello, hello,” he greeted her as he glanced down, offering what she assumed was supposed to be a rakish smile that fell short by a mile.
“Hi,” she replied, feeling a bit scratchy after over thirty hours without any sleep. “Can we get to work?”
“Sure,” he answered and looked up at the analyzer. “Now this beauty is the signal analyzer,” he began and then noticed her hands moving to a few of the dials. “Be careful with that,” he warned. “We’ve been trying to classify a contact off to the east since the last watch came on.”
Kristen nodded her head. “I’m just getting a feel for it,” she replied, moving the cursor over an intermittent noise represented by a broken line on her waterfall display.
“Now,” Greenberg resumed. “This may be a bit complex, but this machine sort of combines all of the sounds into a single complete picture.” His tone of voice made it sound like he was talking to a child. Then she noticed him glancing down at her chest, hoping to catch a glimpse of cleavage. To his disappointment, she made it a point of keeping her coveralls zipped and buttoned up tight at all times when about the boat.
Kristen glanced up at him as if to ask if he was kidding. “I know I’m a Nub, but I’m not a complete idiot, Mister Greenberg.” Kristen gave him a stern look, not interested in the least in providing entertainment for a twenty-year-old whose hormones were in overdrive.
“Yes, ma’am.” Greenberg stood up, a bit startled. He blushed slightly. “I just meant it is a bit complicated and very sensitive. You might want to consider sticking to the other stacks for a while.”
Annoyed at the idea of being treated like an ignorant child, she glanced back up at him as Fabrini watched with an amused smile. Kristen let out an annoyed sigh and motioned toward the analyzer. “This is the AN/BQR-27 passive sonar signal detection and analysis system,” she began, nearly quoting the manual on the sonar equipment verbatim. “It was built by Spectral Dynamics and represents the latest in a series of spectrum analyzers.” She motioned toward the twin screens. “It displays multi-beam acoustic data from all passive systems including towed, hull, acoustical, and hydrophone systems. It supports detection, analysis, narrow, and broadband for target classification and target signatures allowing the operator to match individual ships with stored sound signatures. It is currently the most advanced sonar ever deployed on a submarine and was installed seventeen days ago before we left Bremerton as part of the Commercial-Off-The-Shelf program. It is capable of picking out the slightest transient from extreme ranges well over one hundred miles.” Kristen paused and looked back up at Greenberg, raising a questioning eyebrow. “How am I doing so far?”
“Uh…” he mumbled. “That sounds about right,” he admitted.
“Great,” she answered in her best, no-nonsense tone. “Now, can we stop playing games and get back to work, Petty Officer?” she asked. Then, before he could answer, she pointed toward the screen. “Oh, and by-the-by, that intermittent contact is a Japanese fishing trawler by the sound of its screw.”
As if to accent her point, a printer behind them started to spit something out. Fabrini tore it off the printer, read it, and handed it to Greenberg. “She’s right, it’s a Japanese trawler.”
“Thank you, Mister Fabrini,” she replied.
Kristen had no more trouble with Greenberg after that. For the next three hours she rotated from stack to stack every thirty minutes, polishing the skills she already possessed and learning a few more from the sonar experts in the shack. Despite Fabrini’s earlier assessment that Greenberg was the best, she actually learned more from Hicks and Fabrini than from the flirtatious Greenberg whose eyes seemed to linger on her excessively. It was a problem she knew she’d have to deal with as the patrol played itself out over the next few months. But she hadn’t expected it to start so soon.
Once the shift was over and the next five man sonar crew started coming in, Greenberg, who apparently had the morals of an alley cat, paused by her in the passageway. “So, Miss, what do you think are the chances of us going out sometime?”
Besides her being a commissioned officer, him being an enlisted man, and there being regulations against such fraternization, Kristen didn’t find him in the least bit attractive. He was immature — not to mention married — and she’d always been attracted to older men, and Greenberg was none of these. She had no desire to embarrass him, but Kristen snickered slightly before beginning to chuckle, but then, she had to cover her mouth to stop from laughing in his face at the ludicrous suggestion. She turned and left, leaving Greenberg with a disappointed look on his face. As she walked away, she heard his friends giving him a hard time in her wake.
“Damn dude, I’d say you’ve been burned,” one offered.
“Better luck next time, hound dog,” Fabrini added.
“Thou shall not commit adultery, my son,” Hicks teased.
Greenberg’s response to the good-natured ribbing faded as she entered the control room on her way to the wardroom.

Chapter Twenty Six

USS Seawolf
Food, shower, and then five hours of much needed sleep was all Kristen wanted out of life following her latest trip to sonar. She’d gone to the treadmill, forcing herself to run, but her heart hadn’t been in it, and she’d gotten off after only thirty minutes. Following a hasty meal, she was now anxious for a quick shower.
She reached the captain’s cabin. Since she’d been sharing the bathroom with Brodie and Graves, she’d only crossed paths with the XO twice when he’d been exiting the cabin. As the captain had predicted, she’d seen him only rarely in his cabin. In fact, she’d seen him just about everywhere else but his cabin. He all but lived in the control center, and when not there he moved about the boat talking to crewmen and seeing for himself that his submarine was in good order. So, as she reached his door, she knocked at the same time automatically beginning to turn the doorknob, never thinking he might be in.
“Come,” she heard his voice and froze briefly. For an instant she had the urge to panic, but swallowed hard and opened the door.
“It’s just me, Captain,” she explained as she opened the door part way. “I can come back later.”
“See to your business, Lieutenant,” he replied, sounding slightly out of breath.
She opened the door the rest of the way, wishing he hadn’t been there. She hated disturbing him, but upon entering saw he wasn’t alone. Charles Horner was standing in the cabin. Brodie had apparently been working out, because his Versaclimber was unfolded and she saw a small puddle of sweat under it. She’d used a Versaclimber herself before while training in Hawaii for a triathlon. It had been the most brutal workout she’d ever experienced. After only fifteen minutes, she’d decided the machine would have fit nicely in a medieval torture chamber and never used it again.
She then saw Brodie. He was standing in front of Horner, a towel thrown over his shoulders, and he was holding a recent message in his hands. He didn’t bother to look up at her, nor did Horner. Which Kristen was thankful for, because she found herself still staring at Brodie. When she’d been assigned to the Seawolf, she’d had a mental picture of a short, chubby, forty-something captain with a balding pate. But Brodie was none of those. Now, she saw him stripped to the waist and covered in a sheen of sweat. His upper torso was well developed, with a broad chest and shoulders that were knotted with muscle.
Kristen realized she was still staring and averted her eyes, reminding herself to start breathing again. Then she saw his left bicep. But it wasn’t the clearly defined musculature that caught her eye, it was a tattoo on his arm.
She turned her head and stepped into the bathroom, shocked at what she’d just discovered. She climbed into the shower, her mind swimming with visions. An array of strange and conflicting emotions was assaulting her normally disciplined and perfectly logical train of thought. She scrubbed down, as if trying to wash the image imprinted in her mind from her. She’d seen that arm and more specifically, that tattoo before.
Avdentes fortuna juvat.

It was Latin, and now that she’d seen it again, she knew exactly where she’d seen it before. Memories of falling asleep in the wardroom the night before her failed attempt at the engineering exam flooded her mind. She’d dreamed about that incident ever since. She’d dreamed about powerful arms carrying her, and that tattoo.
She finished her shower, having been unable to wash the memories of that night away. The fact that it had been Brodie all along who’d been looking out for her caused her no small amount of confusion as she tried to sort it all out. She toweled off and dressed quickly, pushing her still wet hair back behind her, and then wiped everything down before trying to quietly slip out of the cabin without being noticed.
As she stepped from the bathroom, she saw the XO was now in the cabin. Brodie, still stripped to the waist and looking like some Greek god, was leaning over the small table staring at a chart.
“We’re already running a drill every watch, Sean,” the XO said softly.
“I know, but this nightmare just keeps getting worse,” Brodie replied with more strain in his voice than she’d ever heard from him.
The two men then noticed her and glanced her way.
“How was your rotation in sonar, Lieutenant?” Brodie asked, his voice returning to normal.
“It was fine, sir,” she replied, forcing her eyes to stare at the map and not him.
“Chief Miller says you’ve a real touch for the business,” Graves added as he nodded a polite greeting to her.
Kristen saw the map was of the Sea of Japan and the North Korean coast.
“Sorry to disturb you, gentlemen,” she apologized, stepped back out into the passageway, and closed the door, thankful to be out without any further discussion. Once in the passageway, she paused and took a deep breath.
You’re tired! You just need to get some sleep!
Kristen returned to her makeshift cabin. She dried her hair and, despite her fatigue, took the time to braid it. She found the familiar and methodical routine helped to settle her down and allowed the strange sensation within her to fade. Unfortunately, it didn’t help her purge the images of Brodie from her mind.
He’s your captain!
But captains weren’t supposed to look like him.

Chapter Twenty Seven

USS Nimitz
Rear Admiral Lionel Mitchell stood on the flag bridge and watched the coastline of Indonesia to the south slip by. The rest of his command, Carrier Strike Group Eleven, was positioned in line astern as they raced through the Singapore Straits. Besides the nuclear aircraft carrier, the group had a guided missile cruiser, two guided missile destroyers, a submarine and a tender assigned to it, and all were charging at flank speed toward the East China Sea from their normal patrol zone in and around the Persian Gulf.
The rapidly deteriorating situation on the Korean Peninsula had made this decision a no brainer. With the Iraq war over and the Persian Gulf relatively quiet, the National Command Authority had wisely realized that a carrier with its air wing sitting in the northern Indian Ocean acting as a deterrent to aggression wasn’t as important as a the same unit patrolling of the coast of North Korea threatening aerial attack if the DPRK’s government didn’t back down.
The decision hadn’t been an easy one for the President and his advisors, Mitchell was sure of it. The Persian Gulf was the world’s most important waterway. The crude oil flowing out of it was the industrial world’s lifeblood, which was the reason the United States Navy maintained a carrier battle group in the region. But with the DPRK apparently gearing up for a full-scale invasion of the South, the United States was scrambling to reposition her forces to best meet the greatest threat.
They would enter the South China Sea by the next afternoon, and then it would be more than a week before they could close to striking distance of North Korea. There was little he could do to get there any sooner. They were already pushing the vessels to the limit. The Nimitz could — in theory — go indefinitely at full speed on her nuclear reactors, but the other vessels needed constant refueling to maintain their current speed. Not to mention the wear and tear on machinery during the lengthy high-speed run. They would arrive in the Sea of Japan needing weeks of maintenance to their propulsion systems. But it couldn’t be helped. Every indicator said that war would be breaking out in earnest on the Korean Peninsula any day now, and Mitchell was determined that the Nimitz wouldn’t miss the show.

Chapter Twenty Eight

Wardroom, USS Seawolf
Kristen entered the wardroom following her latest duty rotation. She’d been working six hours in engineering and then another six in sonar for the previous week. This forced her to use her off time to study and get what little exercise she could. The result was a mounting fatigue that was leaving her feeling lethargic. In addition, she’d suffered a brief bought with a cold as the usual series of upper respiratory infections that accompanied all patrols swept through the crew. Terry was seated in a chair and finishing a bowl of cereal prior to starting his own watch rotation.
“Good morning,” she greeted him on her way to her usual chair.
“Or good evening,” Terry replied. “I’m never too sure which it is after week or so down deep.”
Kristen certainly understood what he meant now that she’d been in the watch rotation for a week. Her body still wasn’t accustomed to the eighteen-hour rotation. To help the crew keep track of when it was night on the surface, the lights on the submarine were dimmed to red lights only during the evening hours. But despite this, Kristen found the adjustment difficult at best.
“Anything new on the read board?” she asked as she found a technical manual on the shelf she hoped to study for a few hours before getting some sleep.
Terry shook his head. “We’re too deep to receive any regular messages,” he explained as Gibbs appeared with his ever-present smile.
“Good evening, Miss. What can I get you this evening?”
“Just tea, if you don’t mind, Mister Gibbs,” she answered.
“Are you sure, ma’am?” he asked. “We still have some fruit that hasn’t gone completely bad.”
“No, thank you,” she answered.
Many of the crew ate every six hours, but Kristen had resisted this impulse since her exercise on board was severely limited. Therefore, her irregular eating habits were adding to her inability to become accustomed to the unusual schedule.
“You’d better eat up,” Terry advised. “With all these drills the XO is running, you never know when the next meal will come around.”
Kristen understood his point. Although many of the crew were old hands from the previous deployment, at least thirty percent were fresh out of basic submarine school, and were pretty green — like herself. The XO, at Brodie’s orders, had increased the tempo of the drill schedule. Firefighting and damage control drills, flood control exercises, torpedo and missile drills, plus the demanding work schedule had pushed everyone on board to the limit.
Martin came in, looking haggard and having awakened for the next shift a little late. He took a seat across from Kristen as Gibbs returned with her tea. Martin had a writing pad with him, something he seemed to carry more often than his qualification manual.
“Watch rotation in ten minutes,” Terry said to Martin without glancing over at him.
“My alarm didn’t go off, sir,” Martin replied automatically. Normally, while in the wardroom, the junior officers were on a first name basis, but this privilege had not yet been extended to Martin.
“Imagine that,” Terry replied sarcastically, clearly fed up with Martin’s excuses.
Kristen opened her qualification manual after finishing with the message board. She knew she would regret stealing time from her sleep schedule to catch up on her studies, but the feeling she was still far behind her peers nagged at her.
Before Gibbs finished for the night and turned in himself, he brought her a fresh pot of tea. “Is there anything else I can bring you, ma’am?” Like the rest of the crew, Gibbs was suffering from a lack of sleep and a bout of patrol crud, but his cheerful smile never faded.
“No thank you, Mister Gibbs,” she replied. “Sleep well.”
“Don’t stay up too late, ma’am,” he advised and left her alone to read.
Kristen resumed her studying, but the lure of sleep was too much. She removed her reading glasses and set them down, telling herself she just needed to close her eyes for a few minutes.
* * *
Electrician’s mate Percy Darby was in a foul mood. He glanced at his watch and shook his head. “Man if this ain’t one fucked up way to spend Christmas.” Darby was working in the ship’s galley washing pots and pans. They’d finished cleaning up the last mess from the previous meal, and the cook, Gene Overton, had already begun preparing the next meal.
“You got that right, Bro,” Overton responded as he shoved another tray of biscuits in the oven. He glanced out of the galley and across the empty Wolf’s Den at the television where he and Darby were watching an action movie. Overton’s favorite part, which involved a topless woman running for her life, was coming up.
The clock had ticked past midnight and it was now officially Christmas Day on board the Seawolf, although the ship’s routine took no notice. Darby and Overton marked the moment by lamenting together. They watched Overton’s favorite part twice before he removed his apron and tossed it to Darby. “Yo, man. Keep an eye on everything in here, I gotta go drop a deuce,” he explained and stepped off toward the nearest head.
“I got it, man,” Darby replied and returned his attention to the television, thinking about what his mother in New York City would be doing at the moment. He was one of the newer men on board, and had joined the Navy for adventure. But, the luster of the Navy had tarnished somewhat. The idea of Christmas away from family and surrounded by the steel hull of the submarine seemed too cruel to possibly be true.
The thought he should be home kicked back with a beer and enjoying himself with his friends in Brooklyn instead of scrubbing dirty pots didn’t seem fair. He looked back at the galley and then the scullery where he’d just finished washing pots and pans. Then, in a moment of frustration, he tossed Overton’s greasy apron against the far bulkhead and walked back into the Wolf’s Den to change movies.
Overton’s apron, waded up in a ball, struck the wall as intended. But as it fell on the counter, part of the apron came to rest on one of two burners Overton had been using to heat water. Although the two burners were off, they were still near red hot, and within seconds of Darby stepping from the galley, the smoldering fabric erupted into flame. Unnoticed, the flames spread rapidly across the greasy apron.
Darby was kneeling down, going through the movie locker, and stood up to slip in a new film. He was removing the first DVD when he saw something reflecting off the surface of the television screen. At first he didn’t recognize what it was, but then cold realization struck him a moment later as he felt his heart nearly leap out of his chest. He turned abruptly and saw, now fully ablaze, Overton’s greasy apron.
Darby dropped the movie, forgetting all about it as well as the two fire extinguishers mounted along the bulkhead he could have used to quickly douse the fire. Instead, panicking, he ran into the galley. The fire was still not too large and he grabbed a towel. With a quick flip he tried to beat the fire out as he’d seen people do in the movies. Only, instead of putting the simple fire out, the towel struck the burning apron and knocked it off the burners and into the deep fat fryer. The fryer had just been turned off, and the grease was still boiling hot. Instantly, the oil ignited, and Darby’s panic became horror as flames leapt upward.
Forgetting all of his training and the incessant fire drills the crew had gone through since leaving Bremerton, he turned and looked for anything he might use to immediately put it out. In a frenzied panic, he grabbed a juice container filled with the flavored drink the crew drank. Darby knocked the lid off with one smooth motion then threw the contents onto the fire.
The water struck the grease, and — for a brief instant — the water seemed to smother the flames. But the water also splattered the flaming grease from the fryer onto the stainless steel bulkhead. Immediately, thick black smoke billowed upward. Darby spun around, freezing in near shock as the fire grew larger by the second. The urge to turn and run came over him, and he stepped back from the rising flames.
His training and all of the drills forgotten, he discarded procedures and simply shouted — or thought he did—“Fire!”
* * *
Kristen started awake from her dream, the same dream she’d been having over and over again for nearly three weeks, and rubbed her tired eyes. She looked up, opening her eyes and noticed a strange light coming through the small circular window in the hatch leading directly to the galley. She was still half asleep, but the orange glow was strangely familiar, reminding her of sitting around a campfire with her father and listening to him tell ….
Kristen bolted from her chair and sprang over the table, instantly awake and alert as adrenaline surged through her veins. She burst through the swinging galley door as her senses, now fully alert, recognized the danger. She could smell smoke as she went through the door and could feel the heat off to her left. She turned and saw nearly half the galley in flames. She raised her left arm to protect her face from the searing heat already reaching her. At the same time, she reached for a ship’s phone on the bulkhead.
“Chief of the watch,” she heard a bored voice on the other end.
“Fire! Fire in the galley! This is no drill!” she nearly shouted into the receiver before dropping the phone and turning toward the flame. A CO2 extinguisher was less than ten feet away, but the flames were too large for a single CO2 bottle. The fire was already licking the overhead pipes and electrical conduit. Plus, it would take several minutes before a firefighting team might arrive, and by then the entire Wolf’s Den would be completely involved.
The alarm claxon sounded nearby, adding a deafening whine to the chaos as Kristen realized what she had to do. She saw, cowering in a far corner, a terrified seaman who was fumbling with an Emergency Air Breather hood and mask.
The heat singed her left arm, and she was forced back against the bulkhead. Every instinct within her was screaming for her to run. But she resisted the urge. Her heart was thundering in her chest as she willed her fear aside. Then, retreating no further, she took a final deep breath and leapt forward into the flames.
* * *
COB was moving through crew berthing on his way forward to the Goat Locker, when he heard the alarm claxon. He hadn’t been briefed on another drill, but wouldn’t put it past Brodie to run an unscheduled practice at any time. Brodie had always been big on drilling the crew for the obvious reasons but also to keep the men busy and help time go by faster.
“Fire! Fire! Fire!” he heard the chief of the watch’s frantic voice over the 1MC. COB knew in an instant this was no drill. There was panic in the voice blaring over the 1MC. “Fire in the galley! This is no drill! Away the firefighting detail! All hands man quarters! Set condition Zebra throughout the ship!”
COB was nearly tackled by a covey of sailors leaping from the bunks around him. He bulled his way forward, heading in the direction of the Wolf’s Den. Nothing frightened submariners more than a fire, especially a fire when they were eleven hundred feet below the surface and thousands of miles from the nearest fire station. In their tiny little world, a fire could use up all the available oxygen in just a few minutes, not to mention potentially damage the submarine to the point she couldn’t surface.
COB saw a group of three seamen grabbing Oxygen Breathing Apparatuses. Called OBA’s, these were hoods connected by a hose to a canister containing potassium superoxide which converted spent CO2 back into oxygen. The OBAs would allow them to breath even in the smoke caused by a fire. COB grabbed an OBA, then raced forward toward the galley.
As he entered the passageway, he saw the smoke emanating from the Wolf’s Den, verifying that this was no drill. He’d just reached the passageway when he nearly stumbled and fell as the Seawolf’s deck pitched violently upward.
They were now racing for the surface. COB knew this was standard procedure in a fire. Brodie had ordered the Seawolf to the surface where they could ventilate if need be and, if necessary, battle the blaze there.
COB came upon the rapid-response fire team consisting of three men. Two were already handling a hose and advancing into the Wolf’s Den, and a third man was holding a searchlight shaped device called a NIFTI and directing the other two. The NIFTI was a handheld infrared thermal imaging device that allowed the user to spot hot spots in the smoke as well as casualties.
COB reached the team of nervous sailors, recognizing the fact that these three had probably never fought a real fire. “Move! Move! Move!” he ordered, driving them forward into the smoke-filled mess deck. “Who do I have on the NIFTI?” he barked to be heard through the OBA hood.
“Gameroz, COB!” came the muffled reply.
COB knew Gameroz to be quick with his fists, but a solid sailor and was glad it was him and not one of the new men handling the NIFTI. “What do you got, kid?” he asked.
The team had entered the aft end of the Wolf’s Den. The two men with the hose were crouched down and stayed in close physical contact with Gameroz so as not to be separated in the thick smoke. The hose was held at the ready, and, at Gameroz’s direction, they would unleash a flood of Aqueous Film-Forming Foam, or AFFF. The foam was standard on all US Navy vessels. It would not only extinguish any hydrocarbon fire such as a grease fire, it would also — at the same time — coat all surfaces with an aqueous film preventing oxygen reaching the hot surfaces and potentially starting the fire up again.
“The fire’s out, COB!” Gameroz reported. “But the galley is still red hot!”
“Hose it down anyway!” COB ordered as he advanced with the team. As they moved, they came across someone lying on the floor. Smoke had filled the space, but COB also recognized what looked like a white cloud of thick dust spreading from the galley. Someone had managed to pull the Halon fire suppression system in the galley, explaining why the fire was out.
COB took a handheld radio from Gameroz, as the capable petty officer directed the hose team who gave the entire galley a liberal dousing with AFFF. “DC Central, this is COB. I’m with the rapid response team, and we’ve reached the galley. The fire is out, but we have at least one casualty, over.”
COB reached down and recognized Seaman Darby choking and gasping for air. Part of standard shipboard firefighting procedures was to seal every compartment, establishing what was known as Condition Zebra throughout the ship. Additionally, to prevent the air-conditioning system from feeding the flames with fresh oxygen, the ventilation system was also shut down. This would, in effect, seal off every space, and hopefully, any fire would be smothered for lack of oxygen. This was the case in the Wolf’s Den, and now with the Halon cloud spreading and basically absorbing all the oxygen in the air, Darby was in real danger of suffocating to death for a lack of oxygen.
“Roger, COB.” He recognized the XO’s steady voice. Graves was the submarine’s damage control officer. “The Relief team is formed and moving to support you. I’m dispatching a medical team to your location, over.”
The Relief Team was a second team of sailors, dressed in fire-retardant suits and with more experience and training in battling fires. They would arrive in a few seconds, but the medical team might take a bit longer. COB grabbed an Emergency Breathing Apparatus from a locker in the Wolf’s Den and pulled it over Darby’s head.
He was still conscious and immediately began pointing toward the galley. “She’s in there,” Darby gasped as he pointed toward the smoke-filled galley.
COB turned toward the galley. He could no longer see any of it because of the cloud of smoke and Halon which had reduced visibility to near zero. Realizing they might have another casualty — and just who it might be — COB felt the adrenaline surge he’d experienced when the first alarm had sounded double. He suppressed the urge to panic, and rejoined Gameroz and his team. “Advance!” he ordered. The team stayed tightly packed, with Gameroz holding the NIFTI in front of him. With the NIFTI, the Petty Officer could see right through the thick clouds.
“We got a man in there,” COB shouted to be heard through his mask. “Hose that fucking place down!”
Immediately, the firefighting team unleashed another barrage of foam, and soon the galley was covered in it. They reached the galley a few seconds later, but through the thick smoke and cloud of Halon dust, COB could barely see the blue coveralls of the men he was holding onto.
“Man down! Man down!” Gameroz shouted, his voice muffled as it came through the OBA.
“Advance, dammit!” COB ordered.
He felt his heart pounding wildly in his chest as they moved forward. Despite his desire to race into the cloud of Halon and smoke, he knew he had to stay calm and think clearly. Only the NIFTI could show if there were still flames in the galley, and the last thing they needed at the moment was another casualty, which would surely happen if he lost his cool.
“COB!” Gameroz called to him.
COB moved forward, feeling his way along the galley wall, which was blistering hot to the touch. He then reached Gameroz and the casualty. COB found Kristen in a corner on the floor. She was rolled up in a ball, her bare arms covering her head.
“Lieutenant!” he shouted as he reached for her, but there was no response.
“All right, let’s get her the hell out of here!” COB ordered and helped Gameroz pick her up. COB could barely make her slender form out in the smoke, but he knew it was her. He carried her out of the galley as the Relief Team arrived.
“Corpsman!” he shouted into the smoke that engulfed the Wolf’s Den. He then reached for his radio. “DC Central, we have a medical emergency in the galley,” he reported. “We have a casualty in need of immediate medivac, over.”
“Roger, COB,” came the curt reply. “The Medical Response team is on its way.”
“Negative, XO, she needs to go right now. I can carry her, but we need to get her out of here immediately, over,” COB reported urgently. “The fire is out, and both firefighting parties are on station. Request permission to evacuate the casualties now, over.”
COB knew that until the XO was certain the fire was out, he wouldn’t allow Condition Zebra to be broken by unsealing hatches to allow freedom of movement all the way to sickbay. For all they knew, there were still secondary fires smoldering somewhere in the galley just waiting for a breath of oxygen to reignite. Thus, there was a long pause while the XO checked with the firefighting party. COB waited, anxiously feeling Kristen’s throat for a pulse.
“COB you’re cleared to break Zebra to evacuate your casualties once the reflash watch is posted, over.” It would be the reflash team’s job to make certain the fire didn’t start back up once fresh oxygen came back into the space.
COB picked up Kristen, catching a brief glimpse of her face and one arm. She’d been burned, but she was also covered in AFFF, and he couldn’t tell the extent of her injuries. “Gameroz, lead me out of here!” he ordered, grimacing at the thought it might already be too late. The possibility she might be dead, or at the very least badly hurt caused a lump to form in his throat. She was a good officer, young and inexperienced, but she was exactly the kind of officer he liked. She listened to good advice, and was able to recognize bullshit when she saw it. Not to mention, she was one of the hardest workers he’d seen in a long time.
* * *
“She’s not breathing,” COB announced a minute later as he burst into sickbay and laid Kristen on the table. Now out of the smoke, he got a good look at her. Under the copious amounts of AFFF, they could see the burns on the exposed skin of her left arm and what looked like more burns on her face.
Reed immediately checked her airway and then spoke to an assistant. “We need to bag her,” Reed snapped. A second later Reed tore the plastic packaging off a BVM Resuscitator and placed it over her nose and mouth, then directed and assistant to take over while he resumed his assessment. The BVM would allow them to force oxygen into her lungs similar to a machine ventilator in an operating room.
“How close was she to the Halon canisters when they discharged?” Reed asked as he checked her pulse and glanced toward the Automated External Defibrillator (AED) on the bulkhead.
“Right under the fuckin’ thing,” COB explained. “The galley was fully involved. It looks like she went in and triggered the Halon suppression system,” COB answered in a clear voice after having removed his OBA.
Darby was brought in, but other than coughing some, he looked stable and Reed directed him to take a seat.
“How about the burns, Doc?” COB asked, watching as Reed and his men began clearing away the foam so they could properly assess her.
“Looks like she’s got some first and second degree on her arms and hands,” he replied as he grabbed a pair of bandage scissors. “The same on her neck and face, but I don’t see any third degree yet.”
“How bad is she?” COB asked.
“A little bit faster,” Reed ordered his assistant who was handling the Resuscitator before answering COB. “I don’t know yet,” Reed admitted. He was about to cut her coveralls off, when she started coughing under the resuscitator.
“Oh, thank God,” COB whispered in relief. “Doc?” he asked, wanting to know what he thought.
“It’s hard to say, COB,” Reed replied. “A lung full of Halon is some nasty shit,” he explained.
“I’m…” she coughed, clearly having a hard time catching her breath, “I’m okay,” she croaked before going into another coughing fit.
Reed looked at COB. “I think she’ll be okay. Once I’ve finished my assessment, I’ll let you know.”
Relieved that she was at least conscious and breathing on her own, COB questioned Darby briefly before heading back to the galley where he found the XO. Once the two of them finished inspecting the damage, they went up to the control room where Brodie was standing on the periscope platform.
Everyone on board was still wearing EBA or OBAs, their sleeves rolled down, and coveralls buttoned up to the collar. Everyone that is, except for Brodie, who was standing without either an EBA or OBA, his sleeves still rolled up, and looking as focused as COB had ever seen him.
“What’s the damage?” Brodie asked as they stepped onto the platform with him.
“The fire was contained in the galley,” Graves explained. “Other than some seared paint and blackened overhead pipes, we’re okay.” He then added, “We got off lucky, Boss.”
Brodie exhaled in relief and then looked at COB. “Casualties?”
“Darby was in the galley when the fire started,” COB answered, watching Brodie carefully. Brodie, COB knew from firsthand experience, had a frightening temper.
“Was he the one who discharged the Halon canisters?” Brodie asked.
“No, sir,” COB replied doing his best to hide his own anger. “He’s one of the new men, and he panicked and ran.”
“Okay, give me the rest of it,” Brodie said. He appeared to steel himself for bad news as his left hand gripped a handle on one of the two periscopes.
COB lowered his voice. “It was Lieutenant Whitaker, Skipper,” COB explained. “She must have been studying in the wardroom and entered the galley from there. She pulled the Halon.” COB had seen Brodie in just about every possible situation, including combat. He’d always been absolutely unflappable in a crisis.
Until now.
COB now saw his long-time friend grimace slightly.
“How bad?” he asked, his face showing a hint of anguish.
“She ate a lot of Halon, Skipper. Plus to reach the Halon suppression trigger, she had to go into the fire.”
“How bad?” Brodie asked again, a dangerous edge now evident in his tone. COB noticed the white-knuckle fury as Brodie gripped the periscope handle so hard COB thought it might snap off.
“She has some first and second degree burns, plus Doc is giving her some oxygen to help her breathe,” COB explained.
Brodie’s head lowered. He looked to be trying to burn a hole in the deck beneath them with his eyes.
“Doc Reed says she should be okay, Skipper. There were no third degree burns, and he said something about starting a steroid drip, or some crap like that,” COB explained, not accustomed to seeing Brodie ever show emotion during an emergency.
“You okay, Captain?” Graves whispered softly in concern.
Brodie let out a lungful of air and looked up. Whatever emotions he’d been feeling were once more hidden behind the stoic mask of command. “All right, I’ll stay at periscope depth until we have the full DC report, and we know for certain we aren’t beat up too bad. I want a complete check of the electrical wiring and other piping running through the space. We can’t get back underway until we know for certain what damage there is,” Brodie ordered and although he looked calm, COB could see he was still gripping the periscope handle as if intent on crushing it.
“How did it start?” he asked.
COB didn’t want to tell him but wasn’t about to lie either. “Darby threw a grease-stained apron onto a hot burner and then panicked,” he explained.
Brodie nodded in understanding. “All right, I’ll deal with him later. You two see to the repairs.”
“Maybe you should let me handle Darby, Skipper,” COB offered.
Brodie shook his head, his jaw muscles twitching slightly. “Not this time, Spike,” he told his old friend. “She’s already taken one for the team. Not again. Darby’s all mine.”
COB nodded in reply and stepped back, thankful Darby was not within eyesight of Brodie at the moment, thinking the captain mad enough to kill the fool.

Chapter Twenty Nine

Sickbay, USS Seawolf
Kristen was feeling light headed. Doc Reed had given her a shot of something for the pain, and since she seldom used medication, she was struggling to make sense of what was happening around her. She was back in the same bunk she’d spent several days in following the overboard experience. Above her, an IV was hanging, and she had oxygen flowing through a tube beneath her nose.
The pain medication had hit her so hard, she was only vaguely aware of COB, the XO, Chiefs O’Rourke and Miller, plus a few men from her division coming in to visit her. She was struggling to clear her head when she heard Reed speaking to someone and recognized the captain’s voice. But they were speaking too softly for her to make out what they were saying. She closed her eyes and shook her head, trying to clear it.
Kristen opened her eyes to see the captain stepping up alongside her bunk. Reed was with him and explaining the extent of her injuries. She’d received minor burns to her arms, neck, and side of her face.
“More like a bad sunburn, sir,” Reed assured the captain. “Except on her left arm where she has some second degree burns.”
“Captain?” she asked feebly. She had a hard time concentrating. “I’m all right.”
“What about the smoke inhalation?” Brodie asked Reed, ignoring her for the moment.
Kristen shook her head again, trying to get rid of the cobwebs. But the world around her was dreamlike. Nothing was real, everything was out of focus, and the voices were strangely different.
“I’m not sure what really got her worse, the smoke or the concentrated Halon,” Reed admitted. “I think she sucked in a lung full of the crap.” Reed then glanced down at her. “I gave her a shot of Demerol for the pain, so she should be able to rest well enough.”
Brodie patted Reed’s shoulder. “Good job, Doc.” He then turned his attention to her. “How’re you feeling, Lieutenant?”
“Well done,” she admitted. She was having a hard time focusing on him. He looked bigger than she remembered. The sleeves of his overalls were rolled up, and she noticed his bare arms. Feebly, she reached for his left arm, wanting to see his tattoo again.
“I bet,” Brodie replied as she shook her head again to clear it. He gently put her arm back at her side.
“I’m okay, sir, really,” she tried to assure him, afraid he would medevac her off the boat, but her tongue didn’t work right and her words were slurred. He studied her for several seconds but didn’t respond. “Sir?”
Brodie exhaled deeply, betraying no hint of what he was thinking behind the smoldering grey eyes. “I should’ve had your cabin prepared here in sickbay,” he told her as he finally spoke. “It certainly would’ve been more convenient.”
Kristen smiled slightly and responded to his attempt at humor with a bit of her own, “You aren’t allowed to tease me,” she said. The Demerol had removed her usual inhibitions entirely, and once more, her hand reached for his left bicep, determined to see the tattoo again. “Visitors to grievously wounded patients are supposed to be kind, sympathetic, and supportive.”
Brodie gave her a soft, warm smile and she felt her skin tingle.
“And is that sarcasm I hear in your voice, Lieutenant?”
“Who me?” she asked, her head spinning. “Never.”
There was a long, expectant pause, and Kristen felt a bit uncomfortable with the way he was looking at her, as if studying her and trying to decide what to do with her. “You aren’t going to put me off, are you?” she asked, nervously. Despite the fog she was laboring under, she was determined to let him know she was okay.
“I thought you said you’re grievously wounded?” he asked gently.
“I lied.”
“You’re not supposed to lie to your captain.”
Kristen searched his face, wishing she could clear her head so she might know what he was thinking. He was still studying her, but his eyes seemed softer than she remembered. “Captain, please…” she pleaded, hoping not to be sent ashore.
“You look tired, Lieutenant. Try to get some sleep.”
“I think Doc over served me a bit on the painkillers, but otherwise I’m fine.” Kristen raised both of her forearms, turning them slightly to show him. She could see burn ointment glistening off her reddened flesh. But she was too doped up to notice the blisters on her left forearm. “See! Doc says it’s nothing?” She then lowered her arms and added, “Please don’t put me ashore.”
“Just rest, Lieutenant,” Brodie replied, again avoiding her plea.
“Is the boat okay?” she asked. “What about Darby?”
“You just worry about feeling better, Lieutenant,” he directed her. “Let the rest of us take care of the boat for a while.”
Kristen nodded, wishing she had a mirror so she might know what he was seeing. She was suddenly a bit self-conscious about how she might appear. “What about Darby?” she mumbled, wishing her lips and tongue would cooperate; she could barely form words.
“Doc says Seaman Darby is fine.” Brodie’s voice turned a bit hard, and she recognized the dangerous edge in it. “You just rest, now.”
“What will happen to him?” Kristen asked, recalling how scared Darby had looked standing in the Wolf’s Den as the fire in the galley grew. Brodie didn’t reply, but even in her drugged state she could imagine things not going well for the frightened seaman. “He was scared, Captain,” she offered in Darby’s defense.
“I would imagine he was,” Brodie allowed, eyeing her carefully. “Just as I’m certain you were when you entered the galley and saw the fire. Except whereas Darby ran…” he paused and struggled with his words for a moment, taking another deep, steadying breath. “You ran into the flames and pulled the Halon activation lever, saving the boat from anything more than superficial damage in the galley.”
Kristen was a bit uncomfortable hearing him describe it. He made it sound heroic, yet all she remembered was being terrified. “I was scared out of my wits,” she admitted. “It was all I could think to do.”
There was a long period of silence between them as he continued to study her face. He slowly reached across her and gently pulled a lock of hair from her face and placed it on the pillow. “I wish everyone reacted as well as you do when they’re scared out of their wits,” he informed her in a gentle, yet serious tone. He then answered her previous question about whether or not he was sending her ashore. “No, Lieutenant,” he concluded. “You aren’t going anywhere. You’re what I call ‘a keeper,’ and I think I’d better just hold on to you as long as I can.”
Kristen smiled, the Demerol relaxing her more than she would have preferred. “I like the sound of that,” she exhaled happily knowing she was staying on board. “Thank you, Captain.”
“Is there anything I can get you? Anything at all?”
Kristen felt herself fading as sleep crept up on her. She shook her head, trying to stay with him for a few more minutes. Her right hand again reached for his arm. Once more he gently placed it at her side. “Could you maybe see to it Gibbs brings me my own robe this time,” she asked. “Last time he brought me that really big one; it smelled terrible.”
His calm, cool captain’s demeanor dissolved. She’d never seen him laugh, but he was laughing now. A warm and heartfelt belly laugh.
“It was a little big,” Kristen admitted remembering how Gibbs and Reed had been able to nearly wrap it around her twice. “I told Gibbs I have one in my cabin…”
A warm smile lingered after the laughter faded, and she found herself smiling as well. “I’ll see to it, Lieutenant. Anything else?”
Kristen thought for a moment. She was once again looking at his arms. “Officers aren’t supposed to have tattoos,” she murmured groggily. The Demerol was now in total control, and she looked up at his face. She felt like she was already dreaming, so she could say or do anything without any recourse. But, she swallowed the words that were forming on her lips.
“Merry Christmas, Captain,” she said instead as her eyes closed.
“Merry Christmas, Lieutenant.”

Chapter Thirty

Army Headquarters, Republic of Korea, Seoul
Min-ji Rhee was at her desk early as usual. She’d already cleaned the coffee cups, prepared a fresh pot and was ready to pour as soon as her boss arrived at 7:55. She appreciated his punctuality. After all, he was a military man and it seemed only proper. She paused for a few moments to study her appearance in a small mirror she kept in her middle desk drawer. Her long black hair was neatly arranged, and her eye liner had been applied just right. She touched up her lipstick, using the passion red she felt best complimented her light, porcelain skin. Once certain her lipstick and makeup were just right, she put the mirror away and stood, running a smoothing hand over her white blouse and dark skirt. She walked over to the credenza in the corner of her small office where the coffee service was, and poured two cups of strong, black coffee for the general and his aide. She then stepped back to her desk and waited dutifully by the corner.
Precisely on time, the door opened and General Sung-ho Park entered, followed immediately by his aide, Captain Ji-hoon Kim. “Good morning, General, I trust you had a pleasant evening,” she greeted him with a warm smile.
The general, her boss, smiled at her and gratefully accepted the cup of fresh coffee. “Late meetings and more trouble along the DMZ,” he informed her, “seldom make for a good rest.”
Rhee was certainly aware of recent border trouble along the DMZ. The DPRK’s usual saber rattling was growing ominous and there had been a brief, but fierce border skirmish between North and South Korean border units the previous day. “No, General, I don’t imagine it does. She handed the second cup of coffee to the general’s aide with a knowing smile. “Good morning, Captain. I hope you slept well.”
The general was already heading for his desk and didn’t notice the slight smile that crossed his aide’s face as he looked at Rhee. “Perfectly,” he answered in understanding. They had been lovers for three months, but she wasn’t certain if the general had discerned this yet. Rhee and Kim had tried to keep their relationship under wraps, but she wasn’t certain they’d managed it. But every time Kim looked at her, she just melted. The general disappeared into his office and Kim paused long enough to steal a kiss. Rhee wiped the lipstick from his lips remembering their previous night together.
“I have to go to work,” he whispered.
She nodded in understanding, wishing they didn’t have to conceal their relationship. She returned to her desk and he took a seat at his desk across from her where he went to work checking the general’s correspondence. As the general’s aide, he attended every meeting, he read every briefing binder, and he delivered the classified messages to the general. Kim literally knew everything the general knew.
Rhee focused on her own work, trying hard not to get distracted too much by the close proximity of her lover. Less than three hours earlier, she’d awakened in his arms, and she was already looking forward to the evening ahead of them. She thought about her plans for that night, letting her thoughts drift from her work. She heard Kim’s desk phone ring, and saw that it was an outside, unsecure line. She thought nothing of it. He received hundreds of calls a day. She refocused her attention on her work, hardly noticing that other than answering the phone, Kim said nothing to the caller before hanging up after only a few seconds on the line.
She looked up smiling to see an odd expression on his face. The color had drained from his face and he appeared to be in shock. Her first thought was that the DPRK had launched an all-out attack across the border but dismissed the thought a moment later. From their headquarters building in Seoul, they would have been able to hear the DPRK’s artillery fire, plus the call had come on an unsecure line.
“Kim?” she asked, wondering what had happened. He didn’t even look up at her, instead he stared blankly at the receiver in his hand. “Kim, what is it?” she asked. “What happened?”
Slowly, his warm, beautifully alluring eyes looked up at her, and she saw the shock plainly on his face. But he didn’t speak.
“Kim?” she asked again, rising slightly from her desk, “you’re scaring me.”
As if in slow motion, he carefully replaced the telephone receiver on its cradle. His hands were literally trembling as he completed this simple task and Rhee, now very worried, came out from around her desk and approached him as he stood on uncertain legs. “Kim, what is it?”
Again he looked at her. He appeared to try and speak, but no words came forth. She took a step closer as he stepped out from around his desk, still moving in slow motion. She intercepted him, placing a comforting hand on his forearm. As if just noticing her, he stopped and looked down at her small hand. Without words, he reached over and removed her hand and then again looked at her. He reached up and caressed her cheek. “I’m sorry,” he whispered softly, his voice cracking with emotion.
Rhee was now more than a little concerned. She’d never seen him like this. For a brief moment, she thought he might have received word of a deceased family member, but he had no living family. He’d been raised in a state orphanage. In fact, when she thought about it, other than her, he had no real close friends. “What happened?” she pleaded.
He ignored her question and stepped past her and toward the general’s private office. As he did this, his hands unconsciously straightened his uniform. He reached the door, and Rhee watched as he knocked before entering. She stood on shaky legs, trying to figure out what calamity had befallen her lover and their nation. Surely it had to have something to do with the DPRK. The irrational government to the North was always stirring up trouble.
The loud popping sound from the general’s office caused her to start. The sound was followed a moment later by several more just like it. She’d heard similar sounds before, and her mind told her what they were. But just why a pistol was being fired inside the general’s private office was beyond her, and she didn’t immediately make the connection. When she did, she felt a cold, deathly hand grip her heart as fear overcame her. With five quick steps she rushed to the door and threw it open to reveal what had happened.
She stood in the threshold in disbelief. General Sung-ho Park was still in his broad back leather chair, but he was slumped back in it, blood was pouring from a bullet hole in his head, and there were more bloody holes in his uniform. Standing in front of the desk, the smoking pistol still in his hand, was Kim.
In shock, Rhee couldn’t form words. There had to be some reasonable explanation. There just had to be. She was having a nightmare. She was… she was… Rhee looked at her lover, the man she thought she knew, as he turned to face her. There were tears streaming down his cheeks. They briefly made eye contact. She no longer recognized him. His eyes were glassy and distant, as if looking far away.
“Long live the Leader,” he said in a clear, distinct voice, raised the pistol to his temple, and pulled the trigger.

Chapter Thirty One

Female Officer Quarters, USS Seawolf
Kristen gingerly moved her arms. The burns were covered in an antiseptic ointment that smelled like the worst kind of fish oil. But, in accordance with Doc Reed’s instructions, she kept it on at all times. She’d gotten out of sickbay after two days of close observation but was restricted to limited duty. So she had nothing to do, which was driving her nuts.
She was braiding her hair, a task she normally found mentally therapeutic. But as she worked, she was forced to confront the burns on her face. Reed had been right, it was like a bad sunburn, but looked awful. Kristen had never been a vain person. As a teenager, when she’d been all arms and legs and no boy would look at her twice, this had come in handy. But now, as she looked at her burnt skin, she found herself wishing she might be able to hide in her cabin until it went away.
“Knock, knock,” she heard Terry Hall’s voice behind her.
She adjusted her position in front of the mirror and saw him standing behind her.
“So this is where you’ve been hiding from me,” he commented as he leaned against the bulkhead, looking quite smug, and very handsome. He had the same devil-may-care smile she’d first seen when they’d met nearly a month earlier. His smile was an unusual sight on the Seawolf as of late. The incessant drills and the growing anxiety prevailing on board about what they might be getting into had soured nearly everyone’s mood.
“Not now, Terry,” she told him. “I’m not in the mood.” She’d been fending off his advances since they’d left port, but he seemed to have a hard time with the word “no.”
“What?” he asked innocently. “I just heard you were out of sickbay, and I wanted to stop by and cheer you up.”
“You’re not supposed to be in here,” she reminded him and pointed toward a sign by the curtain used as a door to separate her small space from the rest of the Data Processing Equipment Room. The sign declared her space a restricted area and off limits to all male personnel.
Terry ignored her warning. “I just thought you might want to join me in the wardroom for a movie with some of the others tonight?”
In the small mirror, Kristen could see him admiring her backside.
“Stop staring at my ass, Terry,” she told him as she worked to finish her braids.
Although still a Nub by all standards, Kristen was no longer treated like one by her fellow officers. Unlike Martin who needed constant prompting to do anything, they realized she didn’t need to be pushed to study and prepare for her qualifications. Kristen had impressed all of them with her puritanical work ethic, and she was steadily moving through her thick qualifications book getting page after page signed off, and there was now a quiet betting pool in the wardroom between a few of the officers regarding how fast she might complete the entire qualification process. So, being invited to movie night in the wardroom was not unexpected, but she was well aware that the roguishly good-looking smile on Terry’s face disguised a wolf in sheep’s clothing.
Instead of taking his eyes off her, he just flashed another playful smile. “Come on, Kris,” he began, calling her a name she’d told him more than once she didn’t like. “Would you deny a blind man the right to a view?”
“I told you, I don’t like that name,” she reminded him.
“All right, Kristen,” he corrected himself, stressing her name this time. “Would you like to go to the movie tonight?”
“What is it?” she asked. He was a bit of a pain in the neck at times, but she knew he was relatively harmless.
“K-19 Widowmaker,” he responded, apparently encouraged by her not having turned him down cold as she had on every other opportunity he’d taken to hit on her.
She stared at him as if he had to be joking. “You’re not serious are you?”
“What?” he asked as he stepped beyond the curtain, allowing it to close behind him.
Kristen was still securing her hair and noticed him step in. “First of all, in case you haven’t noticed, we happen to be on board a nuclear submarine racing at thirty knots across the Pacific into some sort of mess that has everyone on edge. What makes you think I would be interested in watching a movie about a sub disaster?” she pointed out. “Secondly,” she said and motioned toward the curtain, “I’ll thank you to get your butt out of my cabin.”
Terry raised his hands innocently. “Hey relax,” he said soothingly, his voice like honey, “I’m just trying to loosen things up a bit,” he offered and then playfully flexed his fingers. “I mean, if I ever saw anyone who needed a shoulder rub it would be you.” He interlaced his fingers, cracked his knuckles, and then glanced at her bunk. “Hey, look at that, a massage table right here.” He patted her mattress. “Why don’t you climb aboard and let the master loosen you up a bit?”
Kristen shook her head incredulously as she finished the French braid and secured it with a couple of pins. “Does crap like that normally work for you?” she asked skeptically.
Terry’s smile didn’t fade as he leaned against her coffin rack. “More often than you might believe, actually.”
He was handsome, devilishly so, and given a different time and a different place she might have even considered it, but Kristen returned her mirror to her locker and then turned back to him. “Well not this time, Ace,” she motioned toward the curtain. “Now like I said, please leave.”
“You don’t know what you’re missing.”
“I’m sure it’s venereal.”
“Ouch,” he groaned, gripping his heart as if wounded.
But before he could say more, the 1MC came to life with an announcement. “All hands, stand by for the captain.”
They each paused and cocked an ear toward the speaker on the bulkhead.
Terry glanced at Kristen curiously, a few feet from her. “Something’s happened.”
She knew he was right. They’d been receiving top-secret messages for the captain daily, but she still didn’t know just what was going on. She then heard Brodie’s voice. Calm. Steady. Confident. “Good evening, shipmates. I’m sure you’re all wondering why we’re in such a hurry to get across the Pacific, and I apologize for having kept all of you in the dark for so long.
“Thirty minutes ago, we received word from the National Command Authority that North Korea has mobilized their armed forces and is massing along the border with South Korea. In response to this provocation toward our ally, the President has raised the defensive condition level on the Korean Peninsula and surrounding seas to Defcon-3. We have been ordered into the Sea of Japan after rendezvousing with the Frank Cable tomorrow.”
There was a few seconds pause during which Kristen would have sworn she heard several curses reverberating through the ship at the unpleasant news.
“I know this is hardly how any of us hoped to be spending the holidays, but I’m confident each of you will continue to perform your duties with the cool professionalism that has sustained you this far. I would like all department heads and off duty officers to assemble in the wardroom immediately. That is all.”
Kristen had known North Korea was a likely destination, but just what was waiting for them on the Frank Cable that was so important she was now both nervous and anxious to find out.
“So much for movie night,” Terry responded to the news with characteristic flare.
Kristen entered the wardroom a few minutes later. Most of the officers were already assembled as were COB and Doc Reed. She moved toward her chair, with everyone giving her plenty of room so as to avoid possibly brushing up against her burns.
“You don’t have to be here, Kristen,” Ryan Walcott suggested. “You’re on light duty.”
“The captain said all officers,” she replied. “I thought I should be here.”
All of them — save Ski — had come to visit her while in sickbay, and each of them had expressed their thoughts regarding her actions on behalf of the boat. And as she moved to her usual spot, she received several welcoming smiles. She took her seat, and, as expected, Gibbs appeared and immediately began fussing over her.
Kristen tried to deter him, but he was insistent she eat something and she was finally saved when Brodie, followed by the XO entered. Brodie’s face — as usual — was unreadable. The perfect poker face. Once everyone was seated, Brodie wasted no time with pleasantries and after Gibbs exited the wardroom, Brodie got down to it. “We should link up with the Frank Cable in the vicinity of the Bayonnaise Rocks at seventeen hundred tomorrow evening,” he began. “I don’t want to surface until after nightfall and definitely not before seventeen forty-five.
“What’s happening at seventeen forty-five, Skipper?” Ryan Walcott asked.
“A Russian Zenit 6U spy satellite will be passing overhead at that time. Now, it is doubtful the Russians will be looking for us, but I don’t want to take any chances.”
The fact the Russians even cared that the Seawolf was at sea was a point of concern.
“Once we rendezvous with the Frank Cable, we have eight hours to tie up alongside, load a pair of LMRS drones and accompanying crew,” Brodie said, nodding toward Kristen.
Now she knew why he’d been curious about her experience with the drones.
“Plus,” he resumed, “we will take on a Dry Deck Shelter, compete with a SEAL Delivery Vehicle, the SEAL support team for the DDS, and a second SEAL team.”
Across from her, Kristen noticed the color drain from Martin’s face. Everyone else was now watching their captain intently.
“Their mission remains classified, and if and when it is necessary, I’ll inform all of you of the details. Until then, no one is to question any of the SEALs regarding their mission. I’ll simply say their orders and ours come from the highest authority.”
“Skipper,” COB said with a face that reminded Kristen of a bull dog ready to sink his teeth into its next victim. “It takes twelve hours to rig a DDS.”
“I know what the book says, COB,” Brodie replied. “But eight hours and thirty-five minutes after the Russian satellite passes overhead, a Chinese FSW-1 satellite will be in the area, and we must…must…be submerged and underway.”
“Oh, this just keeps getting better and better,” Terry said with a confident smile.
“I’m glad you agree, Terry,” Brodie replied, apparently liking Terry’s bravado.
“Excuse me, sir?” Martin asked, sounding anything but daring at the moment.
“Yes, Mister Martin?”
“What about the two TLAM-Ns?” he asked. “Are we transferring those to the Frank Cable?” His voice hinted at what he hoped would happen.
Brodie’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he exchanged a brief look of understanding with the XO. “No, Mister Martin. We’ll be holding onto those for a while longer, I’m afraid.”
“Sir?” Andrew Stahl asked the next question.
“Whatcha got, Weps?”
“We’re full up in the torpedo room. To fit a pair of LMRS drones, we’ll need to offload something.”
“Negative,” Brodie replied. “Load tubes one and four with MK-48 torpedoes to free up space.”
This was greeted with dead silence. They were already loaded to the gills with ammunition, and Navy regulations forbid storing weapons in torpedo tubes except in time of war.
“Uh, sir,” Stahl asked delicately. “Are we at war?”
“Not yet,” Brodie replied. “But when the shooting starts, I think we’ll want every torpedo we can get our hands on.” His tone wasn’t mocking or in the least bit humorous. Kristen found herself watching him, wondering if she might have been able to hold up as well as he had under similar circumstances. Only her brief interaction with him in his cabin had given her any hint that he might be under great strain. When about the boat, he was always calm and steady.
They spent another thirty minutes discussing the logistical details that went along with bringing up to twenty SEALs on board, plus a team of operators and technicians to handle a pair of LMRS drones. Being on light duty, Kristen was assigned no tasks, even though she was anxious to make herself useful. Finally, Brodie asked if there were any other questions. Kristen raised a reddish hand.
“Yes, Lieutenant?”
“Sir, what can I do?”
“Until Doc Reed clears you to return to full duty, I want you to rest,” he told her. His eyes looked at her with the same uncompromising gaze she’d first seen a month earlier when they’d met.
“You deserve a rest, Kristen,” Graves added. “We can handle this.”
“Absolutely,” Terry nodded in agreement, and his comment was echoed. Around her, everyone was looking at her with a combination of pride and compassion, something she’d never expected would happen.
“Aye, sir,” she replied simply, unable to say anything else.

Chapter Thirty Two

Qeshm Island, Islamic Republic of Iran
Located just off the coast of Iran in the Strait of Hormuz, Qeshm was ideally situated geographically to be heavily involved in trade since the dawn of civilization. Every day, dozens of super tankers carrying hundreds of millions of gallons of crude oil exited the Persian Gulf and sailed directly past Qeshm. On the island’s limited acreage of arable land, those islanders not involved in fishing grew melons and dates for domestic use.
But, because of the strategic location of the tiny island, commercial interests weren’t the only concerns on the island. The Islamic state had built an extensive, underground military facility along the coast of the island. Buried deep beneath the island’s surface, a small naval port had been carved out of the rock where the Iranian navy maintained her modest submarine fleet safe from direct attack by American cruise missiles and aerial bombs. Finished in 2012, the small harbor could handle a total of twelve submarines, more than enough for the Republic’s tiny submarine force.
Admiral Hassan Jafari looked at those submarines tied up within the facility. Three were Russian-built Kilo class submarines and quite old. There was a single Fateh class boat. Domestically built, it was one of the newest submarines in the arsenal, but Iranian submarine technology wasn’t yet able to produce much more than a coastal patrol submarine capable of deploying mines, and certainly nothing to challenge a modern navy, yet. Finally, crowded in among a few berths at the far end of the facility, was Iran’s fleet of midget submarines. Twenty-one in all, these were meant more to harass enemy shipping than for direct confrontation. They certainly were no match for even a single American nuclear-powered submarine. Which meant, despite the fiery rhetoric of the Republic’s government, Iran’s submarine force was inconsequential.
At least it had been.
It was a moonless night outside the opening of the harbor, and he almost didn’t see the dark shape being nudged gingerly into the maw of the cave leading to the facility. Jafari’s skin tingled as the submarine’s hull slowly appeared. Larger than any of the Iranian submarines in the facility, and vastly more capable, the Borei was Russian built, but unlike the aging Kilos, the Borei was the newest, and the deadliest submarine on the planet. Jafari hadn’t ever expected to see her, let alone step on board her. Just how his government had convinced the Russians to part with the submarine, was a mystery, and Jafari didn’t really care. Lining the pier were fifty of Iran’s finest sailors ready to board the ballistic submarine to begin learning their new vessel under the tutelage of the Russian sailors who’d brought the submarine here.
But the Borei wasn’t alone. Jafari knew Russian ballistic missile submarines never travelled alone. Even before the Borei was secured to her waiting berth, a second ominous shape appeared, slipping in carefully guided by four tug boats. The Yuri Gagarin looked similar to a regular Akula class submarine, but Jafari knew this was a misconception. She was something entirely knew, and he literally shivered with excitement. The transfer of the two submarines from Russia to the Islamic Republic was one of the most closely guarded secrets in the state. Only carefully screened personnel could work in this underground facility, and of these, further precautions had been taken to ensure there would be no leaks. The crewmen of the tugboats were all navy personnel, and their families were under close watch. The dock workers were being closely watched, and their families targeted in the event of treachery. Patrol boats had secured all the approaches to the underground harbor and Revolutionary Guard troops patrolled the landward side, preventing enemy spies infiltrating the facility.
Jafari watched with supreme satisfaction as the newest, and truest jewels in the Islamic Republic’s Navy were secured at their berths before he went down to meet the Russian officials and officers who would supervise the handover of the two boats.

Chapter Thirty Three

Sound Room, USS Seawolf
“How’re you feeling, Miss Whitaker?” Chief Miller asked as Kristen took a seat in front of the narrowband stack.
Kristen had been going stir crazy with nothing to do while the rest of the crew was busy making preparations for the rendezvous with the Frank Cable. Her burns weren’t hurting as badly as they had, although her injured skin, especially her blistered left arm, was still very tender. But she’d worn out the deck in her cabin pacing back and forth, and Gibbs was acting like a mother hen whenever she went in the wardroom. So she’d sneaked down into the sound room in hopes of making some use out of her time.
“Much better, thank you, Senior Chief,” she answered, not wanting to talk about it.
He leaned over her, his breath reminding her of an ash tray. He then lowered his voice so the others wouldn’t hear. “I just wanted to tell you how proud we all are of you, Miss.”
“Yeah,” Fabrini said from a few feet away, obviously having heard Miller’s words. “I don’t think I could’ve done it.” The other sonar operators were at their stations, but they’d removed their headphones for a few seconds and were looking toward her, nodding in agreement.
“Thanks fellas,” she replied, having had dozens of crewmen stop her in the passageway on her way to sonar to say similar words. “But I really just want to forget about it, if you know what I mean.” She doubted they did. For her, the entire incident with the fire was a nightmare that she relived every time she closed her eyes. Her unusual memory made certain she could forget no part of it. Even now, as she sat at the console, she could remember the searing pain as the flames burned her, the smell of her hair burning, and then the terrifying sensation of choking as the Halon had sucked the oxygen out of the air around her and she’d gasped for air like a fish out of water. Miller stood back up, but offered a soft tap on the shoulder to accentuate his approval of what she’d done.
“We’re looking for the Frank Cable, people,” Miller told them, getting back to business. “The captain wants to use the rendezvous as a simulated torpedo attack, so look sharp.”
Kristen adjusted her seat to make herself as comfortable as she could, considering her burns, and went to work, wanting something to think about besides the fire. Before her was a pair of computer screens, one stacked on top of the other. The screens were green with sound detected by the submarine’s various hydrophones and sonar sensors displayed in a cascading series of bright dots. As Kristen moved her cursor over any single dot, she could listen to it.
“Contact bearing, two-seven-eight,” she announced as she picked up the first distinguishable sound.
“That should be a biological,” Fabrini told her. “We classified it earlier.”
Kristen nodded and looked back at a dry erase board with current contact information. She should have already done this, but it had slipped her mind. She turned back to her station and continued checking the sounds not yet identified.
It was slow and tedious, with the vast majority of sounds being natural ocean background noise such as schooling fish or whales singing to one another hundreds of miles away. The ocean was an incredible medium for carrying sound waves, and a chief she’d met at the basic course had told her about listening to whales mating off the Azores Islands while he was still off the coast of Florida several thousand miles away.
But the work was exactly what Kristen needed to get her mind off the pain in her arms and the recent near disaster. She had to concentrate completely, shutting out everything from her mind except the sound.
* * *
“Contact!” she called out thirty minutes later. “Transients bearing two-zero-five,” she reported to Fabrini.
The Petty Officer immediately sent the contact report to the control room where Brodie was. A moment later the Seawolf went to general quarters, with all hands going to their battle stations for the simulated torpedo attack.
“What does it sound like, Hicks?” Fabrini asked.
Hicks was on the classification stack and not yet focused on the bearing Kristen had given. He shook his head. “I don’t have it yet.”
Fabrini looked down toward Greenberg who was on the spectrum analyzer. “Whatcha got, Jimmy?”
Kristen glanced toward Greenberg who was staring at his own screen but shook his head. “Nothing yet.”
Kristen turned back to her waterfall displays and made a few minor adjustments to her system.
“Are you sure, Lieutenant?” Fabrini asked, clearly trusting his more experienced sonar operators over her.
Senior Chief Miller returned to the sonar shack as Kristen worked to identify the sound. She vaguely heard Fabrini explain to the Chief that, thus far, she was the only one who’d heard it. Kristen knew they doubted her, but she was equally certain of what she’d heard.
Miller reached across her and plugged in a second set of headphones so he could listen to exactly what she was hearing. Kristen made a slight adjustment. He then reached across her and, without asking permission, made another adjustment. “There’s something there all right,” Miller replied. “Damn faint though,” he added. Again they checked with Greenberg, but he’d yet to pick it up.
“What do you make of it, Lieutenant?” Miller asked.
Kristen concentrated, trying to recall the thousands of hours of tapes of ship sounds she’d listened to while stationed at Pearl Harbor. She’d downloaded literally every undersea noise the US Navy would give her access to, and she’d listened to every one of them. She glanced up at Miller. “Single screw, with four blades…” she paused, concentrating a little more. “But there is something else, like maybe a grinding noise along the shaft.”
Kristen saw Fabrini raise a questioning eyebrow, and Miller looked a little skeptical as well. “Are you sure about that?” Miller asked.
“That’s what it sounds like,” she answered.
“Got it, Chief!” Greenberg almost shouted. “Single shaft, blade count sounds about right. It’s still far off though.”
Convinced, Miller nodded his head in approval. “Good job, Lieutenant.”
With the initial bearing firmed up, the Seawolf executed a forty-five degree turn and they were able to get a second bearing with which to calculate a range. Once this was determined, Kristen knew the tracking parties in the control room would begin preparing a firing solution.
The exercise lasted for two hours as the Seawolf closed with its practice target, allowing Kristen a chance to work all of the sonar stations in a realistic wartime scenario. Of course, Miller was quick to remind them, the USS Frank Cable was hardly a difficult target for the Seawolf. “An Akula is fifty times quieter, and we won’t get no second chances with one of them,” he warned the sonar crew.
The crew secured from general quarters once they were within five miles of the submarine tender, and Kristen, fatigued after the mentally demanding time in sonar, removed her headphones and stood up to stretch. She was raising her arms over her head and trying to get the blood flowing back into her rear end, when the door opened and Brodie appeared.
Kristen lowered her arms instantly. She wasn’t supposed to be in sonar, and she certainly couldn’t explain why she’d left sickbay early. She braced herself for a painful rebuke as he looked at her with an accusatorial eye. “Good afternoon, Captain,” she greeted him stoically.
“Imagine my surprise,” he replied with a quizzical smile. Brodie stood in the door, his broad shoulders blocking her only path of retreat. “Good job on picking up the tender, Chief,” Brodie said to Miller, who was leaning against a bulkhead.
Miller responded by nodding his head toward her. “Thank the lady, Skipper,” he informed Brodie. “She was on the narrowband and picked it up at near forty-five miles distant.”
Brodie raised a curious eyebrow in her direction. “That’s impossible,” he replied flatly.
“No shit, sir,” Miller responded. “She even identified a damaged propeller shaft on the Frank Cable.”
Brodie shook his head. “That’s not what I meant, Chief,” he explained. “You see, Lieutenant Whitaker is on light duty and so shouldn’t be in here classifying anything.” As if being directed, Kristen heard a chorus of sonarmen rise to her defense and offer to take credit for picking up the Frank Cable instead of her. It struck her as funny, and she couldn’t help but smile and bit her singed lips to try and hide it.
“All right, all right,” Brodie surrendered, ending the banter. He then motioned for Kristen to follow him. Once out of the sound room, he paused and turned toward her. “I don’t suppose restricting you to quarters is a just reward for saving the boat. What do you think, Lieutenant?” He was teasing her, and she’d learned that he only toyed with crewmen and officers he liked or respected. With those like Martin, he was always pure business.
“I’m sorry, Captain. I was just bored sitting around doing nothing. And if Gibbs brought me one more home remedy for burns, I was going to scream.”
Her reference to Gibbs was rewarded with a knowing smile. “He can be a little protective,” Brodie agreed as he led her into the control center. “But loyalty has always been a quality I admire.”
“Mister Gibbs is certainly that,” Kristen agreed.
“All right,” he said as he turned to face her. Kristen saw that COB and Weps were already dressed in rain jackets, harnesses, and buoyancy compensators in preparation for going on deck. “During the evolution, you can station yourself here on the bridge and help Ryan with navigation.” This sounded good, but really meant doing nothing since the Seawolf wouldn’t need the plotting tables while tied up alongside the Frank Cable.
“Thank you, sir,” she replied, knowing he was giving her a job, but that job would guarantee she couldn’t exert herself. She must not have been able to hide her disappointment sufficiently, because he raised an eyebrow at her again.
“It’s either that or I have the Master-at-Arms escort you to your quarters. You decide.”
“I would be pleased to assist Lieutenant Walcott, sir,” she replied in defeat.
“Good girl,” he said as Gibbs appeared carrying a full inclement weather suit for Brodie.
“I was told it’s raining topside, Skipper,” Gibbs informed him as he offered Brodie the rain trousers. Brodie declined and took just the jacket. Kristen stepped aside as Brodie went to the periscope pedestal, reminding her of Cary Grant in the movie Destination Tokyo.
“Up periscope,” Brodie ordered.
Graves was beside him as Brodie began a three hundred sixty degree surface search. The image he was seeing was displayed on a television monitor bolted to the bulkhead.
“It looks all clear, Skipper,” Graves reported, watching the screen.
“All clear, Captain,” Ryan Walcott agreed.
Ever since the USS Greeneville had surfaced and accidentally rammed the Japanese fishing vessel Ehime Maru in 2001, US submarine captains began taking extra precautions before surfacing, even when in the middle of the ocean as the Seawolf currently was.
Brodie took his eyes out of the scope, and the periscope slipped back down into its housing. He’d had it above the surface for less than five seconds. He then grabbed a microphone connected to a speaker above his head and pressed the switch. “Sonar, con. Report all contacts.”
“Con, sonar. Our only active contact is the Frank Cable,” came the reply a moment later from the sound room.
“All right then,” Brodie said calmly and glanced at the clock. It was precisely 1945. “Chief of the Watch, surface the ship.”
“Surface the ship, aye, sir,” the Chief of the Watch echoed his command automatically.
As soon as the bridge above broached the surface, Brodie leapt up onto the ladder leading up through the sail with the grace and athleticism of a dancer. He was immediately followed by his bridge crew. Kristen watched the men go up, wishing she could be going up with them. She’d always wanted to be on a submarine’s bridge on the surface at night. As a child, she’d dreamed about it.
But no sooner had she had this thought, than a small shower of cold seawater came crashing down through the open hatch. She heard a couple of the men following Brodie groan as the cold water struck them, but could have sworn she heard Brodie cackling like a little kid on a playground.
Kristen stood by the two navigation tables and watched the events unfold before her. Graves, who stayed in the control room, kept an eye on everything as Brodie, on the bridge, sent down instructions regarding course and speed. It took less than thirty minutes for the Seawolf to tie up along the submarine tender, and as soon as they were secured, things got very busy.
In less than five minutes, the first SEALs came on board, carrying their heavily laden bags of equipment, cases of ammunition and what she assumed were explosives. The SEALs she saw moving forward to the torpedo room were an eclectic assemblage at best. There was no set uniform, and it appeared they each wore a hodgepodge of whatever struck their fancy. Mustaches and beards were prevalent, as was a certain air of confidence.
As she watched them moving back and forth, she spotted one particularly nasty looking one. He was short, at about 5–8, but he had a barrel for a chest and arms as big as her waist covered with tattoos. He was certainly physically intimidating, but his eyes looked almost lifeless, and his deeply tanned face reminded her of leather. As he passed by, he shot her a look that made her feel like he was measuring her for a coffin.
Kristen considered just what these warriors’ mission might be. They were certainly a lethal looking bunch, and she was thankful that whenever they went ashore to cause whatever trouble they were looking to get into, she would be safe and sound on the Seawolf.
“Jason, this is Brodie,” Kristen heard the captain’s voice over a squawk box.
“Yes, sir?” Graves answered.
“Is Lieutenant Whitaker still in the con?”
Graves looked her way and then answered that she was.
“Ask her to come up,” Brodie ordered.
Graves gave her a nod which she clearly understood, and she headed for the ladder leading to the bridge at the top of the sail. Kristen had no idea what Brodie wanted, and the possibility that he might just want to talk to her was a fantasy she didn’t dwell upon. Instead, she thought he might consider a chance to see the heavens after two weeks underwater a bit of a reward. Regardless, she raced up the ladder as quickly as her blistered arm would allow.
She reached the bridge and was immediately struck by the darkness. She’d expected the bright lights of the Frank Cable to be bathing the Seawolf in a brilliant glow. But instead, it was pitch black with no lights visible.
“Coming up,” she warned the men on the bridge.
“Come up,” she heard the voice of Petty Officer Second Class Eric Reynolds. He was one of the two men Brodie used routinely to handle the radios and other communications while on the bridge.
Kristen could see nothing at first, but she soon felt a pair hands directing her. “Right here, ma’am,” Reynolds offered as he leant her a hand.
Kristen climbed up and found her footing in the inky blackness. The rain had stopped, but thick clouds obscured the stars. “Thank you, gentlemen. I was told the captain needed to see me.”
“Up here, Lieutenant,” she heard Brodie’s voice. He was standing on the sail directly behind the bridge.
Kristen climbed up on the sail, feeling both Collins and Reynolds gingerly trying to help her up.
“Watch out for her injuries, boys,” Brodie warned. Kristen then felt a powerful hand grip her outstretched hand, and she was nearly lifted up the rest of the way.
“Watch your footing, Lieutenant,” Brodie warned. “It’s a little slippery up here.”
Kristen could barely make out Brodie’s shoulders even though he was close enough she could feel his warmth. His hand moved behind her, slowly guiding her away from the edge. As he did so, she became aware of a second man on the sail. He was tall, taller than Brodie, and his shoulders were just as broad. Her first thought was that he was one of the SEALs.
“I was told you needed me, sir,” she reported. Brodie’s hand was still lingering near the small of her back, as if ready to catch her if she should begin to fall. He didn’t touch her, but every time the submarine rocked gently in a wave, she felt his hand there.
Brodie began by introducing their guest, “Lieutenant Whitaker, this is Lieutenant Commander Fitzgerald from the Naval Mine and ASW Command out of Corpus Christi.”
Kristen was shrouded in darkness, and she hoped her expression was not visible as she felt her body tense in revulsion at hearing the man’s name. Almost instantly she tasted bitter bile in the back of her throat. There was a long pause as she recovered sufficiently to form words.
“Welcome aboard the Seawolf, sir,” Kristen managed, but she offered no hand of greeting. Instead, she stood stiffly, keeping her thoughts to herself.
“I hadn’t expected to find you out here, Kristen,” he said. His voice was the same deep baritone she remembered.
She said nothing, but her skin felt like it was crawling off her body. She had the sudden urge to take a hot bath. There was a long pause on the sail as everyone waited for Kristen to say something, but she didn’t utter a word.
Brodie broke the silence after several long uncomfortable moments, “I’m afraid,” he explained, “the two drone operators and the technician Commander Fitzgerald brought with him have been quarantined on board the Frank Cable.”
Fitzgerald interjected in explanation, “The three of them came down with flulike symptoms including diarrhea as well as nausea twenty-fours after we boarded the Cable. Bad luck really, since I’m told time is of the essence.”
“Indeed it is,” Brodie responded in the darkness and glanced at Kristen. “Is everything all right, Lieutenant?”
“How can I be of assistance, Captain?” Kristen answered, turning her head toward Brodie and speaking to him and not their guest. The sooner she was away from Fitzgerald, the better she would feel.
Again there was a long pause. In the inky blackness, she couldn’t see his eyes, but she could almost feel Brodie studying her, and the strange sensation of being x-rayed came over her. He knew something was wrong. Just how he knew she wasn’t certain, but he knew. But then she realized that, upon hearing Fitzgerald’s name, she’d moved unconsciously closer to Brodie and was literally pressed against his arm behind her.
“I need to know if you can handle the equipment, Lieutenant?” Brodie asked her after a few seconds of reflection. “We can’t risk bringing three men with the flu on board, especially if they are in as bad a shape as Commander Fitzgerald reports.”
Kristen kept her eyes on Brodie. “No sir, not with patrol crud already going around the boat.” After two to three weeks at sea, the various germs each member of the crew brought onboard coalesced into a series of upper respiratory infections that spread throughout the boat. Known by the crew simply as “patrol crud,” Kristen had suffered a minor bout with it herself, and she estimated over half the crew was currently infected, with a dozen on bed rest. The last thing the Seawolf needed, with half the crew already sick, was to introduce another strain of flu virus into the hull.
But Kristen knew the real question Brodie was asking. They were bringing LMRS drones on board. These drones were highly sophisticated machines designed to enter enemy minefields and map them. Although she didn’t know their orders, it seemed logical to assume they would need the drones to help penetrate a minefield. Without the assigned equipment operators, Kristen would have to handle the gear herself, relying on the knowledge she’d gained while assigned to the mine warfare command before going to Hawaii. Kristen could not afford to be reckless with her answer. She had to be absolutely certain she could handle it. Otherwise, she would be putting all of their lives in danger.
“Commander Fitzgerald has volunteered to come aboard with us to help handle the gear,” Brodie added.
Kristen resisted the urge to tell the captain that Fitzgerald’s help wasn’t welcome, but she swallowed the comment. Brodie, with his exceptional powers of observation, had already noticed something in her tone of voice, and she couldn’t very well say she didn’t want Fitzgerald on board, even though she would sooner see Fitzgerald dead than talk to him again.
“I’m not sure, sir,” she answered honestly. “It’s been almost a year since I touched any of it, and there might have been some modifications I’m not familiar with,” she answered. “Will I have access to the current operational and technical manuals?”
Brodie glanced at Fitzgerald. “Commander?”
“Of course, everything you need,” Fitzgerald assured them.
Kristen still didn’t look at him. Instead, she continued facing Brodie, waiting for his orders.
“What do you think, Lieutenant?” Brodie asked.
Kristen was running it through her mind. She couldn’t afford to guess. If she screwed up, she would potentially kill everyone. But Kristen also knew Brodie need an answer immediately. “I think I can handle it, sir,” she replied. “But I’ll need some help.”
“I can help,” Fitzgerald said.
Kristen could almost see his arrogant smile. She recalled his bear-like paws, the foul stench of his aftershave, his razor stubble… she shivered at the vivid memory.
Brodie did not address him, instead he spoke to her. “Tell me what you need.”
Kristen thought for a few moments and then answered, “I’ll need Senior Chief Miller and also Ensign Martin.”
Kristen heard the long pause followed by the captain offering a brief question, “Ensign Martin?”
Kristen knew Martin had been on shaky ground the entire patrol and hadn’t impressed the captain or anyone else for that matter. “He has a computer engineering degree from Virginia Tech,” she explained. “I’m going to need someone with those skills to help inspect the gear and troubleshoot any glitches.”
“Done,” he replied, apparently trusting her judgment. His simple answer carried the weight of gold on the Seawolf. “What else?”
“I’ll need to get below right now and start checking the equipment. It’s been awhile since I’ve laid my hands on any of it, and if we’re going to need the drones, I want to get re-familiarized with them and run some tests. Maybe even do a few practice runs before I have to do it for real, sir.”
“All right, I’ll see to it you have everything you need. If you have any problems…” he paused for a moment and then stressed again, “any problems at all.” He let the sentence fragment linger in the air as if to drive his meaning home. “I want to know about it at once.”
“Yes, sir,” Kristen responded immediately. “Will there be anything else, sir?”
“That’s it, Lieutenant. Get to work.” In the darkness, she could barely make out his silhouette against the night sky.
“Aye-aye, Captain. I’ll be in the torpedo room.”
It was a bit cramped on the sail and the footing wet and slippery. Brodie adjusted his position and took her hand. “Lend a hand there, Collins,” he ordered. Kristen gripped Brodie’s hand tight for support as she stepped down into the darkness of the bridge and felt a pair of willing hands take her arms. She grimaced slightly as they touched her burns, and she must have tensed noticeably because Brodie, who helped her down reminded the two men, “Watch the burns, boys. Watch the burns.”
“Aye, Captain,” came the reply from the two men who carefully helped Kristen maintain her footing in the darkness. Kristen noticed how gentle they were all trying to be with her. It annoyed her a bit to have the captain, officers, and men treating her as if she were some frail creature, but she knew it was to be expected. Even before the fire, the crew had begun to accept her presence on board. She was still a Nub of course, and when passing others in passageways, she’d often been forced to flatten herself against a bulkhead to allow the others to pass. Crewmen had greeted her with politeness, but there had seldom been any honesty in their required greetings. But since the fire, the crew had been treating her with a much higher level of deference. Men got out of her way and greeted her not just politely but respectfully, tipping caps and giving her reassuring smiles.
* * *
On the sail, Brodie watched as Kristen disappeared into the red glow of the open hatch leading down from the sail and to the control room below.
“With your permission, Captain, I’ll collect my gear and go below. I would like to inspect the drones as well,” Fitzgerald offered.
“Just one moment, Lieutenant Commander,” Brodie stopped him briskly. “How do you know Lieutenant Whitaker?”
Brodie had sensed something happen when he’d introduced Kristen to Fitzgerald. For a brief moment, he’d thought she might be scared. Upon hearing the man’s name, she’d moved closer to Brodie, and she’d never once spoken directly to Fitzgerald. He knew he couldn’t be certain, but he’d clearly heard her catch her breath at the mention of Fitzgerald’s name, and she’d stiffened beside him. He’d felt it.
“She worked for me at Corpus awhile, sir.” he offered. “She was competent enough, but a bit of a prude if you know what I mean,” Fitzgerald chuckled softly. “Can I go below, sir?”
A dead silence hung over the sail for several more seconds.
Brodie thought for a moment. Kristen was no coward. She’d proven herself already more than once to have steady nerves under pressure. But she’d been uncomfortable around this man for some reason. Brodie’s instincts were telling him to tell Fitzgerald to get off the Seawolf, but he had to consider his mission first. The mine reconnaissance drones were absolutely essential. Without them, the Seawolf might as well go home. Fitzgerald was, by all accounts, a competent officer and a duty expert in mine warfare; Brodie would be a fool to tell him his services weren’t needed.
“Report to the executive officer in the control room,” Brodie ordered. “He’ll see to your billeting and other arrangements, Mister Fitzgerald,” he added, subtly and unconsciously changing the way he addressed the officer from referring to his rank to simply, “Mister.”

Chapter Thirty Four

Torpedo Handling Room, USS Seawolf
The torpedo handling room was a cavernous space when empty. But with fifty torpedoes, missiles, decoys, and now two LMRS drones, the vast space had become a bit overcrowded. Adding to the already cramped space, the SEALs were moving in, making it almost claustrophobic.
Kristen climbed down into the controlled chaos as the SEALs were storing their gear and setting up hammocks. She knew next to nothing about the SEALs, except for the fact she wanted nothing to do with their line of work. But as she moved through the crowded torpedo room to where the drones were, she got a close look at the commandos and figured by their appearance that they could probably take care of just about any problem that came their way.
Kristen reached the drones and saw the small mountain of grey equipment boxes that had come with them. Not waiting for Miller or Martin, she began her inventory, wanting to make certain everything was accounted for before she began operation checks. Martin arrived five minutes later, followed by Chief Miller, and the three of them were soon going through checklists as they inventoried boxes of equipment to make certain they had everything.
Before they got started, Martin pulled her aside, “Are you sure you want me for this?” he asked, accustomed to getting the least desirable jobs possible for an officer on board.
Kristen knew Martin’s self-confidence was shot and that she was taking a chance on him. But she also knew he’d somehow gotten through all of the training to be on board, and so he had to have been able to function under pressure at one time. Kristen realized leaving his new wife behind had been eating at him terribly, and it didn’t sound like Rebecca, his bride, would cut it as a Navy wife. But with all that being considered, Kristen wasn’t quite ready to quit on him just yet.
“Listen, Danny,” she said softly so no one else would hear. “I know you’ve got a lot on your mind and right now it feels like everyone is against you,” she began. “Trust me, I know how it feels.” She recalled the years of banging her head against the wall as she tried to make the Navy see reason regarding her petition to serve. She’d been a pariah; her peers had deserted her, and she’d become an outcast. She then added, “But it isn’t so.”
Martin nodded, a bit numbly. “What do you need me to do? I don’t know anything about this LMRS stuff.”
She pointed to the computer interface box. “The techs who were supposed to handle the drones are in quarantine on the Frank Cable. So, if we’re going to get this thing running, I need someone who knows computers a whole lot better than I do.” She could see Martin wasn’t completely convinced, and she decided being nice wasn’t getting her anywhere with him. So she tried a different tact and grabbed his arm, squeezing it tight. “Danny, I need to know your head is in the game,” she told him bluntly. “Because if we screw this up, everyone on board this boat is toast, and you can forget all about your poor little wife and all of your problems because we’ll all be dead.”
This registered. Perhaps it had escaped Martin’s notice, but it hadn’t escaped Kristen’s that they were armed to the teeth with everything from nuclear weapons to the pistols the SEALs were each carrying. The Seawolf was heading into harm’s way for certain. She just wasn’t sure where.
“I’m with you,” Martin responded showing a brief flash of confidence.
Kristen didn’t let go of his arm immediately. “Are you sure? Because if you aren’t, let me know, and I’ll find someone else who won’t be as good but will at least do their best.”
“I can handle it,” Martin responded, stiffening his back slightly. “I can handle it,” he repeated, as if trying to convince himself of it. She released his arm and got back to work. They went through everything, setting aside each box as it was inventoried to make absolutely certain everything was accounted for.
Kristen was bent over a box, checking off items against a packing slip attached to the lid, when she felt a hand on her shoulder. Assuming it was Martin or Miller, she looked back calmly. But instead of her two shipmates, she saw Fitzgerald looming over her, his hand on her shoulder.
“Hey, Kristen,” he said politely.
She sprung to her feet, spinning frantically, and striking his arm with her own, forcing his hand off her. “Don’t touch me!” she warned, feeling her blood instantly boiling with rage.
“Hey!” Fitzgerald started as he stepped back defensively. “Take it easy, lieutenant!” he told her as he held his hands up innocently.
Miller and Martin stopped what they were doing and looked up at her with shocked expressions. Several SEALs had stopped what they were doing as well and were now watching.
“Take it easy my ass!” she snapped angrily. “You don’t touch me, ever!” she snapped with venom in her voice. She could feel her heart racing and the adrenaline surging through her veins. Her usual thin veneer of calm was gone. She was literally trembling with fury.
Fitzgerald blushed slightly and looked around at the men watching them. Kristen’s left hand was up to defend herself, but her right was held back in a balled-up fist and ready to pummel him if he took a single step toward her. Not that she doubted his ability to overpower her. But she would not willingly allow this man to touch her under any circumstances.
“Just relax, Kristen, I was just…” he offered, holding his hands up innocently.
“My rank is Lieutenant Junior Grade,” she corrected sharply and then added, “sir!” Kristen knew she’d overreacted, or at least those watching must be thinking so. But at the moment, she was struggling just to form sentences without screaming at him.
Chief Miller slowly stepped between them and looked at her curiously. “Miss?” he asked calmly, his eyes studying her with worry.
Kristen didn’t respond. She was breathing heavily and realized she was shaking from nervous energy. But she kept her eyes on Fitzgerald, making it clear she’d forgotten nothing from her time in Corpus Christi.
Fitzgerald took a step back, and looked around. He was embarrassed, which she thought was almost funny. He’d always been a smug, arrogant bastard. “All right then,” Fitzgerald replied slowly. “Lieutenant,” he added. “I just wanted to know if you needed anything.”
“The test pack,” she replied, not lowering her guard. She was certain that to the SEALs and the others, she had to look like a fool. Fitzgerald was easily a hundred pounds heavier than she, and the fact she looked ready to attack him must have seemed ridiculous. But she kept her guard up just the same. “I can’t find the test pack, sir.” She then asked, “Do you know where it is?”
Fitzgerald shrugged his shoulders. “It should be here,” he replied glancing about at the boxes of gear. “Do you really need it?”
Kristen’s jaw tensed angrily. Fitzgerald, besides being a first-class scumbag, was also an idiot. She lowered her guard and stalked away from him to a ship’s phone mounted on the bulkhead. She picked it up and dialed as she kept her eyes on him. Everyone in the torpedo room was still watching her, except for a few SEALs who assumed the show was over and went back to work.
“Bridge,” she heard Reynolds’ voice.
“Mister Reynolds, this is Lieutenant Whitaker. Can I speak with the captain? It’s important.” She then saw the color drain from Fitzgerald’s face. It occurred to her that he was afraid of her. Or, more accurately, he was afraid of what she knew about him.
“Brodie.”
“Sir, this is Lieutenant Whitaker,” she replied. “Have we cast off from the Cable yet?”
“No, the DDS is still being installed, why?”
“The LMRS is incomplete,” she answered. “We’re missing a piece of equipment I need to test the system,” she explained. “I’ve checked the torpedo room twice, and it isn’t here.”
“Have you checked with Fitzgerald?”
Kristen noticed Brodie using only Fitzgerald’s last name. No rank, no mister, just his surname. Anyone might not have noticed this subtle nuance, but Kristen’s powers of observation were extraordinary. She couldn’t help but consider the significance of this. Even Martin rated a “Mister.”
“Yes sir, and he doesn’t know where it is.” she replied. “I think it might still be on the Cable, sir.”
“All right, check to make certain it isn’t somewhere on board while I check with the tender,” he ordered.
“Aye-aye, sir,” she replied appreciating the fact he didn’t question her by asking if it was “really important” like Fitzgerald had. Kristen hung up the phone and then explained the situation about the missing test pack to Miller and Martin.
“I’m looking for a shipping container marked with the words: LMRS Test Pack,” she told them. “I’ve checked in here twice but need to check the passageways to make sure it wasn’t left lying about somewhere.”
Kristen retraced the path the men who carried the equipment had most likely taken in hopes of finding the missing test pack somewhere on the Seawolf. She’d gone all the way aft to where a First Class Petty Officer was supervising the loading of some fruits and vegetables. She asked them about the box, but they hadn’t seen it. She then went forward, and as she passed through the control room, the XO — who was talking on a ship’s phone — stopped her. “Are you looking for a grey transport box about four feet square?” he asked.
“Yes, sir,” she replied, relieved it had been found. “Where is it?”
“It is coming down the weapons hatch right now,” Graves informed her and then motioned up toward the sail. “The skipper wants you to check to make certain it’s the right box.”
Kristen went aft and, wasting no time, found a sailor carrying the box down through the weapon’s hatch.
“The skipper said this is important, ma’am,” the sailor offered as he hefted it.
Kristen had him set it on the deck, and she quickly inventoried the box, finding everything accounted for. She reported the same to the bridge and then hefted the box and headed for the torpedo room. But she’d barely gone ten paces when two seamen she barely knew stopped her and took the box.
“You’re supposed to be on limited duty, ma’am,” they explained and carried it forward for her. Kristen didn’t argue at the sudden display of chivalry. During all the activity, several of the blisters on her left arm had ripped and some of the scabs forming over the lesser burns had torn open and there was fresh blood on her arm. If the captain or the XO noticed, she would be back on bed rest for a month.
Not that the pain in her arm was the most significant problem she was currently facing. Besides Fitzgerald, whom she’d sooner flush out of the submarine using one of the commodes, she couldn’t help but wonder just what they were all heading into. SEALs, nuclear weapons, mine hunting drones…. The future seemed to be rushing toward her with the speed and mercy of a bullet.

Chapter Thirty Five

Osan Air Force base, South Korea
Sergeant Yong-sun Kwon stepped from building 37A and onto the apron alongside the runway. He pulled the collar of his field coat a bit tighter about his neck as the bitter cold immediately began to penetrate the layers of clothing. Besides his winter clothing, his body armor provided more protection than did his helmet. His tactical harness was more of an impediment than usual, considering his additional load. Normally, the base security guards carried just a single thirty-round magazine for their M-16s. However, stowed in the ammunition pouches on his harness, Yong-sun had nine fully loaded magazines for the M-16 on his right shoulder. In addition to this impressive arsenal, he carried four M-67 fragmentation grenades on his kit. The 9mm on his right hip wasn’t part of the standard load out for the base security force, either. But he carried it as well as an additional three magazines of ammunition for the pistol. Simply put, he was armed for war.
A war he had never truly expected to come.
“Damn cold tonight, Kwon,” he heard the deep southern drawl of his American counterpart as he appeared around the corner. His name was Rogers, and Yong-sun knew the Airman First Class well. They’d been walking patrol together on the joint American and South Korean Airbase for six months. The tall, lanky African American had recently met a local Korean girl and he was already talking marriage. He was one of five brothers and sisters, and his mother worked in Birmingham, Alabama at a public school in the cafeteria. Rogers’ favorite music was rap and he routinely listened to his preferred artist, Ludacris, when they walked patrol together, even though this violated standing orders for sentries.
So, they were both breaking the regulations.
“What say we find a nice dark spot behind one of the hangars and get the hell out of this wind?” Rogers suggested as he stepped beside Yong-sun, not noticing his friend’s arsenal.
Yong-sun nodded, not having expected it to be this easy. “Lead the way,” he directed Rogers. The Americans never ceased to amaze him. Certainly their military equipment was phenomenal when compared to their potential enemies, but — from Yong-sun’s experience — the Americans were soft and lazy. He couldn’t understand how they had achieved such greatness. They were decadent, arrogant, and — most important to Yong-sun — they were too easily fooled.
Rogers continued to chatter as he led Yong-sun away from the security post toward one of the hangars housing F-16 Falcons of the 51st Fighter Wing. The lighting around the hangars was usually quite good, and there were security cameras to help augment the roving patrols. But security cameras could be disabled, and even on a modern base like Osan, there were always places to hide.
Rogers turned the corner around the rear of a hangar and stepped out of the wind and into the deep shadows. He was still talking as Yong-sun drew his knife. The first indication Rogers had of danger was when Yong-sun kicked out, striking the rear of the taller man’s left knee with enough force to rupture the hamstring tendon. Rogers was about to scream in pain, but he was already falling back as Yong-sun’s left hand clasped around the man’s mouth to silence him. He brought the American down backward and the knife flashed. He inserted it expertly into the side of the American’s throat, driving it through both carotid arteries before jerking the blade back and forth, cutting his way out through the rapidly dying man’s trachea and esophagus. Rogers’ lower body jerked violently in death, but there was no real struggle, only shock on the American’s face.
Yong-sun wiped his blade off on the American’s uniform then returned the knife to its sheath. He then stripped the dead man of his single thirty-round magazine and added it to his own arsenal. He removed Rogers’ small radio and slipped it into a cargo pocket. He then dragged the still twitching body deeper into the shadows. It wouldn’t be found until the morning, and by then the base’s problems would be far worse than one dead sentinel.
He hadn’t expected this. In fact, if the truth be known, he had liked Rogers. The American was funny and the two had passed many a night laughing together. But Rogers was the enemy. This had been ingrained into Yong-sun from a young age. Rogers was part of the decadent western, capitalist nations that prevented a unified Korea. The West’s reasons were simple: to maintain their workers in chains, they had to prevent the spread of the great socialist revolution. This, too, had been deeply ingrained in him. But the psychological conditioning had been only part of his training after he’d been plucked from one of North Korea’s reconnaissance brigades by the NDE, North Korea’s premiere intelligence agency.
It had been a great honor, but the honor had led to three years of intensive training so he would be able to blend in once he reached South Korea. His identity had been carefully prepared, a plausible history, meticulously prepared documents inserted by other agents into the South Korean databases so that when Yong-sun arrived, no one questioned his identity.
Despite the exhaustive preparation, despite the mental conditioning and harsh indoctrination, he still hadn’t expected war, even though he had hoped for it. But the previous day when, as his training had dictated, he adjusted the FM radio in his quarters to pick up the North Korean government broadcast, he’d heard the code word activating him. At first, when he’d heard the phrase, he’d gone numb with disbelief, wondering if he had — by chance — misheard the transmission. But then it had been repeated. There had been a brief moment of anxiety, but then elation. He’d been in South Korea for seven years, and it had been difficult to blend in amongst the people of the South who’d been brainwashed by their consumer society to believe they were truly free.
But the time had come. The struggle to unite the two countries would be difficult. There could be no doubt. But the preparations had been extensive, and the North’s military was prepared. All Yong-sun had to do was his part and trust his fellow soldiers to do theirs. The Supreme Leader wouldn’t have ordered the attack if he hadn’t been certain. After all, the Supreme Leader was perfect, just as his father and grandfather had been.
There was a second roving patrol. Another Korean-American team he would have to deal with. This was a potential problem, but he didn’t doubt his ability. The training the South Korean Air Force had given him when he joined four years earlier had been a joke compared to the harsh training he’d received in the North Korean Army, and he’d worked hard to maintain his level of physical conditioning and martial skill. He just had to find his enemy.
Five minutes later he located them walking along the perimeter wire circling the airbase. As expected, they were talking to one another as they walked, their rifles slung, and their hands buried deep into their pockets for warmth. Yong-sun wondered if the realization that the morally corrupt and physically weak South wouldn’t be able to fight as well in the harsh winter had been taken into account as part of the grand plan. But, of course, there could be no doubt.
He approached them, his hands behind his back. They saw him from afar, but other than being slightly curious, neither was overly concerned. “Where’s Rogers?” the American asked as they got closer.
Yong-sun didn’t answer.
“Is he off taking a piss?” the American asked as they got closer. “That lazy shit will do anything to get out of the cold,” the American added.
Yong-sun was ten feet away when he brought the pistol up and around. The silencer was of his own making, one of many skills he’d had to learn for this mission.
“What the—” the South Korean sentry managed to say before Yong-sun opened fire. Two shots to the head for each of them. Neither even managed to pull their hands from their pockets. The American managed a stifled cry of alarm, but other than Yong-sun, there was no one within ear shot to hear it.
He kept his pistol trained on the dead men as he closed the distance and verified the kill by firing a final round into each man’s misshapen head. He took their ammunition and radios, adding them to his growing collection. Now, with the perimeter sentries silenced, he moved back toward the east side of the base and beyond the end of the main runway. He moved at a steady jog, checking the time and knowing he was a few minutes ahead of schedule.
The eastern gate was seldom used and not manned. Instead, a motion sensor on the gate, and a single security camera guarded the gate. Yong-sun’s combat knife was enough to cut the video feed leading from the camera back to the base security, where Yong-sun knew — from firsthand experience — there was a single, sleepy American monitoring over forty camera feeds. That was of course if he wasn’t reading a magazine or taking a nap. The motion sensor was next. It operated off a simple magnet. As long as the magnet was engaged to metal, the alarm wouldn’t sound. He defeated this in less than thirty seconds by using a slender piece of metal he slipped between the magnet and its contact. The alarm bypassed, he moved to the empty gate house. It was made of reinforced concrete and had bullet resistant glass. He turned on the light in the gatehouse, and then waited.
He was thirty minutes ahead of schedule, but apparently his fellow soldiers were equally anxious to fulfill their mission because within a minute of the light being illuminated, he saw the dark-clad force approaching on foot. Their faces were covered in camouflage paint, and they were armed with an assortment of weapons, explosives and grenades.
A pair of bolt cutters snipped the lock in less time than a key could have opened it, and the gate swung open, allowing the rest of the infiltrators in. Members of the North Korean Maritime Special Operations Forces, Yong-sun knew these twenty were just the tip of a very large iceberg of specially trained commandos currently spreading out across South Korea heading to their targets. All part of the master plan. Yong-sun, for security reasons, was only privy to his small part, but soon the entire South would be aflame. Or so his training had assured him.
No words of greeting were exchanged between Yong-sun and his fellow commandos. Instead, he handed over the spare security radios that would allow the various infiltration elements to monitor the base security net. There were a few brief words of final coordination, and then the team split into multiple elements. Yong-sun led a five-man element back toward the security barracks where the twenty-four man guard force, their quick reaction vehicles, and their arsenal were stored. This was the immediate threat to the mission’s success. Yong-sun and the five men with him would have to eliminate this force. Once this was accomplished, the base police force — another potential threat — would be hard pressed to prevent the catastrophe befalling the air base.
Yong-sun moved fast, skirting security cameras as he led his team. They ran the mile distance between the gate and the security barracks in just under nine minutes, avoiding every camera between themselves and their target. One hundred meters short, they paused, checking their weapons and preparing for the final rush. Grenades and automatic weapons in combination with surprise would allow their small force to overwhelm the larger force resting inside. They just had to get beyond the sentry manning the entry point to the barracks. Protected by reinforced concrete and armored glass, this sentry controlled all access into the barracks. To gain access, Yong-sun would have to bluff his way in. This was something he was certain he could do. He was trusted, after all.
Outside the barracks, waiting under an awning, were the armored Humvees of the quick reaction force. Once in possession of those vehicles, Yong-sun and his team would wreak havoc on the base, spreading confusion and drawing off other security personnel from the main attack.
There was nothing to stop them now.
Yong-sun stepped out from the darkness and moved toward the barracks. As soon as he left the shadows, he would be visible on a pair of security cameras monitoring the area around the barracks, but he wasn’t too concerned. He knew the name of the sentry guarding the access point, and he was confident he could get in. Once the heavy door’s electronic lock was disengaged, he would hold it open as the rest of his team rushed the barracks and joined him. He just had to cross the last few meters.
The unexpected wailing of the alarm claxon caught Yong-sun off guard, and for a moment he thought he was imagining the distinct cry of the base general alarm. Routinely tested, Yong-sun had heard it a hundred times over the last few years, but never in earnest. What had gone wrong? Had they been seen? Yong-sun was certain he’d avoided the security cameras. Then he thought of the other infiltration teams. They were heading for the multiple targets on the base including the main fuel depot, as well as the hangars where the fighter aircraft were housed. Had one of those team’s been spotted? Had they tripped an alarm?
He would never know.
Realizing the crucial element of surprise was lost, he shouted to his men and directed them forward. They had some explosives with them, but it would take time to blow the door, and during that time, the men inside would be arming themselves and preparing to sally forth. In training, it took less than two minutes for the quick-reaction force to reach their vehicles. But there was only one way in and out, and his men could cover the door killing anyone who dared show their faces.
Yong-sun turned toward the armored Humvees. Each one had a machine gun mounted in the turret and hundreds of rounds of ammunition. But, as he turned toward the row of vehicles, he saw a smoldering cigarette butt ember coming from a figure clamoring onto one of the trucks. Yong-sun opened fire with his M-16 at the unexpected opposition. One of the men on the guard force had apparently stepped out for a quick smoke and had been sheltering himself from the wind between two of the hummers.
Bullets ricocheted off the tough skin of the nearest Humvee as Yong-sun took a knee to gain a better aim. Forty yards separated him from the barracks and the rows of hummers. If the sentry reached the armored turret and the machine gun inside, Yong-sun and his men could be cut down in a hailstorm of bullets. He hesitated long enough to acquire his sights before squeezing off a burst.
The man was struck and collapsed on the top of the Humvee and then rolled off the other side. Yong-sun recognized the man as one of the Americans from the guard force. His name was Taylor and he was always talking about someplace called Chicago. Whether or not Taylor was dead, Yong-sun couldn’t be certain. What was certain was the delay Taylor had created was enough time for the first members of the quick-reaction force to appear.
Yong-sun, caught out in the open, went prone and opened fire, emptying the rest of his magazine at the doorway, striking the first two men to appear. The rest of his team were now firing as well. Yong-sun rolled slightly to one side as he ejected the spent magazine and reloaded as the men inside the barracks, realizing they were in dire straits, returned fire from inside as best they could.
The sound of an explosion somewhere behind them was welcome, as Yong-sun inserted a second magazine, and sent the bolt home. One of his men rushed forward, readying a grenade while the rest provided covering fire. But the grenadier made it barely ten meters before, from the direction of the hummers, the sound of a pistol was heard and the North Korean commando pirouetted as he was hit. Yong-sun saw his man go down, grimacing in pain as the grenade rolled free. Yong-sun ducked instinctively and the grenade exploded, sending shrapnel in every direction. Yong-sun felt something hit his armored shoulder and his helmet, but he felt no pain. He rolled, and turned back toward the hummers where he saw, firing a pistol over the hood of one of the vehicles, was the stubborn American, Taylor.
He opened fire on the American, emptying another magazine. All around him, his men were firing, and slowly moving forward toward the barracks. The pesky Taylor went down in a hail of bullets that spider webbed the armored windshield of the hummer and peppered its hood with bullets. With this distraction now dealt with, Yong-sun reloaded and returned his attention back to the barracks where firing was still coming out of the open door.
The assault team now laid down a withering barrage of fire, and Yong-sun, a grenade now in hand, came up and rushed forward. He pulled the pin on the fragmentation grenade as he ran. Forty yards was hardly a great distance, but felt like a mile as he rushed forward under fire. An explosion somewhere off to his left in the vicinity of the hangars provided him more motivation to hurry. If they could eliminate the quick reaction force, the latest explosion would be followed by many more.
The staccato burst of a machine gun off to his right caused Yong-sun to dive for the ground still twenty meters short of the barracks. He rolled to see the face of Taylor illuminated by the tongue of flame erupting from the barrel of a M240G machine gun. The American’s face was drawn back in a fierce scowl, the cigarette still clenched tightly in between his lips as he fired unleashing a scathing barrage. Yong-sun threw his grenade at Taylor, and rolled, hoping to engage before the American cut his men to pieces. The grenade struck the side of the hummer and bounced off. It exploded two seconds later under one of the vehicles, shielding Taylor from any shrapnel.
Yong-sun again opened fire on the unrelenting American. How he’d survived this long was a mystery, but Yong-sun had been taught that in combat he had to expect the unexpected. He emptied another magazine in the direction of Taylor secured in the armored turret. He saw the sparks as bullets ricocheted off the armored sides of the turret, but also saw the American spin, his face contort in pain and fall, collapsing inside the Humvee. Yong-sun would have liked nothing better than to run over and toss a grenade into the vehicle just to make certain the American was finally dead, but the men in the barracks, given a few seconds respite by Taylor’s actions, had managed another attempt to break out of the barracks. Two were outside the doors, firing wildly at Yong-sun and his surviving teammates. Yong-sun rolled to the side as bullets reached out toward him. He reloaded as he rolled, hearing more explosions coming from the direction of the hangars.
The bullet hit with the force of a sledgehammer, and he grimaced in pain, as he finished reloading. He rolled again, his training dictating his actions. How badly he was hit he couldn’t be certain, but their carefully laid plan was rapidly unraveling. He could hear the wail of multiple police sirens adding to the chaos created by the alarm claxon blaring across the base, the roar of weapons fire punctuated by more explosions. He saw one of the Americans who had managed to exit the barracks go down under a barrage of fire but the second had taken cover and was returning fire.
Yong-sun glanced back at his men. Two were lying motionless on the asphalt, but the other three were still firing. Yong-sun drew another grenade. He’d been hit, but he didn’t know how bad. What he did know, was he had to reach the barracks. With one well-placed grenade, he could end the unexpected firefight. He thumbed the clip and pulled the pin, took a breath, and came up, sprinting in the direction of the door as the second American to escape the barracks went down under a barrage of small arms fire. Yong-sun reached the side of the barracks in his first bound and saw his remaining three men, all firing at the door to keep the men inside at bay while Yong-sun moved along the wall toward the door.
The machine gun opened fire again from the direction of the hummers and Yong-sun looked to see that the irrepressible Taylor had yet to succumb. Yong-sun felt the hammer-like blow in his chest. His body armor was American made, and very good. Even at close range it could stop a pistol bullet. But the 7.62 mm bullets from the machine gun weren’t small caliber, slow moving pistol bullets. They were travelling nearly three thousand feet per second, and unlike a pistol, the machine gun was spitting out lead at nearly 950 rounds per minute. He felt the searing pain deep in his chest as he was slammed back into the wall by the first round, only to be hit again. He could see Taylor’s blood-stained face manning the machine gun.
Yong-sun tried to move toward the door, but his legs had turned to rubber and he felt himself sliding down the wall. He looked toward his three remaining men. One was still firing at the door, while the other two once more opened fire on Taylor who was firing like mad from the turret of the armored vehicle. Yong-sun hit the ground and looked down at his chest. He saw multiple bullet holes in his armored vest, and could taste the blood in his mouth. Added to the symphony of gunfire, screaming men, sirens and alarm claxons, was the sound of his gurgling chest as he tried to draw a breath.
A cruiser, part of the base’s police force, appeared illuminating the grisly scene in its headlights. Yong-sun’s dwindling force was now in a bad way. Surrounded and caught out in the open, all they could do was return fire in multiple directions. Yong-sun slumped to his side, struggling for life as his men finally silenced the machine gun manned by Taylor who was now slumped, apparently dead, in the bloody turret.
Yong-sun felt his strength leaving him, but he still gripped the grenade. He crawled along the base of the wall toward the door, seeing the muzzle flashes of multiple weapons emanating from the doorway. His one grenade could still snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, if only he could make it.
The earth beneath him was rocked by a powerful explosion and to the north, he saw the broiling explosion as one of the base’s fuel bunkers erupted. The blast was enormous and illuminated the entire skyline. The image buoyed his spirits briefly, but didn’t give him any more strength as his arms would no longer work well enough to allow him to crawl.
He wouldn’t be captured alive. That was a certainty. He knew he was dying fast. He thought of the grenade still clutched in his hand. He hadn’t the strength to throw it. His head collapsed to the cold pavement facing his men. There were only two left. They were lying prone, totally exposed and under fire from the base police as well as the sentries firing from inside the barracks. They would die fighting, too. All of them would die fighting. It was why they’d been sent here. None were expected to survive. It wasn’t why they were trained. This had been part of their training, too.
Yong-sun’s last act before fulfilling this ultimate order, was to pull the grenade close to his body and place it under him in hopes of taking more of his enemy with him when they found his body.

Chapter Thirty Six

Torpedo Handling Room, USS Seawolf
Kristen could have slept on the deck if it weren’t already covered with boxes of equipment, ammunition crates, and snoring SEALs. She yawned tiredly, having spent nearly eighteen hours going over both LMRS drones to make certain they were in perfect order. She climbed the ladder leading out of the torpedo room and headed aft, anxious for a shower and then her bunk.
She reached the captain’s cabin after a brief stop to collect a change of clothing and her toiletries. He wasn’t in — as usual — and she took a quick shower, anxious to get to bed. The Seawolf was again submerged and, according to the navigation charts she’d seen in the control center, heading for the Sea of Japan.
She wiped the bathroom down as she did every time and then stepped out into the cabin. But now, sitting in the small booth-style seat, was Brodie. She hadn’t heard him enter and hadn’t expected to see him. He was leaned back slightly, his head resting against the bulkhead and his eyes closed. Kristen assumed he was asleep and quietly took a step for the door to leave him in peace.
“Lieutenant,” he said softly.
“I’m sorry I woke you. I was just leaving, Captain.”
“It’s all right. I was just resting my eyes,” he assured her.
“Excuse me, Captain, I know it isn’t for me to say,” she began, knowing it wasn’t her place but speaking her mind anyway. “But you sure look like you need some sleep.”
He seemed to think it funny and smiled slightly. “I’ll take it under advisement. Thank you.” He then asked, “How’re your burns healing?”
“They’re okay, sir.” she replied, lying a bit but not wanting him to worry about her. He had enough on his plate at the moment. She’d been thinking almost non-stop about just what they might be getting into, and her incredible intellect had recalled billions of tiny, apparently insignificant pieces of information she’d gleaned since coming on board. He wanted her on board. That was a fact. She was certain of it. Clearly, with everything he was going through at the moment, having to deal with a woman on board had only added to his burden — even if he struggled mightily to conceal it. Why with everything else he was dealing with had he asked for her? She now understood. The LMRS drones… he had read her record. He knew her history. There probably wasn’t another officer in the submarine service who’d worked closely with the drones, whereas she’d been a systems engineer on the drones and knew them well. She remembered her conversation with Penny Graves.
“Sean does nothing without a reason,” Penny had assured Kristen. Was this the reason she was here? Had he anticipated trouble with the LMRS drones? She couldn’t imagine how he could have anticipated this…
“I thought I said you aren’t supposed to lie to your captain,” he corrected her gently, apparently aware her burns were still quite sensitive.
His apparent ability to see right through her even while exhausted to the point he wasn’t able to keep his eyes open annoyed her. “You really should get some sleep, Captain,” she suggested, trying not to sound too much like Gibbs.
“I’m fine, I assure you,” he replied easily.
But Kristen held her ground, knowing he needed to rest. They were heading for trouble, and the last thing they needed was a punch drunk commanding officer. “Now who’s lying, sir?”
He said nothing else, and she turned and took a tentative step toward the door.
“What’s the story between you and Fitzgerald?” His voice was as calm and steady as ever.
She turned toward him, trying to muster up the ability to convince him there was nothing between her and Fitzgerald. But could she successfully withhold the truth? Could she look him in the eye and intentionally lie to him about something significant? She looked at him. He hadn’t moved a muscle, his eyes were still closed, and for a brief moment, she thought she might have imagined his voice talking to her.
“What happened, Lieutenant?” he asked again. He didn’t open his eyes, nor did his body make so much as a twitch.
She screwed up her courage, deciding he’d better things to worry about than something long in the past. “It’s nothing sir, really.” She then added, “Good night, Captain.”
Brodie’s eyes opened and settled on hers. Kristen felt what courage she’d gathered disappear instantly. His eyes were warm and comforting. It didn’t seem possible that these were the same harsh, critical eyes that had greeted her the first time she entered this cabin. Nor did it seem possible this was the same man whom everyone had warned her about. There couldn’t be an angry bone in his body.
“A captain worries about everything when it comes to his people, Lieutenant.” he reminded her. “You might keep it in mind when you have your own boat someday.” He said this last part as if her ever becoming a submarine captain wasn’t a question, but a certainty. Brodie stood tiredly and stretched, clearly pushing against a wall of exhaustion. He then stepped toward her. Kristen felt a sudden pang of nervousness sweep through her. A part of her recalled the motorcycle weeks earlier when she’d felt a brief connection between them. She was completely alone with him, and she was suddenly terrified what might happen.
Brodie raised a hand and gently reached for her left forearm where the worst burns were. It’d been the arm she’d used to reach out and pull the Halon activation lever as she passed through the flames in the galley. Kristen felt her skin tingle as she let him examine the burns, thankful his eyes were on her arm and not on her face. There was absolutely nothing suggestive about his touch, but her entire body was tingling with …
She wasn’t certain just what she was feeling.
“Doc told me he gave you some antibiotic cream?” he asked, not seeing any sign of it on her arm.
“I…uh,” she stumbled slightly with her words, feeling her face flush. “I…have it in my quarters, Captain.”
He nodded thoughtfully and released her forearm. “Does it still hurt much?”
“A bit,” she replied honestly, knowing if she tried to lie, he would know it.
He rubbed the bridge of his nose, his eyes bloodshot and swollen with exhaustion. Only here, in the privacy of his cabin, had she ever seen him show real signs of fatigue. “Doc also tells me you’re working too hard and need some rest.”
Kristen’s cleared her throat and forced aside the ridiculous notions currently occupying her thoughts. “I bet Doc Reed says the same thing about you too, sir.”
A wan smile crossed his lips as he ran his hand through his mop of hair. “Touché.”
“Try to get some rest, sir.” Once more she turned to leave, but before she could take a step, she heard his voice again. Just as soft as before, just as gentle. But now, there was a hint of command to it.
“Not until you tell me what’s the story between you and Fitzgerald.”
“Sir…” she started to argue that it wasn’t important, but she stopped as his right forefinger waved at her accusingly. He was clearly not going to let her leave until she’d revealed all. She’d never told a living soul about the incident back in Corpus Christi. She’d been too embarrassed. Too ashamed. No one would have believed her anyway. She’d been the “bitch” who was bucking the system and had requested mast to the Chief of Naval Operations. She’d called her Senator, her Congressman. She was a trouble maker. Everyone hated her. Threats had been left under the door to her barracks room almost on a daily basis.
“Sir… I…” she didn’t know how to say it.
“He attacked you, didn’t he?” Brodie asked simply. There was no hint of reproach, only a sense of understanding.
“He was my department head,” she answered, feeling almost as if her vocal chords were working without her conscious effort. It was as if someone else was speaking.
He said nothing as she searched for the words. Brodie sat back down, his head leaning back until it touched the bulkhead and instantly his eyes were closed. But his calloused fingers were tracing a circle on the table next to him, and she knew he was listening to every word.
“There was a party — an official function off base we had to attend,” she explained, remembering the night nearly eighteen months earlier. “I’ve never done well with alcohol and had no intention of having any at the function, but Commander Fitzgerald insisted I have one drink and I…”
“What was the drink?” Brodie interrupted, his voice somehow calming her fractured nerves. At that moment, she could have told him anything. Brodie had affected her, and she couldn’t explain — even to herself — what she was feeling around him. But she knew she felt comfortable and safe with him, something she couldn’t recall feeling with anyone else since she was a small child. She thought about Fitzgerald and the evening back at Corpus. She’d never told a soul, not even Patricia, her best friend in the world. She’d never felt comfortable enough with anyone to reveal what had happened. Yet, in his cabin and alone with him, she felt her inhibitions, her embarrassment, and fear fade.
This man would not laugh.
He would not tease.
He would not judge her unfairly.
Kristen knew it.
“He said it was ice tea,” she replied, feeling like an idiot for not having known better.
“Ice tea?”
“A Long Island Ice Tea as I soon learned.”
“That’ll certainly get it done,” Brodie agreed, referring to the strong mixed drink.
“It certainly did on me. I started to feel bad, and he offered to take me back to base.” Kristen paused, remembering the event like it had just happened. “I might have been drunk, or just stupid. I’m not sure which, but it seemed okay. I mean, he was married. He was my boss. I thought nothing of it.
“Anyway, I was seated in the front seat of his car, my eyes closed and trying not to throw up when I realized he’d parked the car. He then tells me he can help me get what I want,” she explained. “He said he could help me get into a submarine, and when I didn’t fall for that one, he told me that if I didn’t do what he wanted, he would see to it my next fitness report was bad enough so I would never even see Lieutenant Junior Grade, let alone reach a submarine.” Kristen was no longer really aware she was talking as she remembered the night she’d tried so hard to forget. “Well, I must have been sober enough to tell him no, and that’s when it got rough.”
She hesitated. The images in her mind were so vivid, so clear. Her incredible memory allowed her to remember every detail with perfect clarity. The brutality of his hands on her leg. His foul breath in her face, the sandpaper like scraping of his five o’clock shadow against her neck as they’d struggled. Whenever she’d recalled them in the past, she’d felt the same visceral fear she’d experienced the night it happened. But now, alone with Brodie, she felt safe and the terror didn’t return.
“I guess I screamed loud enough, or got in enough good shots that he decided I wasn’t worth it, and he kicked me out of the car.” She exhaled deeply, feeling somewhat relieved at having finally told someone. “I wanted to report him,” she continued. “But…” she let the story fade. No one could possibly understand how hard it had been for her.
“You didn’t think anyone would believe you,” Brodie replied as if having known the story. “You were in the middle of fighting the entire Navy. Everyone around you was treating you like a leper. You had nowhere to turn.”
His analysis summed it up better than she could have.
“Something like that.”
“And your fitness report?”
Fitzgerald had written her such a blistering fitness report, she’d been stunned when she was still promoted to Lieutenant Junior Grade. Although, the odds of her ever being promoted again were astronomically bad. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m here,” she told him, feeling a smoldering sense of pride deep within her; a sense of pride Fitzgerald could never take away. “I got what I wanted despite him.”
“Thank you for confiding in me, Lieutenant.” His eyes opened and he once again was looking at her.
“Sorry to burden you, sir,” she replied, having felt an almost healing release of pent up tension by confiding in him.
“Not at all, Lieutenant,” he assured her. “Although I want you to look me in the eye for a moment and promise me something.” He again stood up and faced her.
Kristen hesitated, almost afraid to look him in the eye. She feared what she was feeling at that moment, knowing he would be able to see it in her eyes. But her eyes move directly to his as if by their own volition. “Yes?” She felt as if his eyes were pulling her in, and she was totally helpless to stop it. But she didn’t have the strength to look away. His eyes were almost hypnotic, and she couldn’t resist.
“If this…” he paused, searching for the right word to describe Fitzgerald, “… if this piece of shit so much as looks at you the wrong way, or says anything to you … anything making you uncomfortable…” his voice had gained a different tone than she’d ever heard before. It was more measured than usual, and she realized he was forcing calmness into his words.
Kristen nodded, assuming she understood. “I’ll report it to you.”
“Report it, yes,” he agreed. “Because I’m going to want his hide on my bulkhead. But first, make certain you give him a good swift knee in the nuts,” he told her bluntly. “Am I making myself clear?”
Kristen had been a little uncomfortable telling him the story. But now, as he said the last, the anxiety was gone, and she almost found herself laughing at his suggestion. Except it wasn’t a suggestion, it was an order.
“Crystal clear, Captain.” She couldn’t resist a smile, feeling more refreshed now than when she’d stepped from the shower.
He returned to his spot in the corner, sat down, and leaned his head back. His eyes closed almost at once. Kristen responded to this by taking another step toward the door.
“Lieutenant.”
“Sir?” She turned and faced him again, and he was looking at her.
“I want you to know how sorry I am you had to go through all of the hell the last three years simply to serve your country.” His words were filled with sincerity, although his eyes were still filled with exhaustion, “But we’re all so very glad you did.” His eyes became the essence of sincerity, “So very glad.”
“Thank you, sir,” she replied, her spirits lifted even higher. Praise from Sean Brodie was never given lightly. “Me too,” she admitted, feeling better at the moment than she could remember. “I wouldn’t trade being here for the world.”
His eyes closed once more, and he suddenly appeared content, the edge she’d seen earlier was gone. “I know exactly what you mean,” he told her with a blissful smile. Here, on a submarine heading into unknown probable dangers was where he was most content.
“Get some rest, sir.”
“Yes, ma’am.”

Chapter Thirty Seven

Wardroom, USS Seawolf
Kristen stood as Brodie entered, waving everyone back down before they finished coming to attention. Gibbs — as usual — was there and anxious to attend to Brodie’s every whim. Kristen had gotten a good eight hours of sleep, and by the looks of the captain, he’d taken her advice and slept as well.
“Good morning, lady and gentlemen,” he greeted them as Gibbs hovered close at hand.
Kristen smiled slightly at his “lady” reference. Across from her, a SEAL lieutenant named Brian Cheng was seated in Martin’s usual seat. Cheng was a Chinese American, and she’d been conversing with him in Mandarin prior to Brodie’s arrival. She’d gotten pretty good at the language while at Annapolis, but since graduation, she’d had very few opportunities to practice. Like all the SEALs, Cheng ignored the uniform regulations, and his mustache was thick and bushy as was his hair.
Fitzgerald was seated near the head of the table next to Graves, but thus far no one had yet spoken to him. Instead, Fitzgerald had simply been listening to the conversations around him, a party to none of them. Then, as if on a prearranged signal that Brodie was ready to get to work, he and Gibbs had a brief — rather humorous — exchange regarding the captain’s poor eating habits.
“You’re gonna get sick and end up on bed rest if you don’t eat more,” Gibbs whispered forcefully.
“Give it a rest, Mister Gibbs,” Brodie chided him. “And the coffee tastes like motor oil again,” he added, apparently wounding Gibbs who almost swooned.
The distraught steward swallowed an angry retort. If anyone could put Brodie in his place, Kristen was willing to bet it was the steward, but instead of a nasty quip, he said, “Will that be all, Captain?”
“It will, Mister Gibbs” Brodie responded as he struggled not to smile.
“I don’t know why I even bother,” Gibbs mumbled as he withdrew. He paused by Kristen long enough to check her tea service to make certain she still had a full pot, then continued on to the galley.
Kristen hid an amused smile behind her teacup as several of her peers chuckled.
They were currently heading through the Tsushima Straits into the Sea of Japan, and tension on board was running high. Yet Brodie clearly wanted to keep it light and Kristen understood why. He needed his officers relaxed and loose, so they might impart the same confidence to the crew. As usual, Brodie engaged everyone in conversation, although he blatantly skipped Fitzgerald, acting as if the Lieutenant Commander wasn’t even present.
“Good morning, Lieutenant,” he greeted her as he sampled his food.
“Good morning, Captain,” she replied, resisting the urge to mention he was looking much better.
“How’re your burns today?” he asked, glancing toward her arms. Several of the other officers turned toward her, curious as well.
Kristen saw Fitzgerald look her way, but she ignored him. She was still a bit self-conscious of the burns. The skin on her face had peeled nearly completely off, and her face, along with the rest of the areas that had received first degree burns, was feeling much better. The second degree burns on her left arm were still quite painful but not nearly as bad as they’d been a few days earlier.
“They’re coming along nicely, Captain. Thank you for asking.”
“How did you get burned, Lieutenant?” Fitzgerald asked, trying to insert himself into the intimate, family-like environment in the wardroom.
Kristen didn’t respond. But she did notice the smiles around the table fade. Even Lieutenant Cheng was no longer smiling. Fitzgerald looked around the table. But there were no friendly faces to greet him.
Kristen, sensing the change in everyone’s mood, decided to answer Fitzgerald, even though she still loathed the very sight of him. “It was an accident, sir,” she responded politely, looking down at her food. There was a long and very uncomfortable pause. Kristen looked up and noticed Terry. His expression was callous, and he glared at Fitzgerald as if he might take a swing at him at any moment. Kristen briefly wondered if Brodie had revealed to her fellow officers what she’d confided to him.
She dismissed the thought a moment later. He would never break a trust. She was certain of it. Then she recalled the incident in the torpedo room. Chief Miller and Martin had been there. They’d seen her reaction to Fitzgerald when he’d taken her by surprise. She’d nearly struck him. They’d seen her cold fury, and she assumed they’d said something to the others.
“I’m sorry, did I say something wrong?” Fitzgerald asked innocently. He looked around, searching for a friendly face. Finding none, he finally looked at Brodie. “Sir?”
Brodie set his coffee cup down, and Kristen saw a calm, almost congenial expression appear on his face. But this was the quiet before the storm. She remembered the story Penny Graves had told her about his temper and was thankful the wardroom was filled with men to restrain him if things got out of hand.
“No, you didn’t say anything wrong,” Brodie replied with an even tone. “And as for Lieutenant Whitaker’s injuries, she received them after a grease fire broke out in the galley. The seaman on duty panicked and threw water on the fire.” His voice stayed calm and steady, with hardly any change in the tone at all. It was as if he were relating some random, insignificant historical event. But every officer who knew him could hear something else in his voice. Kristen heard it, and she almost felt sorry for Fitzgerald.
“The flames had spread to the bulkheads and were climbing up to the overhead pipes and wiring when the Lieutenant entered the galley,” he explained. Then his eyes narrowed slightly and his tone changed. He began enunciating his words more carefully. “Then, with complete disregard for her own safety,” Brodie explained stressing the point, “she leapt through the flames and activated the Halon fire suppression system, preventing anything more than superficial damage.”
Fitzgerald was sitting stiff backed in his chair and watching Brodie barely three feet away. Brodie was staring at him, his eyes almost daring Fitzgerald to look away.
“That is to say,” Brodie continued, “no serious damage to anything other than the first and second degree burns she suffered on every inch of exposed skin. Not to mention nearly suffocating in a cloud of Halon.”
Fitzgerald stared dumbly at Brodie while everyone else continued to glare at their guest. Kristen kept her eyes on her food. Gibbs entered and silently stepped over beside her. She glanced up at him and he patted her shoulder affectionately. But then, as the mess steward looked up at Fitzgerald, his face grew dark.
Lieutenant Cheng, who was hearing the story of the fire for the first time, looked at Kristen with an admiring eye. “What is it they say about keeping your head in an emergency when all of those about you are losing theirs?” Cheng offered her in respect.
“Indeed,” Brodie replied, his eyes still on Fitzgerald. Then Brodie’s tone changed ever so slightly and became accusatorial. “Not quite what one would call, lacking in personal courage, wouldn’t you agree, Commander Graves?”
“I couldn’t agree more, Captain,” Graves responded, and stared at Fitzgerald with a hard glare of his own.
“Or,” Brodie continued, his tone now becoming whip like as he used the exact phrases Kristen recalled Fitzgerald had used to describe her when he gave her a sub-standard fitness report. “Does such action sound like someone who is selfish and unable to handle pressure situations, Commander?” Brodie asked Graves again, still watching Fitzgerald whose face had turned ashen.
“No, it does not, Captain,” Graves replied with an edge in his own voice as he continued to stare at Fitzgerald.
Kristen realized Brodie had, since their last meeting, pulled her fitness reports from her official record and read them. He was now using Fitzgerald’s own words against him. The fact that he was raking Fitzgerald over the coals was both uncomfortable to witness, and, on a far more personal level, caused her to feel a comforting sense of warmth within her. He was defending her, something she had never expected.
Fitzgerald looked toward Kristen, and she saw the same animal stare in his eyes she’d seen the night he’d tried to rape her.
“What do you say, Mister Fitzgerald?” Brodie asked him, getting Fitzgerald’s undivided attention again. “Does running into a galley filled with flames to save your shipmates and your ship sound like the actions of someone with low moral standards?”
Fitzgerald swallowed hard, and placed his hands on the table as if preparing to leave. “No, sir.”
Kristen had heard many tongue lashings in her career, but she’d never seen one like this. Brodie had never raised his voice. But Fitzgerald now looked ready to bolt for the door given half a chance.
“No,” Brodie concluded and set his linen napkin down on the table. “No, it does not,” he concluded slowly, and she thought she saw a flash of anger in his eyes. The she saw the veins in his neck bulging. His hands were flat on the table, but she could see the rage barely concealed beneath the skin. She recalled Penny’s warning.
Following another lengthy pause, Fitzgerald pushed himself away from the table and stood up slowly. “If you will excuse me, Captain. I think I may be coming down with whatever affected my men on the Frank Cable. I would like to return to my quarters.” Fitzgerald was an arrogant man, but he looked suddenly very humble as he slunk out of the wardroom.
The silence lingered after he departed, and Kristen, not sure how to react to Brodie verbally slapping Fitzgerald down, sat motionless.
“Damn, Skipper,” Terry offered, breaking the silence with a typical comment. “I sure as hell hope you don’t ever get pissed off at me.”
His comment helped thaw the ice that had formed over the pleasant conversation they’d been enjoying. Gibbs cleared away the dishes, and Brodie relaxed somewhat.
“All right, back to business,” Brodie said, setting the tone for the rest of the conversation.
“Sir?” Terry asked.
“Whatcha got, Terry?”
“Well, sir, I know this might sound like a stupid question….”
“There is no such thing as a stupid question. Although I must admit I’ve heard some fairly stupid answers in my time,” Brodie reminded him. Kristen was relieved to see the casual tone had returned to his voice. He was again at ease.
Terry nodded in agreement and then explained, “I can’t figure out just what North Korea hopes to gain by threatening war,” he admitted. “I mean they have to know we could blow them into atoms in thirty seconds. If they go across the DMZ, it means fighting thirty thousand American soldiers stationed there, and that means war!”
Kristen had learned Brodie seldom answered such questions directly. He preferred to let the other officers around the table ponder such questions and develop probable answers.
“Jason, what do you think?”
Graves replied with a hint of matter-of-fact discomfort about the subject. “We’re already at war with the DPRK,” he pointed out.
“What do you mean, sir?” Terry asked.
Ryan Walcott, the tactical systems and navigations officer, explained, “When the Korean War came to an end there was no formal peace treaty signed, just a cease fire. So technically, the war never ended.” He then added, “And when you speak of the DPRK you can’t think of it as a country in the sense that the people there have any real knowledge of what is happening around them. The government runs all media and controls everything the people see or hear. The “Leader” is lionized as perfect and infallible, almost a demigod on earth. The people are taught every day that the rest of the world is decadent and corrupt, whereas they live in a worker’s paradise.”
Brodie nodded approvingly at his navigation officer. “You should have been a political science major, Ryan.”
“I hadn’t thought about it, sir. But given the current situation and where we are at the moment, maybe I should have,” Ryan agreed with an amused smile. “I might see about taking a few courses in global affairs when we get back home.”
“Let’s hope we all get the chance,” Andrew Stahl, the weapons officer offered. “If the North Koreans go south, I don’t see how we stop it from going nuclear.”
“What makes you say that, Weps?” Martin muttered nervously.
Stahl explained, “Because we have maybe thirty thousand troops in South Korea, and the ROK Army has perhaps half a million in uniform, whereas the DPRK has twice that number on active duty, and God only knows how many more in reserve. Not to mention they’ve already tested two nuclear devices, and intelligence suggests they have enough material for several more.”
“I don’t see why we don’t just bomb the piss out of ‘em?” Terry asked, “I mean even without nuclear weapons, a combination of Tomahawk cruise missiles and stealth aircraft strikes oughta be able to take out their command and control centers and air defense grid. Once that’s down, we can let the B-52s loose to carpet bomb their ass.”
Kristen stayed quiet, listening politely as she sipped her tea. Gibbs collected her empty plate, pausing to make certain she needed nothing and mothering her a bit in his sweet but slightly annoying way. The camaraderie she experienced in the wardroom while surrounded by her fellow officers was one of the reasons she’d gone to Annapolis when she could have gone to any number of schools on a swimming scholarship. Several big name schools had offered her a full ride as well as a stipend to attend, but she’d chosen Annapolis for many reasons. Not the least being the sense of family and belonging to something larger than herself. She’d never quite found the sense of family she’d been looking for at Annapolis, and had certainly not found it afterwards. But now, on the Seawolf, she was beginning to think of her fellow officers almost as big brothers.
Brodie glanced down at her. “What do you think, Lieutenant?”
She set her teacup down. She’d never been comfortable being placed on the spot, but she had no enemies in this room any longer and was far more comfortable allowing herself to express what she really thought. “I think with eight million civilians living in Seoul, and with a reported ten thousand DPRK artillery pieces in range of the city, the South Korean government would be willing to do almost anything to prevent war. Not to mention, I don’t believe China would be too happy to see a destabilized North Korea on their border and the resulting humanitarian crisis following any collapse of the DPRK’s government.”
Several of the men around the table nodded thoughtfully after her brief words.
“Hell, they can’t feed themselves as it is,” Weps responded. “They use the threat of war to bully the world into giving them food and raw materials because they’re too fucked up to take care of themselves,” he said bluntly. Then, catching Brodie’s raised eyebrow at his outburst of profanity, quickly apologized, “Sorry, sir.”
Brodie contributed nothing to the conversation. Instead, he listened to his officers, his eyes studying all of them as they conversed. Lieutenant Cheng had stayed quiet until Brodie asked him, “What do you think, Lieutenant?”
“The Korean People’s Army — the KPA — as Lieutenant Whitaker said, has a lot of hardware and numbers on their side. But their training is third world at best. Their soldiers seldom train with live ammunition, and if they come across the border they’ll be fighting in some of the most difficult terrain imaginable. Not to mention, a lot of urban combat which always favors the defenders,” he pointed out thoughtfully. “Of course, they have been infiltrating agents into the South for decades via tunnels under the DMZ, plus by submarine as you probably already know. These agents could cause some trouble for our army, as well as the Republic of Korea’s forces trying to hold off the KPA if it attacked.”
Terry was clearly not happy about it, nor was Martin who asked, “I don’t understand why the Chinese don’t pressure the North hard and make them stop this nonsense. The Chinese can’t possibly want war in their backyard.” Martin looked around the table, wanting someone to agree with him.
“For the same reason Kristen said,” Graves replied. “The only way to stop the North is by war or tough economic sanctions which would destabilize the DPRK regime and result in the massive humanitarian crisis China is hoping to avoid. China may not like the DPRK, but they like the devil they know a whole lot more than the devil they don’t.”
“Plus the Chinese have no desire to see a united, pro-American Korean Peninsula on their border either,” Cheng added, giving his unique perspective as a Chinese American.
“But, sir?” Terry asked Brodie. “Can’t the United Nations do something?”
“Only if the Security Council approves it, and China — a permanent Council member — won’t play ball and the Russians — another permanent member — are making too much money exporting military hardware to North Korea to care about a possible war ten thousand miles away from Moscow,” Brodie replied, offering his one comment on the entire affair thus far.
“Then how are we supposed to prevent a war, Captain?” Martin asked nervously.
“We can’t,” he replied. “But we can provide the President and our allies with the information they need to make their decisions based on facts and not conjecture. And, if need be, let the North Koreans know they cannot act recklessly and continue to ignore the international community without some consequences.”
Brodie then looked back at Kristen.
“Which leads us to you, Lieutenant.”
“Sir?” Kristen sat up a little straighter.
“How is the LMRS?”
“Ensign Martin, Senior Chief Miller, and I have run every test in the book. The two drones appear in good shape. Although, I would still like to conduct a test run to make certain before we try them for real. I would hate to endanger the boat or,” she motioned toward Lieutenant Cheng, “any of the SEALs until I am certain everything is operating properly.”
“I’m all for that,” Cheng nodded thankfully.
Kristen then said, “Also, sir, we’ll need the coordinates of the suspected mined waterway to program the search pattern into the drones. I would like to have the coordinates as soon as possible so I can have Ensign Martin input the search parameters.”
Brodie paused thoughtfully for a few moments then asked, doing his best to be polite, “Do you think Mister Fitzgerald can be of any assistance?”
Kristen liked to think she could put her bitterness toward Fitzgerald aside for the sake of the mission. But having worked for him, she knew he’d never shown an interest in learning the LMRS system and how to use the drones. He’d never bothered to come down to the warehouses where Kristen and the other personnel working on the drones were. Instead, he’d spent his time clubbing and, supposedly, having an affair with his secretary.
“No sir, I don’t believe so. At least not at the moment.”
“Are you sure, Lieutenant?” Graves asked her. “He sounds pretty knowledgeable on the system, not to mention mine warfare.”
“Yes, sir, I’m sure he does,” she agreed, her voice steady as she tried not to let her loathing for Fitzgerald show.
Brodie thought it over for a few moments and then, decisive as usual, answered her question about the coordinates for the minefield. “You can pick up the coordinates in my cabin at your convenience, Lieutenant,” he assured her.
“And a test run, sir?” she asked.
“I’ll have to think about it,” he admitted. “NSC reports Chinese and Russian subs in the area, so we need to tread quietly.”
“Aye, sir.”
* * *
Kristen went directly to Brodie’s cabin following the morning meal and received the coordinates. They were locked in the Captain’s office safe in a folder marked for his eyes only. He flipped through the folder and then handed Kristen a message printed on flash paper so as to be easily destroyed.
“Musudan-ri,” he told her simply. “You can get all of the charts you might need from the control room.”
Kristen took the paper and memorized the information in a few seconds. She then handed the paper to Martin as Brodie gave her an appreciative glance.
“Can I hold onto this for a little while, sir?” Martin asked, not able to memorize information like she could with just a glance. “I’m afraid I’m not quite as gifted as Kristen,” he said with a bit of embarrassment.
Brodie nodded in understanding as he returned the file to his safe and locked it. “That’s quite all right, Ensign,” he assured Martin. “None of us are.”
* * *
Kristen vacated the cabin and after giving a few instructions to Martin, went forward to her own cabin. After reapplying some more ointment to her burns, she stepped from the DPER and turned to head down to the torpedo room to begin programming the drones. But, as she turned from her cabin, a shadow crossed over her. She was startled as Fitzgerald stepped out from where he’d been waiting for her. Kristen took a tentative step away, but her back struck an electrical panel mounted on the bulkhead behind her.
“Lieutenant,” he said simply.
“Yes, sir?” she asked, not afraid of him but uncomfortable being alone with him. He would do nothing to her here, she was certain of it. Not here on the Seawolf! One shout from her would have men running to her aid.
He held up his hands innocently. “Listen, I just wanna ask you a couple of questions. That’s all.”
He stepped closer, and she felt herself pressing back up against the electrical panel harder, trying to become one with the paint. “I’m sorry, sir,” she replied. “But your questions will have to wait. I have to report for duty.”
Fitzgerald’s eyes narrowed, and she saw the same beastly look in his eyes she’d first seen back in Corpus Christi. In a flash, his hand snaked out and grabbed her left forearm. She felt instant pain as he intentionally dug a thumbnail directly into one of her burns.
She grimaced, but didn’t cry out.
“Not so fast, you little bitch,” he snarled. His normally pleasant appearance had disappeared, and now he looked like the monster he truly was.
Kristen felt the pain shoot up through her arm as his nails dug into her wounds, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of showing any pain. “Let go of me,” she said in a bare whisper.
“Not until you tell me what the fuck is going on around here,” he insisted as he squeezed her arm harder.
She winced, but couldn’t free her arm from his grip.
“What did you tell that Brodie asshole anyway?”
“Let go of my arm, or else,” Kristen warned him. She felt fear, but she was also angry. This bastard had no business on the Seawolf, let alone in the Navy.
“Or else, what?” he asked mockingly. “What’re you gonna do about it, bitch? Go cry to your captain?” he asked as if the thought was ridiculous. “Like anyone would listen to you.” He then asked, “Or are you screwing Brodie now?”
Kristen brought her knee up as hard as she could and drove it right into his groin. He grimaced in pain as he fell back, striking the opposite bulkhead and collapsing. “Oh, Jesus,” he gasped as he slumped to the deck holding his groin.
Kristen turned away from him and then saw, standing in the passageway ten paces away, Seaman Randle, the man who’d accidentally decked her with an errant elbow while fighting on the mess decks back in Bremerton. Behind Randle, and holding a hatch dogging wrench, was Gameroz. They both had odd, slightly dangerous looks in their eyes. Kristen hadn’t seen much of Randle since he struck her, and on the occasion she’d pass him in a passageway, he’d been polite but never friendly. But now, as he stepped forward, he spoke to her softly, his voice barely above a whisper, “Is everything okay, Miss Whitaker?”
It represented the most words he’d ever said to her. He took a few steps closer and looked at Fitzgerald. It wasn’t hard to figure out what had happened.
“Maybe you should let me and some of the boys take care of this for you,” he offered and then stepped closer. He looked down at Fitzgerald as the prostrate officer began to get to his feet.
“Help me up,” Fitzgerald whined. “That’s assault! You saw it.”
Gameroz stepped between Kristen and the prostrate Fitzgerald and said in his thick East L.A. slang, “I din’ see nothing, did you, homie?”
“Nope,” Randle responded in his mid-western drawl.
Kristen ignored Fitzgerald and instead spoke to Randle and Gameroz. “Thank you, gentlemen,” she said, directing the two sailors to turn around and walk with her out of the passageway. “Let’s just forget it ever happened,” Kristen insisted, knowing with North Korea over the horizon, they couldn’t afford to burden the captain with anything like this.
“Are you sure, Miss,” Randle offered. “I mean, accidents happen all the time around here.”
“Yeah,” Gameroz said as he tapped the heavy dogging wrench against his open hand, making it clear what he had in mind for Fitzgerald.
Kristen knew what they were getting at but shook her head. “No, that won’t be necessary. Thank you for the offer though,” she told them flatly and directed them out of the passageway. “We’ll have none of that. Let’s just get back to work, all right?” she insisted as Fitzgerald vomited on the deck.

Chapter Thirty Eight

Control Room, USS Seawolf
“It’s getting a little tight in here,” the XO whispered softly to Brodie as Kristen approached the two navigation plotting tables positioned behind the periscope pedestal.
Brodie, the XO, Lieutenant Cheng, and Ryan Walcott were hovered over a table, studying a map of the Korean Peninsula. Kristen noticed Fitzgerald standing in a corner. She hadn’t seen him since the previous day when he’d confronted her in the passageway outside her cabin. He shot her an arrogant glare which she considered responding to by giving him the finger, but let restraint stop her.
“The XO's right, Skipper,” Walcott replied. “We’ve less than four hundred feet of water under the keel as we speak, and we’re shallowing fast.”
The Seawolf was not designed with the shallow waters of the coastal regions of the world in mind. She was a creature of the deep. But having seen where the suspected DPRK minefield was located and knowing the limited range of the drones, Kristen knew they were going to have to get much closer.
Brodie looked up at her and stood erect, tossing a chart pencil back onto the table. “Whatcha got, Lieutenant?”
“The drones are ready, sir,” she replied and returned the flash paper containing the minefield coordinates to him. It had taken a little longer to program the drones than expected because one of them had developed a software glitch, but with Martin’s help she’d managed to fix the problem.
Brodie slipped the paper in his pocket and turned back to the chart.
“What’s the range of those drones?” Graves asked as he studied the chart.
“Each can operate for about forty hours covering over one hundred twenty square nautical miles before exhausting its battery supply,” she explained. “So, the closer we get to the search grid, the better chance we have of being able to cover the entire area with a single deployment, reducing our overall exposure time dramatically.”
The Seawolf was already approaching the coast, and as Kristen joined the others at the map table, she saw they were now in North Korean territorial waters.
“Show it to us, Lieutenant,” Brodie ordered.
Kristen picked up a map pencil and pointed toward a small coastal city. “This is Musudan-ri, North Korea,” she explained. “It’s their primary missile testing facility and is complete with test stands for engines, control centers, barracks for security personnel, dormitories for engineers, and — of course — launch pads. Because of the sensitive nature of the facility, the waters off the coast have been mined.” She dragged her pencil to the shoreline south of Musudan-ri and traced out the general shape of the suspected minefield. “The search pattern is an area directly south of Musudan-ri along the coast. It covers an area of about two hundred thirty square nautical miles in the general shape of a rectangle.
“As I said earlier, the closer we can get the drones before launching them, the better chance we have of getting complete coverage of the entire search area on the first run. Otherwise, we’ll need to send them out on a second run after several hours of downtime for maintenance, recharging batteries, and reprogramming after the first search is complete.”
“While at the same time hovering just a few miles off the coast of North Korea in relatively shallow waters,” Graves added anxiously.
“So, the closer the better,” Brodie concluded.
“Just how close, Kristen?” Ryan asked. As the ship’s navigation officer, it was his job to plot a course to get them to the release point safely. Kristen tapped the map and put a mark on it with her pencil.
“Right about there,” she informed him, knowing it would be tight in the shallow waters near the coast.
Ryan leaned closer and shook his head. “I don’t know, Skipper. It’s awful shallow in there. We won’t have any room to maneuver if we need to.” He looked up at Brodie nervously. “I mean that’s twenty miles from shore if it’s a mile,” he pointed out.
“Just a little over sixteen miles, sir,” she corrected easily. “And, according to the charts, we’ll have about two hundred feet of water to play in.”
“Play in?” Graves commented dryly. “Hell, that’s not even a kiddie pool for us.”
“I’m afraid we don’t have much choice,” she explained. “The drones aren’t designed for deep sea work, and the currents grow progressively stronger the further out we are, decreasing the operational effective range of the drones exponentially. So, the further out we launch them, the more of their limited battery supply they’ll use up just getting to the target area.”
Brodie glanced at Lieutenant Cheng.
“Is sixteen miles close enough for your SDV?” he asked referring to the small SEAL Delivery Vehicle designed to carry six SEALs from a submarine to shore undetected. One of these vehicles was currently riding piggyback on the aft deck of the Seawolf in the Dry Deck Shelter.
“It should be close enough,” he replied. Cheng then looked at Kristen, his expression all business. “Just as long as you can identify all the mines. We won’t be able to see jack shit once we launch. We’ll have to depend totally on what information you can provide from the drones to prevent us bumping into something that goes boom.”
His concern was not lost on Kristen. She had no idea what on earth they might be going ashore into North Korea for, but was fairly certain she was happier not knowing. Doing something as insane as penetrating a minefield in a mini submarine, then sneaking onto a hostile shore made her sick to her stomach just thinking about it. “The drones are pretty good,” she assured him. “They should be able to find a lane in the minefield if one exists.”
“What about surface reconnaissance, Skipper?” the XO asked, a bit nervous about coming in so close. “The North Koreans don’t mind us snooping around too much, but this is sort of their back porch, and I imagine they’re going to have patrol craft out and about.”
The speaker near them came to life. “Con, radio,” Kristen recognized the voice of Charles Horner, the communications officer.
Brodie pulled a microphone down from the overhead. “Go ahead, Charlie.”
“Sir, we have received a message for your eyes only on the VLF net.”
Brodie’s face betrayed nothing as to what he might be thinking. “I’ll be right there.”
He replaced the microphone and then tapped the map as he spoke to the XO and Ryan, “Plot us a nice quiet course right into where Lieutenant Whitaker wants to launch the drones. I’ll be back after decoding this message.”
Kristen knew Ryan was nervous about being in such shallow water, but as he sighed, shaking his head in worry, he began plotting a course. Kristen meanwhile waited for the captain to return. Fitzgerald had moved forward and was now waiting outside the radio room which was off limits to everyone not directly involved in the workings of the radio shack. Kristen ignored him, but she could feel Fitzgerald glaring at her.
The hatch to the radio room opened, and Kristen turned to see Brodie appear, followed by Horner. Brodie looked composed and relaxed, as if he’d just finished the Sunday paper. But Horner looked edgy, which was not that unusual considering the news he’d been reading recently. Brodie ignored Fitzgerald who tried to get his attention, and instead, the captain handed the message to Graves, then studied the course Ryan had plotted for them. Brodie gave no hint what the message said, but Kristen only had to glance at the XO or Horner to see that it wasn’t good news.
“Captain, might I have a moment of your time?” Fitzgerald interrupted and cast a glance at Kristen.
“No,” Brodie said simply and without explanation.
Graves handed the message back to Brodie who returned it to Horner. Brodie then reached up and pulled down the microphone for the ships 1MC.
“All hands, this is the captain,” he announced. “We’re currently sailing northward through the Sea of Japan toward the North Korean coastline. Unfortunately, as some of you may already know, the tensions on the Korean Peninsula have been rising steadily over the last couple of months. It had been hoped diplomacy might defuse the rising tensions, but increasingly provocative action by North Korea in the past few weeks has forced the National Command Authority to lower the defensive condition in the theater to DEFCON-Three.”
Brodie paused briefly and Kristen thought she saw a flicker of concern cross his face.
“Eight hours ago, a North Korean surface-to-air missile battery engaged and shot down a South Korean Airbus in route from Seoul to Tokyo. The plane was flying outside North Korean airspace when it was hit, and it is believed all two hundred thirty passengers and crew onboard were killed. We don’t know if this was an accident or another act by an unstable regime desperate for the world to give in to their demands. However, by order of the National Command Authority, we are now at DEFCON-Two. Although our rules of engagement have not changed enough to allow us open season on North Koreans just yet, this message is considered a war warning, and we are instructed to take all precautions to ensure our security. We’re authorized to fire on any North Korean vessel in international waters acting aggressively toward us or another allied vessel in our sphere of influence.” Brodie paused for effect and allowed the crew to digest what it all meant.
They were on the precipice of war.
“With this in mind, we’re cancelling all drills until further notice. This means if you hear an alarm there’ll be no reason to speculate whether or not it’s the real thing. In addition, we’ll be going to ultra-quiet mode shortly for an extended period. I would like all department heads and off duty officers to assemble in the wardroom immediately.”
Brodie paused a final time. Kristen could see he took a moment as he considered his final words. “I know this is difficult for many of you. But it was for this purpose, this moment in fact, that the Seawolf was designed. You’re on the most powerful warship ever built, and if we treat her right, she’ll bring us all home to our families and loved ones. That is all.” Brodie secured the microphone and then turned back to the navigation chart as Ryan put the finishing touches on it. There was nothing about their captain’s bearing to make her feel he wasn’t supremely confident, and his confidence helped dispel some of her apprehension. She wondered how much of his cool exterior was an act simply for her sake and that of his crew.
“Captain, I really must speak to you about an important matter,” Fitzgerald repeated as he shot another harsh look at Kristen.
Brodie leaned over the chart, studying their course meticulously. “Has it anything to do with the LMRS?” he asked without looking up.
“No, sir. But—”
“Is it about something possibly endangering this boat or her people?” Brodie cut him off.
“Well, no. But…”
Brodie shot an annoyed glare at him. “Then considering that at any moment we might be firing our weapons in anger or running from a North Korean torpedo, I think it can wait, don’t you?”
Apparently Fitzgerald didn’t think so and continued, “Sir, it has to do with one of your officers. I need to speak to you in private.”
Brodie shook his head in exasperation. “Mister Fitzgerald do you know what ultra-quiet means on a submarine?”
“No, not really, sir. I can’t say I do,” he admitted, “But—“
“It means, besides cutting off power to all but our most vital systems and doing everything we can to prevent any noise being created that is not absolutely necessary to running this boat, everyone not currently on watch is required to be in his bunk doing nothing that might make a sound.”
Brodie set the compass down and nodded his approval to Ryan regarding the planned course. He then looked back at Fitzgerald with a fiery stare. “Now, unless you have somehow become a watch stander on board this boat without my knowledge, then go to your cabin, get a good book, get in your bunk, and stay there. Is that clear?”
Fitzgerald glanced at the XO whose hands were resting on one of the many pipes running along the overhead. The tall, athletic African American was leaning forward and looking at the chart, but glanced up at Fitzgerald when the man didn’t immediately obey Brodie’s orders. “Do you need some help finding your bunk, Mister?” Graves asked with a menacing tone. “Because if you do, I can have the master-at-arms come up and give you a hand.”
Brodie didn’t appear to be listening any more, although Graves’ words could clearly be heard by everyone in the control room. Fitzgerald glanced at Kristen, and she saw malicious fury in his eyes. He was a vain and arrogant man, and he liked to be the center of attention. He was also incredibly vindictive, and she knew this would not be the end of it. He would look for a way to retaliate against her. But she couldn’t imagine him trying anything while on board.
“As you wish, Captain,” he answered with a hint of misplaced superiority. “However, at your earliest convenience, I would like a word.”
Brodie’s response was to ignore him. Instead, he looked around at his officers and Lieutenant Cheng.
“Gentlemen,” he said to the men and then glanced at her, “Lieutenant, would you please join me in the wardroom?”

Chapter Thirty Nine

Musudan-ri, People’s Republic of Korea
Doctor Dar-Hyun Choi walked slowly down the hard-packed road with the sea a few hundred yards off to his right, and the strategic rocket facility off to his left. His two guards were with him as usual, but he didn’t converse with them. He wistfully looked toward the sea. So many nights he’d walked this road hoping that it might be the last night. More nights than he could count, but he no longer expected it. Dreams of freedom, of spending at least a brief period of life breathing free air and not having to be careful of every word he spoke were just that, dreams. He would die here, in this godforsaken country.
He let his thoughts return to more important matters than dreams of liberation. The rail car containing the device had arrived earlier that day. The nuclear weapon was enormous and, from what Choi could determine, quite crude. But, in addition to the actual nuclear bomb, there had been a second, much smaller device that looked like it might be a nuclear weapon, but was simply a cheap rendition of what a real missile warhead should look like.
Choi didn’t understand just why the powers that ran the DPRK had insisted this mockup be brought to Musudan-ri, but he was beginning to fear their intentions. The dummy warhead had been moved to one of the engineering buildings in plain view of any satellite hovering high overhead, which considering the situation, was a guarantee. This meant the western powers now believed there was an operational nuclear warhead capable of fitting onto one of the rockets at Musudan-ri.
Choi could think of nothing that might provoke the western powers to launch a preemptive strike more. In fact, instead of liberation, what the doctor truly expected now was a sudden blinding flash as the first cruise missile hit, followed by welcome oblivion.
His only question left was how long would he have to wait.

Chapter Forty

Wardroom, USS Seawolf
“I would like to begin by apologizing to everyone for what may have appeared as a lack of trust,” Brodie began the operations briefing. “I know the merit of each one of you, but not only did the National Command Authority and the Joint Chiefs not want anyone informed of our mission until absolutely necessary, but I saw no reason to burden any of you with — what I hoped — would never actually occur.”
They were assembled in the wardroom. On the SMART Board, a map of the eastern coast of North Korea was displayed. Superimposed over the map was the Seawolf’s location, along with the position of every other vessel they were currently tracking in the region. Kristen could see several North Korean surface ships patrolling their coastal areas plus a pair of their submarines. In addition, there was a Russian Akula class submarine lurking off to the north and a Chinese submarine off to the south. Each of the foreign vessels had circles of various sizes around them representing the area the Seawolf sonar operators believed the contact was located in. Thus the circles were smaller depending on how accurate the position fix was on the enemy vessel.
“We have — potentially — several missions here. Some short of war, some in the event of war, and one in the event of nuclear war,” he informed them. “Our current mission is to sweep the Musudan-ri coastal area to locate a passage through the minefield. In addition, we’re to conduct electronic monitoring of all transmissions coming out of the DPRK in our patrol zone.”
Thus far it was a fairly typical assignment for an American SSN, but didn’t explain much more than what they already knew.
“Our secondary mission, to be executed on order by the NCA, is to insert Lieutenant Cheng’s SEALs to extract a North Korean national.” Brodie then nodded to Cheng, who stood as a grainy image appeared on the screen of a Korean man wearing a winter coat and hat outside an apartment building.
“This is Doctor Dar-Hyun Choi,” Cheng began. “This picture was taken by an agent in Russia ten years ago while the doctor was working at the Korolyov Rocket facility.”
The image advanced to another picture of the doctor, this time somewhere in the desert.
“This is Dar-Hyun again two years ago when he was consulting in Iran on their rocket program,” Cheng explained. “While in Iran, he made contact with a British intelligence operative and expressed a desire to defect to the West. Since then our own government has been able to confirm his desire, and it is believed the doctor is currently in Musudan-ri. Our mission, if ordered, is to go in and get him out.”
There were more than a few raised eyebrows around the wardroom table.
Kristen couldn’t resist asking, “Excuse me, Lieutenant. I don’t mean to question you or your men’s abilities. But intelligence reports estimate at least a regiment guarding the Musudan-ri facility. How will you and your men get him out? I mean the SDV can only carry six people, right?” It seemed the height of arrogance to think a six-man team could slip in and snatch the doctor undetected.
“No offense taken,” Cheng replied with a slight air of confidence. “But that’s my problem, not yours.”
Kristen hated cockiness, but the ruggedly good looking SEAL didn’t appear cocky, just certain of his team’s abilities. “Okay, sorry I asked,” she replied as the captain resumed the briefing.
“Because of the SDV’s limited range, it needs to be inserted close to shore. This mission was originally assigned to the Jimmy Carter, but following her accident, it was decided that the Seawolf’s superior stealthiness makes us the best platform to launch the SEALs from. Now, I don’t need to tell anyone that we’ll be operating in the territorial waters of North Korea, and if they catch us in it, there’ll be some reckoning. Unless war is declared, all we can do if discovered is go deep, hide, or run for daylight outside their territorial waters.”
“And if some DPRK destroyer follows us outside their territorial waters, sir?” Weps asked.
“Then we’ll teach them the error of their ways,” Brodie responded seriously. There was no hint of arrogance in his voice, just cool confidence in his people and his boat. “However, in the event of war, our mission will change in due course. In the opening hours of any conflict, we can expect to fire a swarm of TLAM-Cs at strategic targets throughout the DPRK as part of a larger strike package of cruise missiles and stealth aircraft attacks targeting their command and control facilities, as well as disrupting their integrated air defense system in preparation for follow on air strikes.” Nothing thus far was unusual for a fast-attack boat during the opening days of any land invasion.
“Once we’ve launched our conventional cruise missiles, we’ll conduct operations to interdict DPRK coastal traffic while providing an in-extremis rescue platform for downed airmen in the event any of our flyboys get shot down or experience engine failure and have to eject in our area of operation.”
Rescuing downed airmen was nothing new for American submarines, and launching cruise missiles at the opening of an air campaign was equally typical. Brodie went over the conventional target package, showing the various targets Weps would need to program into the conventional cruise missiles the Seawolf was carrying. After another ten minutes, he completed the briefing, having said nothing about the two nuclear-armed cruise missiles they were carrying.
There was a long, uncomfortable silence. Everyone knew Brodie had intentionally left this part of their mission a mystery.
“Excuse me, sir….” Martin asked as he raised a nervous hand.
“Yes, Mister Martin?” Brodie replied, seeming to have expected the young ensign to be the one to break the silence.
“But what about the two TLAM-Ns, sir?”
It was the question everyone had on their mind and wanted an answer to. The Navy had ballistic missile submarines all over the world loaded with nukes. The US Air Force could load more nukes on a single B-52 than two Seawolf class subs could carry, not to mention that ICBMs fired from silos in the US could hit any spot on the globe within thirty minutes. Therefore, no one understood why it was necessary to put nukes on the Seawolf.
Brodie motioned to the XO who was handling the computer display. The map changed to a close up of Musudan-ri. “As most of you probably know already, this is the Musudan-ri missile testing site. It’s from here that the DPRK would likely launch any nuclear attack against South Korea, Japan, or any other nation they perceived as a threat.”
The tension in the room seemed to be growing as Brodie calmly discussed the strike package for their two nuclear-tipped cruise missiles. Kristen now understood why Brodie had been unwilling to reveal their orders until now. The news would have made the last three weeks even more difficult for everyone aboard. They’d been better off not knowing.
“In the event of war, it is feared the DPRK may use their limited rocket capacity to fire their small quantity of nuclear devices at South Korea, Japan, and even at the US Pacific Fleet as it moves into the theater. So, if an NSA spy satellite detects rockets being prepared for launch at Musudan-ri, and they believe those rockets are armed with nuclear weapons, one contingency of many is for us to remove the DPRK’s missile threat with an atomic attack before they can launch.”
There was silence in the wardroom as everyone considered what it meant to unleash a nuclear strike. Unlike crews on board ballistic missile submarines, the officers of the Seawolf didn’t routinely have to consider the possibility of nuclear warfare. So, the officers around the table weren’t conditioned and mentally prepared for initiating it.
“Why us, sir?” Weps asked, uncomfortable with the idea of firing a nuclear weapon.
“That’s an excellent question, Andy.” Brodie replied. “Would anyone like to take a guess?”
No one was willing to speculate. They all knew the nuclear Triad of ICBMs, nuclear armed bombers, and SSBNs could do this mission. No one understood why it was necessary for the Seawolf to take on the unthinkable. No one that is, except Kristen, who sat perfectly still. She’d been considering the reason for having the two nuclear weapons on board ever since she first saw them at Indian Island.
“Lieutenant?” Brodie asked, eyeing her appreciatively from the head of the table. “Any thoughts?”
“To prevent World War III,” Kristen answered.
She noticed everyone now staring at her as if she’d said something incredibly stupid.
“How do you prevent a nuclear war by using nuclear weapons?” Walcott asked incredulously. It was the same question she saw on everyone’s face. Everyone that is, except for Brodie and Graves, who apparently knew the answer.
Kristen took a deep breath, not certain her reasoning was accurate. But then explained what she’d been secretly dreading for weeks. “China and Russia are not supporting us in our efforts to get the DPRK to abandon their nuclear and missile programs. They aren’t helping us in the Security Council, and, according to intelligence sources, Russia is having a fire sale of former Cold War weaponry to anyone with hard cash. Neither Russia nor China would benefit from a destabilized North Korea, and they would frown upon any conventional action taken by us to replace the DPRK leadership. But in the event of conventional war initiated by the DPRK, neither Russia nor China would have cause to escalate to nuclear war.”
“Unless someone started lobbing nukes first,” Terry offered.
“Exactly,” Kristen agreed. “But the DPRK, fearing their limited nuclear stockpile was about to be destroyed by an American led air campaign, might decide to use those weapons. If they did so, then we would be forced to respond in kind.”
“Potentially triggering a nuclear exchange,” Walcott concluded.
“So,” Kristen continued, “the moment our satellites pick up a missile moving to the launch pad at Musudan-ri, we have perhaps a couple of hours to act.”
“Hell, an ICBM can be warmed up and out of the silo in ten minutes,” Ski pointed out. “A Boomer can send twenty-four missiles out in less than thirty minutes and do a hell of a lot more damage than those two firecrackers we have on board.”
With a single finger, Brodie silenced Ski. “Let her finish, please,” his voice was calm, and his eyes were watching Kristen with approval.
Kristen leaned forward a bit as her left hand adjusted her glasses. Seeing Brodie’s facial expression was enough to let her know she was right. “If it were determined we had to take out the DPRK’s nuclear capability, then a nuclear strike is the only real guarantee,” she explained. “Certainly B-52’s could carpet bomb the area and raise holy havoc with conventional munitions, but they could not guarantee with 100 % certainty that every weapon and warhead was destroyed. If so much as one warhead were left, it would be enough to wipe out Seoul or possibly Tokyo, killing millions. So, a nuclear strike is the only way to guarantee their atomic weapons program is eliminated.”
Her argument made sense, but still didn’t explain why it had to be the Seawolf instead of one of the platforms dedicated to strategic warfare.
“But why us?” Martin asked as he wiped sweat from his brow. “I mean Commander Ski is right. One Trident missile boat could blow them back to the Stone Age.”
“Because,” she explained. “If we used another platform to launch the attack, it would risk a similar response by the Chinese or the Russians against us.” They still didn’t quite understand her logic, and she ran a nervous hand over her perfectly formed French braids. “Yes,” she explained knowing she was right, “we could use ICBMs. But those missiles would have to fly out of the atmosphere and then over Russia and China to reach the Korean Peninsula, and I ask you: what would our reaction be if we spotted a Russian missile launch and tracked it traveling directly over the continental United States?”
“We’d fire everything we had,” Weps responded, echoing everyone’s thoughts.
Kristen nodded. “Exactly, and so would they. So we can’t use ICBMs.”
“What about our subs?” Ski asked. “Hell, they could fire from anywhere in the Pacific.”
Once more she nodded her head in agreement. “That’s true. But once again, think of it from the perspective of the Russian or Chinese general monitoring their early detection satellites. How are they going to react if they spot a Trident missile launch from somewhere in the South Pacific? The trajectory might be heading for North Korea, but it is also pointed at them, and they would respond. Don’t forget Beijing is only a few hundred miles away from the Korean Peninsula and just a few seconds flight time for a ballistic missile.” She let her reasoning sink in and then added, “The Chinese would, just like we would, assume that Trident is heading for them and launch.”
“What about B-52’s or Stealth Bombers?” Adam Carpenter, the Main Propulsion Assistant asked. “I would think they could fire their cruise missiles in close and not be noticed by the Chinese or the Russians…”
“Yes, but bombers would also create a whole new set of problems,” she pointed out. “We would need to forward deploy those strategic bombers to Guam most likely. That deployment would be noticed, as would every time one of them took off with a few TLAM-Ns hanging off the wing pylons.” Her tone was calm and logical, and she could see they were buying her argument. “The Air Force would have to keep a bomber on station over the Sea of Japan twenty-four hours a day with all of the hazards associated with midair refueling. Plus, there is the — however slim — possibility of the North Koreans managing to get a couple of Migs through our air defense and shooting an old B-52 down.”
It was obvious to everyone she’d been thinking this through for some time as she systematically dismissed the various other possibilities. But no one was arguing with her any more, and she knew that she was right. Brodie and Graves, the only two men on board privy to the complete intelligence picture, weren’t disagreeing with her.
“Of course,” she admitted. “We could maintain a nuclear armed B-52 over the Sea of Japan for an indefinite period. But think about what else is along the Sea of Japan. The Russian city of Vladivostok is a few hundred miles from where we are at right now, and if we start orbiting strategic bombers over the Sea of Japan, the Russians are going to respond by building up their surface-to-air defense capabilities in the area, not to mention patrolling those same skies with their Migs to make certain our bombers don’t suddenly turn toward Russia. In any event, we sure as heck don’t want Russian Migs flying alongside our bombers and snapping pictures as we launch TLAM-Ns into North Korea.”
“Wouldn’t that be lovely on the Late Show,” Stahl commented dryly.
“Exactly,” she agreed. “The last thing you want to do if you’re conducting a secret nuclear strike is tell CNN about it.”
“How the hell do you hide a nuclear strike?” Terry asked. “I mean everyone in the world will notice the detonation.”
“Yes, absolutely,” she agreed. “Everyone will pick up the nuclear blast on their satellites in space and their seismographs on the earth. Not to mention radiation monitors will pick up the radioactive dust clouds.”
“Then what do you mean by hiding it?” Terry asked, looking a little annoyed that he couldn’t figure it out for himself.
“We wouldn’t be hiding the fact there were nuclear detonations,” she answered. “We’d only be hiding the fact that we were responsible for it.”
Her logic was met with several questioning stares.
“Don’t you see? Everybody in the world is concerned about the DPRK’s atomic weapons program. If a detonation was to occur at one of their secret facilities, the initial thought would likely be that they had an accident. With our stealth capability, we could launch within a few miles of their coastline. Our launch wouldn’t even be detected! A Tomahawk would hit Musudan-ri in seconds, long before the North Koreans even realized it was in the air.”
Brodie and the XO were both eyeing her critically as the other officers pondered the possibility she was right and the United States was planning a preemptive nuclear strike. It seemed farfetched, but her logic made sense. The United States could not sit by and watch as the North Koreans began raining nuclear devastation on Japan or South Korea.
“And the TLAM-N, with the W-80 variable-yield warhead is the perfect weapon for this attack,” she continued. “We could preset the yield to a relatively small five kilotons. It would be sufficient to wipe out Musudan-ri or Yongbyon, destroying every possible spec of any nuclear device they might have. Yet, at the same time, be small enough to limit civilian casualties and still leave no trace we were responsible since the cruise missiles would be atomized by the blast. Not to mention, such a small blast would support the argument that the detonations was an accident by the DPRK.”
Kristen then made her strongest argument yet. “China and Russia might suspect we did it. They might even know deep down after analyzing some of the air samples following the blast that we did it, but they could never prove we did it. The only people who would know for certain what happened are those on the National Security Council and those of us here on the Seawolf.”
She finished with the last part of her theory, “But, most importantly, even if the Russians and the Chinese could prove we nuked the North Koreans, they would have no real reason to retaliate against us. By the time they realized it was us, the smoke would have long cleared, and they would have no reason to escalate with their own strategic launch. The worst that would happen is some nasty threats at the UN, but in the end they would have to accept it. Unless of course they were insane and decided to attack us over our destruction of a facility in North Korea that everyone — including the Chinese and the Russians — wished would go away.”
Kristen had been guessing, but she felt she’d made logical assumptions. However, she didn’t know she’d guessed right until the captain spoke, “You should be on the National Security Council, Lieutenant.”
Walcott looked from Kristen to Brodie with understanding. “So, this is why we need to get in as close as possible? Even if it means penetrating a minefield.”
Brodie nodded. “We can’t risk anyone at sea spotting us if we’re ordered to launch. Plus, we have to be close, very close. The moment they start fuelling a rocket the NSA thinks is armed with a nuclear device, we can expect to receive a launch command.” He then added, “But it’s important for everyone to remember there is no intention to use the weapons unless it is to prevent the North Koreans from using their own strategic weapons against one of our allies. Musudan-ri is not heavily populated, and civilian casualties would be minimal compared to a North Korean device bursting over Tokyo.”
“Jesus Christ,” Weps whispered, hating the ruthless, coldblooded reality of the situation.
“I think,” Brodie said to his weapons officer, “considering what we might be asked to do, we’d better have the good Lord on our side, Andy.”
“Amen to that, Skipper,” Jason Graves agreed solemnly.
Kristen knew that for the missiles to be launched, both Brodie and Graves would have to agree to the launch, and neither could be relishing such a decision.
“But why the SEALs then?” Terry asked.
It was the next logical question, one Kristen was still wondering about.
Brodie nodded toward Cheng who answered, “Doctor Dar-Hyun Choi is their top rocket scientist. He is intimately familiar with every facet of their rocketry program and would know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, whether or not the Korean rockets have the capability of carrying a nuclear warhead. If we can snatch him, hopefully he can help us determine whether or not the threat is even real.”
Brodie spoke for the first time in several minutes. “Snatching this doctor is vital,” he said simply. “If this man has intelligence that can be used to prove the DPRK is bluffing and doesn’t have the capacity to launch, as they say they do, then we can all breathe a little easier.”
Kristen now understood why Brodie had been looking so tired. She doubted anyone could have slept knowing what he knew. She doubted she would have gotten ten minutes of restful sleep. The literal fate of the world was resting on the success of their mission.
Brodie went through each department and division, making certain the boat was as ready as possible for war. He went through the duty roster, asking the various department heads if they were short in any category because of illnesses or other reasons, or if there was a last minute personnel change needing to be made. As usual, there were a few minor adjustments to account for sick personnel, or a few watch teams that weren’t meshing together as expected.
“Sir?” Walcott asked.
“Whatcha got, Ryan?” Brodie asked.
Walcott cast a glance at Ski. “I’m not looking to poach anyone from you, Ski. But Chief Miller approached me, and he was wondering if — until this crisis blows over — he might have Kristen in sonar.”
“Why?” Ski asked. “She’s not a sonarman.”
“No, she’s isn’t,” Walcott agreed. “But Miller says she’s got the best set of ears he’s ever seen for a rookie, and I think, given the situation, we need to put everyone where their talents lie.”
“Listen,” Ski responded with surprising hostility to the idea of her being taken out of his engineering department. Especially when considering the fact he’d strongly objected to her even being on board. “I need her in engineering,” he said flatly. “Besides, she still has a lot to learn back there.”
“Sorry, Ski,” Brodie ended the argument. “But if Chief Miller says she’s that good, I want her in the shack for the time being.” His tone was his usual all-business and no-nonsense pitch that brooked no discussion. “Besides,” Brodie offered, trying to soothe Ski a little. “She’ll be spending all of her time in ops monitoring those two drones, so you wouldn’t have had her back there anyway.”
“Aye, Captain,” Ski responded automatically, but his tone made it clear he didn’t agree.

Chapter Forty One

Torpedo Handling Room, USS Seawolf
Kristen left the wardroom and returned to the torpedo room to go over the drones again. The briefing and the full realization of how serious the situation was had underscored the necessity of the two mine-hunting drones, and she wanted to go over everything again.
The submarine was operating in ultra-quiet mode, so it was peaceful in the torpedo room, except for the snoring of the SEALs. A handful of them, including the short stocky one, had joined Lieutenant Cheng in a corner of the torpedo room, and they had spent several hours talking quietly and reviewing their mission while she worked.
Once she was certain the drones were okay, Kristen returned to her cabin. She’d missed her last rest period and didn’t know when she might get another chance, especially if anything went wrong now that they were in North Korean waters. The entire submarine was operating with only the red overhead lights on, helping to remind everyone about the importance of keeping quiet. Wherever she looked, men were talking in brief whispers and going out of their way to carefully close every door as quietly as possible.
Kristen was just making it back to her cabin, when she saw Brodie walking down the passageway toward her. He looked to be touring the ship, and she was reminded of the old ship’s captain’s tradition of touring his vessel before a battle. She stepped aside, making room for him to pass in the narrow passageway.
“Good afternoon, Captain,” she whispered as he noticed her and gave her a pleasant nod in recognition.
Brodie paused in front of her in the darkened passageway. “Heading for the rack, Lieutenant?” he asked with a whisper.
“Yes, sir,” she answered. He looked like he could use a few hours himself. But she knew it would be foolish to suggest it. His ship was going into harm’s way, and she doubted she could sleep if their roles were reversed.
“Do you have any idea what Fitzgerald might want to talk to me about?” he whispered to her, obviously knowing something had happened between the two of them.
“It was nothing, sir.” she assured him. There was no point in trying to lie to him. He knew everything that occurred on board. Plus, he’d already shown his ability to read her like a book. “I didn’t see any reason to trouble you.”
“What happened?”
“I took your advice,”
“Advice?” he asked, apparently not remembering what he’d said to her.
“I used my knee,” she whispered.
He studied her face with a curious expression, and then realization hit him. He lowered his head as he tried to suppress a chuckle.
“What?” she asked, suppressing her own chuckle as she watched him trying not to laugh. “You told me to knee him if he…”
He raised a hand to stop her as he struggled to avoid laughing out loud. But his shoulders were trembling with the effort to control himself. He placed a hand on the bulkhead beside her to steady himself and then looked up at her with a broad, wonderful smile on his face. “That’s my girl,” he whispered still trying not to laugh. “I hope it was a good one.”
She couldn’t resist a slight chuckle. “Oh, yes,” she assured him. “I got him good,” she admitted and pointed toward the deck where Fitzgerald had collapsed. “He hit the deck right there and vomited.”
Brodie had to lower his head again, and she thought he might burst out laughing after all.
“Shh,” she whispered trying not to laugh herself. He was literally trembling with suppressed laughter. Thoughtlessly, she placed a hand on his trembling shoulder. “Are you okay?”
He looked up at her, and she saw tears of suppressed laughter streaming down his cheeks. “Damn, Kris,” he said as he wiped his eyes. “I wish I could have seen that.”
“Well, I doubt he’ll be back for seconds anytime soon. But if he does, I’ll see if I can delay him a few moments so you can be around,” she offered and suppressed a giggle.
For a brief moment, Kristen forgot all about why they were there and what lay ahead of them. She looked at him. Their eyes met and both stopped laughing. Kristen felt her lips and mouth go dry. She removed her hand from his shoulder. Brodie’s eyes searched hers for several moments and — for the briefest of seconds — she had the frightening thought that he would kiss her.
The thought both terrified her and intrigued her at the same time.
Her right hand rose up slightly as the impulse to run her hand through his hair struck her. She’d never had such a strong desire come over her for anyone. But before her hand had moved more than a few inches, she forced it back down to her side and gripped her trouser seam to prevent the errant hand from straying again.Kristen was aware of his every movement. His scent, his breath, even his heartbeats were known to her as they stood, just inches apart, in the dark passageway.
But then the spell was broken. He stood straight, removing his hand from where it had been resting against the bulkhead. The boyish face that had, for a few brief seconds, looked worry free was covered again by the stoic mask of command he always wore when about ship.
“Get some rest, Lieutenant,” he whispered softly.
She suddenly realized that, from him, she preferred “Kris.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”

Chapter Forty Two

Female Officer Quarters, USS Seawolf
Kristen couldn’t sleep. The combination of finally knowing their mission, the dangers involved, the importance of the LMRS drones working perfectly, and what she’d felt in the passageway with Brodie made sleep impossible. For over an hour, she tossed and turned before finally giving up and deciding to go over the drones again. She’d already checked them several times but thought once more couldn’t hurt.
On her way to the torpedo room, she stopped by the sonar shack before heading down to the torpedo room and learned they were currently slipping between a covey of North Korean patrol boats and a diesel electric submarine just a few miles away.
“Hairy,” Senior Chief Miller replied as he took a drag on a cigarette despite regulations prohibiting it. She noticed several other sonarmen smoking as well. The tension in the shack was oppressive.
She left them to their work, not wanting to disturb them at such a critical moment. It would be her turn in sonar in a few hours and before then she wanted to complete a final check of the drones.
The torpedo room was quiet.
She climbed over some gear and maneuvered around several slumbering SEALs and went to work. The drones came with a test pack that was used to run a complete diagnostic check of their systems. Kristen hooked the first drone up and then sat back and waited for the results.
“What are you doing down here again?” Cheng asked as he appeared between two racks of torpedoes.
“Couldn’t sleep,” she replied with a shrug of a shoulder. “What are you doing up?”
“The same,” he answered as he came over and took a seat on a shipping box next to her. “What are you up to?”
“I thought, since I was up, I might as well check the drones again,” she explained. “I would hate to think I missed something.”
“Thanks,” he said appreciatively.
“No problem.” She understood how important the two drones working properly must mean to Cheng. The idea of just being in the mini submarine was enough to cause Kristen to break out in hives, let alone trying to sneak it through a minefield.
The test pack chirped, signaling that it was complete with the diagnostic. Kristen checked the results. Satisfied, she hooked the test pack up to the second drone then resumed her previous seat on a shipping crate.
“So,” Cheng began, apparently wanting to talk. “You’re the woman who wanted to be on a submarine?”
“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” she answered with a trace of sarcasm in her voice.
“What is it they say about being careful what you wish for?” he smiled at her.
“What about you?” she asked. “Do you mean to tell me you don’t have second thoughts sometimes?”
“Who me?” He puffed up slightly as if such a thought was an impossibility. But his expression made it clear that even SEALs could feel fear. “Never!” After a few seconds he shook his head as he looked around the torpedo room. “I don’t know how you bubbleheads do it,” he offered. “I’m going crazy being in this tin can after only three days.”
“It’s not so bad,” she argued. “You guys are the nutcases.”
“I think the words you’re searching for are ‘elite fighting machines,’ not nutcases,” he replied with a playful grin.
She shook her head. “I just don’t see how you do it,” she said honestly. “I mean if someone told me I was going to be sneaking into North Korea, I think I would shrivel up and die.”
He shrugged. “It’s just a job.”
“Bullshit,” she answered.
The test pack chirped again, and Kristen stood up and checked the results. “Hmm,” she murmured thoughtfully.
“What?”
“An error message came up,” she replied as she scratched her chin thoughtfully.
“What kind of error?”
“An impossible error,” she replied and checked the cables connecting the test pack to the second drone. Once she’d checked the cables, she ran the diagnostic check again.
“Is everything okay?” he asked as he stood beside her and looked at the readout. Kristen felt him brush up against her slightly, but chose to ignore it.
“Probably just a loose test capable,” she answered and sat back down.
“So,” he said resuming their conversation. “What’s it like being the only woman on a submarine?”
Kristen thought about it for a moment. An image of her and Brodie alone in the passageway briefly flashed through her mind. She pushed the unsettling memory aside. “It’s just a job,” she replied, using his own glib line. “So, how does one become a SEAL?” she asked, changing the subject.
“Most of the guys weren’t happy with their original jobs in the Navy,” he explained as he motioned around the torpedo room at his men. “You know, they joined the Navy for an adventure, but wound up chipping paint on some rust bucket frigate and decided they wanted more.”
“Most of your guys didn’t join the Navy intent on being SEALs?” she asked looking to pass the time.
“Hardly any,” he admitted. “I’ve got former cooks, bakers, boatswain’s mates, and jet mechanics… just about everything.”
The test pack chirped again. Once more, Kristen stood up to check it.
The same error message was flashing.
“That’s not possible,” she whispered.
“What?”
“It’s saying there’s no internal memory,” she replied. “But we just programmed the internal memory yesterday. Everything was working perfectly.” Kristen opened a tool box, grabbed a screwdriver, and slid down underneath the drone. Cheng squatted down beside her and started handing her tools as she asked for them. Fifteen minutes later, Kristen slid back out from under the drone.
“What’s wrong?” Cheng asked her innocently.
Kristen sat up, not certain exactly what to say. She looked at Cheng, wondering just how convenient it was that he’d been awake when she’d come down to inspect the drones. She noticed a wicked looking knife strapped to his lower left trouser leg. He also carried a pistol on his belt. The thought that she might be able to overpower him never crossed her mind.
“Uh, nothing,” she replied, trying to sound confused instead of scared.
“If it’s nothing, then why did the test pack say something different?” he asked.
Kristen stood up and looked around the area for a few seconds, while at the same time backing away from him. She then saw a small box and picked it up as she motioned back toward the ladder leading out of the torpedo room. “I need to go check something in a manual,” she lied and took another step backward.
Cheng looked at her questioningly but didn’t try to stop her. Kristen climbed up the ladder and, once clear of the torpedo room, headed directly for the control room. A few seconds later, she entered.
Brodie was standing by the tracking parties, and she could see sweat on nearly every brow. The XO and Ryan Walcott were leaning over the navigation tables, and COB looked like he was about to have kittens.
“What’s happening, COB?” she whispered.
“We’ve got a Tral class corvette pinging on active sonar less than three thousand yards off the port quarter,” he whispered. “What’re you doing here?”
The Tral class corvettes were the most capable anti-submarine vessels in the North Korean Navy. They were no match for the Seawolf in a straight up fight, but Kristen knew their rules of engagement prevented Brodie from firing at the Tral while the Seawolf was still in North Korean waters.
“I need to speak to the captain,” she whispered.
“Not now, Missy,” COB told her flatly.
“COB, it’s important,” she insisted.
“More important than a Tral pinging our hull?” he asked in disbelief.
“Yes,” she replied earnestly.
COB hesitated for a few seconds. “All right, I hope you know what you’re doing, Lieutenant,” he warned her.
She watched as COB approached the captain. They spoke briefly, and Brodie looked toward her sharply.
Kristen, not wanting to make a scene, motioned for him to come over to where she was standing in the passageway just outside of the control room. She could see the annoyance on his face. But, he stepped away from the tracking parties and approached her, COB in tow.
“This had better be good, Lieutenant,” he warned in a whisper.
Kristen glanced at COB. “Sir, can I speak to you in private?”
Brodie’s eyes narrowed. He was in no mood for games. “Give us a second, would you, Spike?”
Once alone, Kristen lowered her voice and held out a computer chip for him to see.
“What’s that?”
“It’s a computer guidance chip for an LMRS drone, Captain,” she whispered.
“What’s it doing in your hand instead of in a drone?” he asked suspiciously.
“Because this chip is part of a spare parts pack,” she explained nervously. “I couldn’t sleep, so I decided to run another check on the drones. When I did, I discovered that a similar chip is missing from one of them.”
“Missing?” Brodie asked. “How can it be missing? Was it something you overlooked?”
Kristen shook her head. “No chance. The chip was there eight hours ago when I ran the last diagnostic.”
Brodie was already dealing with enough at the moment, and she hated bringing this to his attention, but she could think of no one else she could dare tell such a thing to. His eyes narrowed as he considered what she’d revealed. “Is there any chance the original chip just fell out accidentally?” It was the obvious question.
“Absolutely none,” she said pointedly. “Someone with intimate knowledge of an LMRS drone and access to the torpedo room, intentionally opened the drone casing, removed the chip, and closed the drone back up.”
“Aspect change on target,” Kristen heard Graves call to Brodie from the periscope pedestal. “The Tral is turning toward us, Skipper!”
Brodie glanced back into the control room. “Hold your course, helm,” he ordered curtly. He then glanced back at her and lowered his voice, leaning closer. “You’re talking sabotage, Kris.”
“I know,” she replied quite aware of what it meant.
He hesitated for a moment. She could see his eyes narrow slightly as he considered the dilemma. “Who would have the knowledge to do this?” Brodie asked.
“Myself, Senior Chief Miller, Lieutenant Martin, and …” she hesitated, having her suspicions.
“Fitzgerald,” Brodie finished for her.
“But he’s been in his quarters for the last few hours, and Miller has been in sonar,” she pointed out. She would have loved nothing more than to pin this on Fitzgerald, but he appeared to be the least likely suspect.
“Martin?” Brodie asked skeptically. “He’s a lot of things, but a saboteur?”
“I agree,” she replied. “But someone on board did this.” She then added, “What about the SEALs?”
“Why would the SEALs want to see the drones damaged?” he asked. “Their lives are depending on the drones working perfectly.”
Kristen understood this. “I know, but when I went down to check on the drones, Lieutenant Cheng just happened to be awake.”
“Do you think he has the expertise?”
She could only shrug. “Somebody does, and at this moment all I know for a fact is that it wasn’t me.”
“Sir!” Graves called out to Brodie with a hint of urgency. “The Tral is increasing speed to twenty knots! She’s heading right for us!”
“Hold your course,” Brodie repeated as he glanced back into the control room.
Kristen waited, knowing he was already dealing with enough. The tension in the control room was palatable. Everyone was looking to him to make the right decision to keep them all safe. “All right,” he finally said. “Get back down to the torpedo room and go over those drones top to bottom.”
“And the SEALs?” Kristen asked. “What if one of them is the saboteur?” She had a brief vision of Cheng and his combat knife, and she had no desire to be alone with him at the moment.
“I’ll send a couple of men down there to back you up,” he replied. “Get down there. Straighten those two drones out. Report any findings. Then I want you to sit on those drones until we launch them. Got it?”
“Got it,” she answered.
“And be careful,” he added. “We’ve had enough drama on this damn patrol already.”
“Aye-aye, sir,” she said in agreement and turned to head back to the torpedo room.
* * *
Upon descending into the torpedo room, Kristen half expected to find Cheng waiting for her with his pistol in hand. Instead, she found him seated near the damaged drone, waiting calmly for her return and speaking quietly with two of his men. Like all the SEALs, both of these men were armed.
“What’s up?” Cheng asked as she returned.
“Nothing,” she lied. “I just needed to check something out.”
“Is something wrong with one of the drones?” Cheng asked, clearly interested.
“Nothing I can’t fix,” she assured him. The other two SEALs watched her curiously as she grabbed several tools and prepared to climb back under the second drone and insert a new computer chip.
“If there’s something wrong,” Cheng offered as he knelt down beside her and motioned to one of his men, “Vance was a sonar tech before he joined the Teams, he could help.”
Kristen looked at the tough looking SEAL Cheng had pointed out. He was slender with shaggy hair, a thick beard and mustache.
“No thanks,” she answered not wanting anyone else to lay a finger on the drones. “I think I got it. Besides, we’re running in ultra-quiet mode,” she reminded them. “You guys are supposed to be sleeping.”
“What do the fucking Koreans have that could find this baby?” the third SEAL asked, as if they were sitting comfortably dockside back in Bremerton instead of thirty miles off the North Korean coastline.
“Oh,” she said off handedly as she began to slide under the drone. “Nothing much,” she answered. “Except a Tral class corvette about a mile from here, searching for us with their active sonar.”
The three SEALs looked at one another, and then Cheng asked, “Are you serious?”
“Quite serious,” she answered. “So, if I were you three, I’d crawl back into your hammocks and try to keep it down.”
Cheng sent his two men back to their hammocks and then lowered his voice a little. “Were you serious about that corvette, or was that just to get rid of my men?”
“Oh, I’m serious all right,” she answered as she began repairing the damage.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Nothing,” she lied trying not to think about how many ways this man could probably kill her with just his bare hands.
Cheng leaned closer. “Bullshit,” he swore, his voice now deadly serious.
Kristen glanced up at him, seeing his dark eyes staring at her mercilessly. She swallowed hard, wondering where the men Brodie was sending to back her up were.
“Now, if something is wrong with one of those drones, I need to know about it,” he said bluntly.
Kristen disengaged her hands from where they’d been working inside the drone. She then slowly slipped out from under it. As she did, she saw two Seawolf crewmen, each wearing bulletproof vests climbing down the ladder. They were armed with pistols. She looked back at Cheng, wondering if she could trust him. “All right, Lieutenant,” she answered switching to Mandarin Chinese which she knew he would understand, but no one else would. “Someone intentionally sabotaged this drone.”
His eyes narrowed slightly. She studied his face, searching for any hint of deception.
“Who?” he asked, now speaking exclusively in Mandarin.
“You tell me,” she told him bluntly. “You and your men have been down here with the drones the whole time.”
“My men?” he asked. “That’s insane. Without these drones we haven’t a chance!”
“Well, all I know is that eight hours ago both of these drones were working perfectly and now one of their guidance chips has mysteriously disappeared.”
“It sure the hell wasn’t one of my men!” he hissed angrily. He looked around. “Hell, how do I know you just didn’t screw up and are trying to cover your own ass?”
Kristen had heard enough. She was tired after less than four hours of sleep in the last thirty. The Seawolf was evading multiple North Korean patrols, and was, currently, going where no American submarine had any business being on a mission she prayed to God they would never have to actually do. She had no interest in arguing with anyone at the moment. “Think what you want,” she told him simply. “While you try to figure out who did this, I’m going to fix it.”
It took her less than five minutes to replace the missing guidance chip. Once she’d sealed the drone back up, she reattached the test pack and ran a diagnostic while Cheng waited with her. He looked as angry as she felt.
“I’m telling you,” he said after several minutes of silence. “All of my men are solid,” he assured her, still speaking in Mandarin.
Kristen looked at him, keeping her voice down. “If you say so, but unless you or one of your men saw someone sneak down here and start disassembling one of these puppies, then I don’t think we can afford to be too careful,” she pointed out as the test pack chirped.
“What does it say?” Cheng asked with what sounded like sincere concern in his tone.
“It’s all right,” Kristen replied. “I just have to reprogram it, and it’ll be good to go.”
Cheng stayed with her during the reprogramming and as she ran a final check on each drone. Once satisfied they were working perfectly, Kristen put her tools away and took a seat on the deck, her back leaning against the bulkhead directly in front of the drones.
“Now what?” Cheng asked, still conversing in Mandarin.
“I’m not a spy,” she replied. “But whoever did this was probably planning on damaging both drones and either they didn’t have time, or I interrupted them when I came down here earlier. Regardless, I’m sitting right here until those drones are launched.”
Cheng had been quiet since the revelation that it could have been one of his men. He took a seat next to her, and she could see he was struggling with the possibility. “I just can’t believe one of my guys would do it,” he argued. “We’ve been through hell together.”
Kristen rolled her head on her shoulders, trying to loosen up her tense shoulders. She had a splitting headache. “Are all of these men yours?” she asked.
He shook his head. “No, my team is from DEVGRU,” he explained. The Naval Special Warfare Group, or DEVGRU, was more commonly known as SEAL Team Six. He motioned toward where some others were sleeping peacefully. “The SEALs handling the mini sub are with SDVT-1 out of Hawaii.”
“SDVT-1?” she asked, not familiar with the acronym.
“SEAL Delivery Vehicle Team,” he replied.
“And your guys?” she asked, wanting to keep talking so she wouldn’t fall asleep.
“We’re what you might call the business end of the spear.” He then returned to the matter at hand. “Every SEAL is vetted. We all have Top Secret security clearances.”
“As did every successful spy or saboteur in history,” she reminded him.
She felt herself beginning to drift off and her headed bobbed slightly.
“Why don’t you get some sleep?” Cheng offered, “I’ll keep an eye out.”
She shook her head, forcing her eyes open again, cursing herself for almost dozing off. “No,” she replied. “I’m not letting these drones out of my sight until they are on the other side of the tubes.” She glanced at Cheng who was staring across the torpedo room in deep concentration.
“It doesn’t add up,” he whispered.
“Not everything has to make sense,” she replied and thought of Brodie. Nothing about what she was feeling for him made sense. None of it was logical, and, as she leaned her head back, she told herself she was just reacting to stress. Once they were out of danger, the unfamiliar feelings she was experiencing would disappear and everything would return to normal.
Her eyes grew heavier, and she readjusted her position slightly.
“Normal,” she whispered as sleep took her.

Chapter Forty Three

Torpedo Handling Room, USS Seawolf
Kristen’s eyes snapped opened.
Realizing she’d fallen asleep, she sat bolt upright. She immediately looked at the drones and saw that they looked undisturbed. A quick glance at her watch told her she’d been out for only a few minutes. She stood up and saw the two Seawolf crewmen leaning against a rack of torpedoes and talking in low whispers. They looked bored and not too alert themselves. Kristen then heard hoarse whispers coming from her left near the starboard bulkhead. Kristen shook her head, forcing herself awake and alert. She then moved to see who else was awake.
She came around a rack of cruise missiles and saw Lieutenant Cheng talking to the SEAL named Vance. Kristen at first thought nothing of it, but then noticed their posture. Vance stood with his right leg back, his left hand up defensively. Cheng had both of his hands up as if trying to calm Vance down.
Oh, shit!
“That’s crazy, Ell-Tee,” Vance whispered harshly.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought, too,” Cheng replied easily. But Kristen could see the Lieutenant was nervous. She then saw Vance’s face. His eyes were wild looking, and his pupils were dilated. His left hand was trembling slightly.
“I just had to be sure, you know what I mean?” Cheng said calmly. “It’s just that no one else really has the background with sonar,” Cheng pointed out in a soft whisper.
Kristen felt her heart pounding in her chest when she saw something in Vance’s right hand, partially concealed by his body. All the SEALs were armed, plus there were weapons and ammunition cases lying about everywhere.
“Why don’t you talk to her?” Vance asked, pointing a finger at Kristen accusingly. “Hell, Boss! We’ve known each other for two years.” He then added, “Fuck, man! We’ve eaten the same shit and sweated gallons together. Damn, Brian! You know me!” Vance insisted, but Kristen saw a glint of metal in his right hand, and she realized he’d drawn his pistol.
Oh, shit!
Cheng nodded, and Kristen realized the situation was rapidly getting out of hand. She could see nervous sweat on Vance’s forehead, and one of his eyes twitched nervously. He looked to be high on something. A narcotic perhaps, but she could only guess having zero experience with drugs.
“Why don’t you put down the gun, Vance?” Cheng asked, keeping his voice calm and soothing.
Vance’s eyes narrowed slightly as he focused on Kristen. “It was her,” he said accusingly. “Just another bitch out to fuck me over,” he said raising his voice slightly.
Kristen took a step backward, but as she did, Vance’s right hand sprang up, and he leveled a pistol at her. She knew next to nothing about pistols and had no idea what kind it was. It was big, it was pointed at her, and she was terrified.
“Where are you going, you stupid bitch?” Vance demanded. The hand holding the pistol was trembling, and he steadied it by gripping the pistol with both hands.
“Take it easy, Vance,” Cheng said, his voice still steady, but Kristen noticed Cheng’s right hand lower to his side as he adjusted his position, moving slightly in front of Kristen.
“It’s her fault, Brian,” Vance said to Cheng. “It’s her fault, man.”
“I know,” Cheng agreed soothingly. “Just stay frosty, Bro… just talk to me.”
“She’s just like the others,” Vance said. “Just like Erin,” he added.
Kristen saw tears beginning to fall from Vance’s eyes.
“She fucked us!” he snapped bitterly. “It’s her fault.”
“I know,” Cheng said, and motioned Kristen back with a slight movement of his right hand that was now near his own pistol. “Erin was all bad,” Cheng agreed. “She fucked you over for sure,” he added. “But I’m here,” Cheng reminded Vance. “Me and the rest of your brothers are right here with you, man. We still got your back. Just like Afghanistan. Just like Iraq and Pakistan. We’re still with you, Bro.”
Vance seemed to be in pain, and Kristen saw his face twitch. “Fucking bitch,” he growled dangerously. “It’s her fault,” he repeated, his eyes glaring at Kristen wildly.
“What’s her fault Vance?” Cheng continued to talk. His right hand moved ever so slowly toward his weapon.
“I just wanted to stop the drones, man. That’s all,” Vance whispered. His eyes had become filled with desperation, like a wild animal trapped in a corner. “No one was going to get hurt. The op would’ve been scrubbed, and we could’ve all gone back home.”
Cheng nodded in understanding. “Okay, just relax, Vance. We’ll get through this. We’ve been in worse shit than this,” he said easily, inserting himself a little further between Kristen and Vance.
“If she hadn’t poked her fucking nose back into that damn drone, I’d have fixed the other one, too,” Vance explained. “I just needed another ten minutes and then….” he grimaced. His left hand released the pistol and gripped the side of his head tightly. “This bitch had to stick her fucking nose into it!”
Kristen felt her body trembling in sheer terror. She tried to slowly ease back, but the hand holding the pistol suddenly tensed. She grimaced, expecting a bullet. But none came.
“Whoa, buddy,” Cheng said, his own nervousness now showing. “Come on, man, put the pistol down. You and I can sit and talk. No one has to get hurt.”
“No one was gonna get hurt,” Vance snapped loudly. “We would’ve been able to go home no problem. Don’t you see?” he pleaded. Tears were streaming down his cheeks as his left hand gripped the side of his head so tightly he was tearing hair out of his scalp. “No one else was going to have to die on another stupid mission; no one was going to get hurt…”
Then, startling all three of them, Kristen heard one of the sailors from the Seawolf call out to them, “Hey, what’s going on over there?”
For a brief instant, Vance’s eyes glanced toward the two Seawolf sailors. In that brief instant, Cheng went for his weapon.
“Noooo!” Kristen heard herself shouting to no avail as she tried to prevent the cataclysm she feared if a weapon was discharged inside the torpedo room with so much ordnance lying around, but there was nothing she could do to stop the chain of events that had been set in motion.
Vance’s pistol fired as Cheng managed to draw his own. At the same time, Cheng finished stepping between her and Vance.
The sound of the pistol shot was instantly followed by Cheng slamming back into Kristen as he was hit by the first shot. But, as he fell back into her, she heard a second deafening roar as Cheng fired.
Kristen went down with Cheng on top of her. His pistol fell from his hand as they crashed to the deck in a heap. Vance — still on his feet — turned toward the two Seawolf crewmen, his pistol still in his hand. He moved gracefully, handling the weapon like a surgeon might handle a scalpel. He fired several quick shots that once more reverberated around the torpedo room like someone beating on the inside of a steel pipe with a sledgehammer.
As he fired at the two Seawolf sailors, she saw something ricochet off the bulkhead directly behind Vance. But, a moment later, he’d apparently dealt with both of the seamen and turned back toward her.
“Stop firing for God’s sake!” Kristen realized she was shouting at them all. “We’re in a torpedo room!”
Vance had crouched down, his left hand on his hip trying to stop the flow of blood from where Cheng’s bullet had hit him. He half crawled over to Kristen, keeping low and using the torpedoes as cover.
“What the fuck’s going on?” a SEAL shouted from somewhere in the torpedo room. There could be no doubt that every SEAL was now awake and moving for his weapons. But they had no idea what was happening.
“Boss? Talk to us!” another SEAL shouted from a different direction.
She looked down at Cheng and saw a blood stain growing ever larger on his chest. He was draped across her legs. She recalled from her basic first aid something about applying pressure to stop the bleeding, so she pressed a hand down on the wound and immediately felt the familiar warm, sticky blood between her fingers.
Vance knelt down directly in front of her and Cheng, looking down at his lieutenant in apparent shock. But the smoking pistol was still in his hand. Kristen could see brief flashes of movement between the torpedoes and missiles as the other SEALs were now moving, clearing the torpedo room.
“Your lieutenant is down,” she called out.
Vance looked up at her and raised the pistol. “Tell them to stay back,” he ordered. He then looked down at Cheng. “Sorry, Ell-Tee. It’s not my fault,” he whispered in a strange, distant voice. “It’s all her fault. She left me. She left me,” he whispered.
“Who’s shooting?” one of the SEALs asked from one direction as she saw movement from another direction. She couldn’t see exactly what they were doing, but it seemed they were moving to take Vance down from multiple directions at once.
She then heard another voice report, “We’ve got two friendlies down, both KIA.”
Vance was almost hyperventilating as he struggled with whatever demons had taken possession of his tortured soul. He turned on her, the business end of the pistol just inches from her face; so close she could smell the burnt powder residue. His eyes looked back frantically, “Tell them to stay back….” he told her, not wanting his buddies to see him like this.
“He wants you to stay back,” she heard a terrified voice call out and then realized it was hers.
“Boss?” Vance spoke to Cheng who’d passed out and would bleed to death soon if she didn’t get him aid. “What do I do now, Boss?” he cried out.
“Vance, is that you buddy?” a voice called out.
“Stay back, Doc!” Vance responded in warning. The pistol moved toward where Kristen saw movement behind several torpedoes.
“Whatever you say, man,” came the reply. “Just tell us what’s going on, so we can help.”
Vance’s eyes barely seemed human now, they were frantically looking everywhere like a caged animal. He turned sharply, raising the pistol at another flash of movement.
“Stay back, Trip!” he warned frantically to another SEAL moving behind a rack of cruise missiles.
“I didn’t want this,” he whispered as he turned back to her, his eyes registering horrors that Kristen could only imagine. He was as close to going over the edge as anyone could possibly be.
“Your lieutenant needs a corpsman,” she whispered to Vance.
“What?” he snapped and directed the pistol back at her.
Kristen looked down the barrel of the pistol. She could clearly see the lands and grooves inside the barrel and a few flecks of powder residue on the muzzle. At that moment it looked to be the size of a cannon. For a brief moment she thought she’d never been more terrified, but then remembered another memory. A distant, painful memory she’d struggled to suppress all her life. She felt herself losing her own grip on reality as the closely guarded memories from her past were unleashed and a flood of unwelcome images hit her like an avalanche.
“I…I…if he doesn’t get help soon, he’ll die.” she whispered with a hoarse, dry voice.
“It’s not my fault,” he whispered in reply.
Kristen saw the short, stocky SEAL she’d seen before appear at the far end of the rack of torpedoes. He held his own pistol in his hands and looked even more menacing than Vance, who had lowered his pistol and was looking at it with a strange, distant glare.
She raised a hand toward the SEAL as he advanced slowly, his weapon at the ready. She wanted to avoid any more gunfire. “Please… no more shooting,” she whispered as calmly as she could.
Vance glanced around and saw his teammate.
“Trip?”
“Drop the pistol, Vance,” the short, powerfully built SEAL warned as he continued to close the distance between them, his pistol aimed at Vance. Off to her right, Kristen saw a second SEAL appear, his own weapon up and at the ready. If Vance raised his pistol, they would surely fire.
“Trip?!” Vance pleaded. “I shot the Ell-Tee!” he cried and slumped back against the bulkhead. “Doc!” Vance called out to the second SEAL.
Then, in a flash of desperation, he turned the pistol toward himself.
“NO!” Kristen screamed. Her shout was echoed by both SEALs as they closed in at a rush, trying to prevent their friend from killing himself.
Kristen heard the roar of the pistol a final time, then felt the spray of blood, brains, and bone as the back of Vance’s head erupted in gore.

Chapter Forty Four

Control Room, USS Seawolf
“Transients! Transients! Torpedo in the water. Bearing two-seven-five!” Brodie heard Senior Chief Miller report excitedly from the sonar shack.
“All ahead, full!” Brodie ordered briskly, not waiting for the order to be repeated before he issued his next one. “Sound general quarters!” he barked to the Chief of the Watch who pulled the alarm claxon.
Just what had happened in the torpedo room, Brodie dared not guess and didn’t want to think about at the moment. But whatever had happened to cause the shooting, the sound of the multiple gunshots had reverberated out through the hull and had created the sonar equivalent of shooting off a flare to mark one’s position.
Prior to the shooting, the Tral had been moving steadily away from the Seawolf. But following the barrage of pistol fire, the corvette had turned sharply toward the submarine. The North Korean corvette was now coming directly at the Seawolf. And to the north, a Whiskey class attack submarine had turned to investigate as well.
“Sonar, what is the range to the torpedo?” Brodie asked as the Seawolf accelerated.
In his mind he saw the dilemma his submarine was in. They were dangerously close to the minefield they were planning to reconnoiter, and their current course would carry them directly into it if he didn’t turn soon. The Tral was to the south and the Whiskey boat was off to their north.
“Five thousand yards, Captain,” Miller responded over the speaker. “The bastard went active as soon as it entered the water.”
“Helm,” Brodie snapped as he motioned to the Chief of the Watch to turn off the alarm. “New course, one-eight-zero!”
Beside him, Jason Graves, his oldest friend in the world, raised an eyebrow. “That’s heading right at the torpedo,” his XO pointed out.
“Trust me,” Brodie replied and turned toward Andrew Stahl.
“Load tubes five and eight with Aselsan. Standby to fire countermeasures.”
Stahl, the weapons officer, echoed his orders.
“Jason,” Brodie ordered. “Go forward and find out what the hell happened in the torpedo room!” He then reached up and pulled down the microphone linking him to a squawk box in the sonar shack. “Sonar, Brodie,” he said, forcing calmness he didn’t feel into his voice. “Where is that Whiskey boat?”
“We lost him in our baffles as soon as we turned to the south, Skipper,” Miller replied. “But the bitch was charging right at us before we lost her.”
“Range to the Whiskey?” Brodie asked, seeing the anxiety on the faces of every man in the control room.
“Six thousand yards. She’s making revolutions for thirteen knots.”
The Whiskey was an aging, Cold War Era, diesel-electric submarine built by the Soviet Union and was no match for the Seawolf, but this wasn’t a fair fight. The Koreans could freely fire at him, whereas he couldn’t shoot back.
“Status on Aselsan?” Brodie asked Stahl.
“They’re just loading the first one, Skipper,” Stahl replied.
“Speed is thirty-seven knots, Captain,” COB reported.
“All ahead, emergency,” Brodie ordered calmly, knowing he was now pointing directly at the torpedo.
“All ahead, emergency, aye,” COB echoed.
Almost at once, the squawk box above his head came to life. “Con, sonar, we’re cavitating!”
The blade design for the Seawolf’s propeller was a closely guarded secret. It was designed to lessen the chance of air bubbles forming as it swept through the water. These bubbles forming and popping in the ocean was called cavitation and could be heard for a great distance.
“Chief,” Brodie replied. “What’s that Tral doing?”
“Burning out her bearings and coming right at us, Skipper,” Miller replied. “She’s gone active with her sonar and is pounding hard.”
Brodie glanced at COB who was staring back at him. Brodie could see the tension in the old seadog’s face. His was just one of many strained faces. Brodie knew they were thinking he’d gone crazy. They’d expected him to turn eastward and head for deeper waters and open sea. But he had no time to explain to them his intent. Instead, he offered COB a knowing wink.
“Con, sonar,” Miller reported. “The torpedo has acquired us and is homing. Speed forty five knots.”
“Weps?” Brodie asked calmly and glanced down at his stopwatch, calculating the range to the closing torpedo in his head. He’d always liked math; it had been his strongest subject in school.
“Tube five loaded, Captain,” Stahl replied. “Countermeasures, ready.”
“Program Aselsan in tube five to go active as soon as it leaves the tube. Make Aselsan’s course zero-nine-zero.”
“Torpedo range three thousand yards and closing,” Miller warned.
“Roger that, Chief,” Brodie replied, trying to keep his voice steady. The men were scared enough. The last thing they needed was to know that he was just as scared as they were. “Count down the range starting at two thousand yards, Chief,” Brodie ordered.
COB stepped up onto the pedestal. “Condition Zebra is set throughout the ship, Skipper.”
Brodie didn’t respond as he continued making his mental calculations. The geometry was complex, and they were very close to the minefield to the west.
“Torpedo range two thousand yards,” Miller reported.
“Skipper?” COB asked softly.
Brodie raised a hand to stop him.
“Range seventeen hundred yards,” Miller’s voice seemed to echo through the control room.
“Tube five ready, Captain,” Weps nearly shouted.
“Make tube five ready in all respects for firing,” Brodie ordered calmly.
“Range thirteen hundred yards,” Miller reported.
“Sean?” COB asked softly.
“Tube five ready in all respects, Captain!” Weps called out.
“Fire Aselsan,” Brodie ordered and followed it instantly with another. “Helm, hard to starboard! New course two-seven-zero! All stop! Launch countermeasures!”
Brodie heard his orders echoed as the Seawolf suddenly turned hard to the right, directly toward the minefield. Brodie adjusted his legs so as to keep his balance as the submarine heeled over sharply. Behind them, a huge knuckle of swirling water and air bubbles was created in the water by the submarine’s rudder as it bit hard into the sea. And, into that knuckle of swirling water and noisy bubbles, they’d launched a torpedo countermeasure. In addition, the Aselsan decoy, simulating the sound of a submarine, had left the torpedo tube and was heading out to sea. His hope was that with all of this noise now in the water behind him, and the Aselsan sounding off and heading out to sea, that the torpedo and the two Korean ships wouldn’t notice the Seawolf as she suddenly went quiet and turned in the least likely direction, toward the minefield.
“Quick quiet,” Brodie ordered.
The Seawolf leveled off on her new course.
“Course two-seven-zero, Captain,” the helmsman reported.
“That minefield is still out there, Skipper,” COB whispered cautiously.
Brodie nodded. It was a gamble. But it was also the only place the North Koreans wouldn’t expect them to go. Only a mad man would intentionally turn into a minefield.
Brodie keyed the microphone to the sonar shack. “Chief, what’s that torpedo doing?”
“We lost it in our baffles, Skipper.”
Brodie stepped off the platform and behind his helmsman, who was strapped into his seat and gripping the control with white-knuckled intensity. “Take it easy, Roberts,” Brodie whispered as he continued to glance down at his stopwatch.
“Yes, sir,” the nervous petty officer replied. “Sorry, sir. It’s the first time I’ve ever had a torpedo shot at me.”
Brodie leaned over Roberts slightly and gripped a handle on the control panel. “Oh, really?” Brodie asked curiously. “It happens to me all the time,” he said smoothly, sounding far calmer than he felt. If the truth were known, he was quite certain he was the most nervous of them all. Not that he could allow his true fears to be seen by his crew.
Roberts took a deep breath and forced his hands to relax on the controls.
“Con, sonar. Torpedo passed through our countermeasures and is searching.”
“All right, Mister Roberts. A nice and easy turn to starboard. I don’t want any disturbance behind us, just like a ghost in a fog.”
Slowly, the Seawolf turned back toward the north. Brodie listened for the mine avoidance alarm to sound. He couldn’t be certain where the minefield started, but he knew it had to be close. The Seawolf had been less than a mile from the point they’d planned to launch the two mine-hunting drones when all hell had broken loose in the torpedo room.
“Con, sonar. Torpedo has acquired the Whiskey and is homing.”
Brodie saw Roberts glance up at him with a grin only a man who’d never known combat could have. “You got him, sir.”
Brodie patted Roberts shoulder, but at the same time the men around him were exhaling in relief with the knowledge that the torpedo meant for them had found a new target and was now homing in on the aging Whiskey. Brodie returned to the periscope pedestal as the Seawolf, now slowing down below five knots, settled in on her new course. He exchanged an uncomfortable glance with COB. Neither of them relished what was about to happen.
“The Whiskey is blowing her tanks and heading for the surface, Captain,” Miller reported.
“They’re not going to make it, are they?” Andy Stahl asked.
Brodie turned and saw compassion in his weapon’s officer’s face. “No, Mister Stahl. They aren’t,” Brodie said simply, knowing his orders had saved his own crew but doomed another.
“Con, sonar. The Tral has turned after the Aselsan. Torpedo still homing on the Whiskey, range now less than two thousand yards.”
Brodie didn’t respond. Instead, he stood impassively on the platform. He’d yet to determine exactly what had happened in the torpedo room. His only information was that there had been casualties. He felt a brief flash of pain as he thought of Kristen possibly being part of the chaos.
“Range five hundred yards,” came Miller’s steady voice as he counted down the time the crew of the Whiskey had left to live.
The time was mercilessly short.
“Impact,” Brodie heard Miller’s voice report. “Torpedo detonation.”
“Poor bastards,” COB offered.
Brodie nodded his head slightly but then saw, appearing at the forward entrance to the control room, Kristen. The fact that she was alive and able to walk was some comfort, but she was completely covered in blood and gore. Jason appeared a moment later, slipping past her as he entered the control room. He headed directly for Brodie.
“A SEAL went nuts,” Graves whispered as he lowered his head to speak into Brodie’s ear. “He smoke checked two of our men, put a round into Lieutenant Cheng, and then blew his own brains out.”
Brodie could see the look of shock on Kristen’s face. She looked terrified beyond the capacity for rational thought. She was leaning against the hatchway leading into the control room, gripping the metal as if holding on for life. “What happened to her?” Brodie asked, struggling to keep his voice calm.
Graves shook his head somberly. “She was right in the middle of it,” he whispered. “The fucker blew his brains out right in her face.”
She looked like something out of a horror movie.
“Damage?” Brodie asked, struggling to force thoughts of her aside and focus once more on his mission. He had a crew of over one hundred forty men counting on him. Not to mention the SEALs. Everyone was looking to him for calmness in the eye of the storm, and he couldn’t allow himself to think of her at the moment.
“A couple of bullets ricocheted off the bulkheads and chipped some paint, but so far we’ve found nothing else.” Graves looked around. “What happened to that Tral and the Whiskey?”
“The Tral is chasing a ghost out to sea,” COB answered.
“Con, sonar,” Miller’s voice announced. “The Whiskey is going down.”
Brodie looked up at Graves. His friend exhaled deeply. Graves knew what it meant to kill, and he didn’t relish it any more than Brodie did.
“How bad is Lieutenant Cheng?” Brodie asked.
“Chest shot,” Graves answered. “He looks bad. Doc’s with him now.”
Brodie nodded and after ordering a course adjustment to take them away from the minefield, he summoned his staff for a quick situation briefing. While he waited for them to gather around, he glanced back at Kristen, who was still leaning against the hatchway.
“Maybe we should get her to sickbay,” COB suggested.
“No,” Brodie replied, fighting his urge to do far more than send her to sickbay. She still looked to be in shock. “I need her here.”
“What for, Skipper?” Graves asked as the department heads began arriving. Each of them assembled around the periscope platform.
“She’s the only one who can operate the drones,” Brodie answered simply.
* * *
Kristen stood on unsteady legs. Her blood-stained hand gripped the railing around the periscope platform to steady herself. She heard her fellow officers talking all around her, but it was like she was in a dream and their voices were strangely distant.
“Lieutenant?” she heard a familiar voice. She turned her head and saw COB standing next to her. “Miss, are you okay?” he whispered.
Kristen nodded her head, not at all certain just how she was at the moment. She was numb all over and, she realized, suffering from shock. Cheng had nearly bled to death in her arms, and Vance’s gore was still splattered all over her. She could see blood and pieces of tissue on her hands and arms. Similar ghastly images she’d always suppressed refused to return to the deepest, darkest recesses of her mind where she’d kept them locked away for so many years.
“Lieutenant!” she heard another voice as her thoughts were yanked back from the past to the present.
“Yes, sir!” she responded automatically to Brodie.
She’d seen him only briefly during the battle with the Tral corvette and the Whiskey class submarine. Everyone in the control room had thought they were dead. She’d seen the fear in all of their faces.
All but Brodie’s.
He’d been calm, steady, focused. Just like always. And now, when all of his officers were suggesting a withdrawal, the same rock-like nerves drove him to stay. “Are you with us, Lieutenant?” Brodie asked her bluntly, his voice sharp.
“Yes, sir!” she snapped again, knowing she wasn’t being honest.
She peeled her eyes off her blood-stained hands and forced herself to look at him. He was on the periscope pedestal leaning against the railing, bent slightly at the waist and surrounded by his key officers.
“Skipper, we’ve got multiple North Korean air, surface, and sub-surface assets moving into the area,” the XO reported. “We don’t want to stay here.”
“We’re less than a mile from the release point for the drones,” Brodie reminded Graves and his other officers. “We didn’t just fight our way in here to turn tail and run,” he added bluntly. “We complete the mission, period.” His no nonsense, clearly logical words brooked no further discussion.
Brodie turned his attention back toward her. “Are you okay, Lieutenant?”
“Yes, sir,” she answered, trying to force calmness she didn’t feel into her voice.
“Are the drones damaged?”
“No, sir,” she replied. “But I should probably look them over a final time, just to be on the safe side.”
There was no part of her being that wanted to return to the torpedo room and see the gore decorating the starboard bulkhead. But, he was counting on her. He’d stayed calm when it appeared chaos had become the order of the day. She would have to be strong also. Whatever internal struggle she was experiencing would have to wait.
He needed her.
“All right,” he ordered. “Get back down there, check both drones out, and then report back to me. We’ll be at the release point in less than thirty minutes.”
* * *
The torpedo room was alive with activity. The Seawolf was still at general quarters, and the entire weapons department was now in the cavernous space seeing to their charges while the SEALs were doing their best to stay out of the way. Kristen moved through the crowd of men, fighting the traumatic images she’d hidden away for eighteen years.
The shocked expressions on the faces of those men who saw her hinted as to just how bad she must look. She couldn’t — wouldn’t — deal with that at the moment. She reached the two drones. Those men around her moved aside as she started looking for her bag of tools.
“Can we help you, Miss?” Chief Petty Officer Chester, a brawny African American, asked with a hint of concern. He was the senior petty officer in the weapons division and lord of the torpedo room.
“I…” she felt her voice crack slightly, but then took a deep, steadying breath. “I’m looking for my tool bag, Chief,” she explained. “I need to check the drones one last time before launch.”
The Chief barked at his men, and they immediately found her tool bag.
“Can we lend you a hand with that, Miss?” Chester asked, his eyes showing clear concern as he looked her over.
Kristen shook her head. “No, that’s okay, Chief. I had best do it.”
As she worked, she became aware of someone sobbing. She looked toward the aft end of the torpedo room and saw a youthful torpedoman’s mate curled up on the deck sobbing. A petty officer was standing over him, trying to help the youth snap out of it. The distraught seaman sounded like a small child, and he reminded her of herself so many years earlier, sitting on the edge of a blood-stained bathtub, crying.
Her left hand was holding a screwdriver, and she saw that it was trembling slightly. She released the screwdriver and flexed her hand several times, trying to steady it again. But no sooner did she grip the screwdriver than she started shaking once more. She switched the screwdriver to her right hand, ignoring the trembling in her left, and kept working.
After twenty minutes, she’d again gone over each drone and had found no hint of damage. She stood up, noticing blood smears on the drones wherever her uniform had rubbed against it. She looked at Chief Chester. “Could you…” she pointed at the blood stains on the drones. She didn’t have to finish the sentence. Chester immediately ordered a man to wipe off the blood.
Kristen reported back to Brodie that the drones were ready over a ship’s phone, then monitored the loading procedure as each drone was carefully inserted into two of the Seawolf’s eight torpedo tubes. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the macabre display still splattered all over the starboard bulkhead and deck where Vance had killed himself.
She tried to ignore it, but it was impossible.
Once the drones were launched, each began its programmed search pattern. Using sophisticated forward-looking and side-scan synthetic aperture sonars, the drones would slowly move through the minefield, seeking out, locating, and recording the position of every mine in their search grid. Once complete, each would return to the submarine, guided back by a homing beacon in the torpedo tubes they were launched from.
Kristen returned to the control center. Her left hand was still trembling, and, as she walked, she clenched her hand into a fist over and over, hoping to stop it. However, the trembling didn’t go away. She knew the trembling was an indicator of the horror she was going to have to deal with soon, but now wasn’t the time.
He still needed her.
Brodie was on the periscope platform when she arrived. The XO was with him, and Doc Reed was talking to them. “Skipper, he’s stable for the moment, but I can only keep him that way for a few more hours. If we don’t get him medivaced to a real hospital, he won’t make it.”
They were talking about Cheng, but stopped as Brodie saw her and stiffened noticeably.
“Excuse me, gentlemen,” she said, seeing that she’d interrupted.
Graves and Reed turned to look at her as Brodie continued to stare. His face was once again hard. Resolute. Unreadable.
“Good God!” Reed exclaimed upon seeing her. “Are you okay, Lieutenant?” he asked and began looking her over.
Kristen didn’t dare look down at her uniform, not wanting to see the ghastly display she’d become. “I’m fine,” she replied in a strained voice. “It’s not my blood.”
“Are the drones away and operating properly?” Brodie asked calmly as if what was happening around them was just another in a long series of battle drills and not the real thing.
“Yes, sir,” she replied. At her side, she felt her left hand trembling. She slipped it behind her slightly and gripped her trouser leg to try and hide the shaking.
“Maybe you should go get cleaned up, Lieutenant,” Graves suggested.
Brodie, still watching her with his intense eyes, nodded in agreement. “No Navy shower, either,” he told her referring to the usual brief shower used by sailors to conserve fresh water. “Take some time, Lieutenant. Then I want you in sickbay,” Brodie added. “I want Doc to check you over just to make certain you’re okay.”
“I’m fine, sir,” she answered as she felt her stomach twisting violently with the urge to vomit.
“That’s an order, Lieutenant.”

Chapter Forty Five

Captain’s Cabin, USS Seawolf
His cabin was dark, which she was thankful for. Kristen stepped into the bathroom and locked the door behind her. Her right hand was now trembling as well as her left. She set her hygiene bag and towels on the small counter, then turned on the light. A wave of nausea came over her as she saw her blood-stained hand, and she fell to her knees, vomiting violently into the commode.
It had been at least eight hours since her last meal, so it wasn’t long before she was dry heaving cruelly. She stayed on her knees for several minutes until the nausea subsided, slowly regaining her composure. Then, once back on her feet, she slipped out of her tennis shoes, trying desperately to ignore the blood on them. Next came her coveralls. As she stripped out of them, a piece of human tissue slipped off and fell to the floor.
Kristen closed her eyes and finished undressing, tossing everything into a laundry bag, wondering if it might be best to just throw it all away. When she finally worked up the courage to open her eyes again, she kept her eyes averted from the mirror and stepped directly into the shower.
The water was hot, but she adjusted it to the point she felt the water nearly scalding her as she began to scrub. Images flooded her mind, terrible images. Images of her father, images of Cheng lying in her arms, and images of Vance with the fear in his eyes before he shoved the pistol in his mouth. She could hear the shots ringing in her ears. Once more she closed her eyes tightly as she struggled to force the cruel images away, cursing her perfect memory.
Kristen moved her head under the running water, hoping to drown out the noise of the pistol shots still reverberating inside her skull. She opened her eyes and saw the blood-stained shower floor around her bare feet. A river of brownish water poured from her long hair. Her trembling hands fumbled with the shampoo, dropping it twice before she finally just stayed on her knees to wash her hair. The river of brownish water seemed endless as she scrubbed her hair struggling to get the blood out, digging her fingernails into her scalp in a desperate attempt to wash away the pain as well as the gore.
As she scrubbed, she found a piece of bone in her hair. She looked at the small chunk of skull. It still had skin and hair on it. She stared at the piece of shattered skull as more images from her past rushed through her mind. With trembling hands, she stood back up and carefully placed the piece of bone and tissue on the soap tray before she resumed washing.
Kristen scrubbed the rest of her body twice, the steamy hot water turning her skin red and causing the burns on her arm to howl in pain. But, after what felt like hours, the floor of the shower ran with clear water.
The first towel she reached for had blood stains on it. She set it aside. Her mind was numb and almost detached from the rest of her as she dried off, still not daring to look at her reflection in the mirror. She felt dizzy and closed her eyes, reaching out to steady herself against the wall. The sound of the pistol shot still echoed in her ears, as did the sounds of an ambulance. An ambulance from the distant past. The memories would not leave her. The smell of gun powder, the stench of human gore… all assaulted her senses, as more images presented themselves in her head, playing over and over again like a perverse movie in her mind. With the images and painful memories, came the same feelings of anguish, fear, and confusion.
Kristen grimaced as stabbing pain gripped her abdomen. She fought to silence the sounds in her head as another wave of nausea overcame her. Once more she collapsed to her knees, unable to resist her pitiless stomach.
Finally, after several more minutes of gut-wrenching pain, the latest wave of nausea passed. She stood on trembling legs and began dressing, trying desperately to ignore the horrific trail she’d left in the bathroom when she’d undressed.
Once dressed, Kristen screwed up the courage to look into the mirror and barely recognized herself as she did. The woman she saw reflected back at her had dark circles under her bloodshot eyes. Her complexion was pale and her cheeks hollow. Despite the scalding water and soap, she’d missed some flecks of blood on her face and neck, and she scrubbed them away before attending to her hair. But her trembling hands ignored her commands to be steady so she might make her usual French braids. Instead, she settled for a simple ponytail.
After brushing her teeth, she turned to the bathroom. She wiped it down as best she could. She picked up a few pieces of brain that had fallen off her uniform and flushed them down the commode, not knowing what else to do with them. But, as she steadied herself, she remembered the small piece of skull and tissue she’d removed from her hair.
Kristen retrieved it from the shower and then stepped back out into the cabin. The lights had been off when she’d come in, but now the soft glow of a reading lamp on Brodie’s small desk provided the barest of illumination and allowed her to see him. Brodie was leaning against the wall across from the bathroom door. His head was down, and his shoulders were sagging slightly. She stood awkwardly in her stocking feet and looked at him.
“You forgot your shoes,” he whispered and looked up.
The mask of command was gone, and she once more saw just a man, a very weary man. The strength he’d shown in the control room when everyone else was on the edge of panic was gone, and in its place was bone-numbing exhaustion.
Kristen was two feet from him. She looked down at her stocking feet, then back up at him, searching for the strength to explain what she was feeling. “They…. they were…” she fumbled with her words.
He nodded, apparently understanding without her having to explain. He ran his left hand through his undisciplined hair, as she’d seen him do a hundred times before. Except this time she saw that his hand was trembling.
“Captain?” she whispered softly, wanting more than anything to reach out to him.
“What’s that?” he asked as he motioned toward her left hand.
Kristen looked at the piece of skull in her shaking hand. She wasn’t certain why she’d held onto it. But images of another shattered skull once more flooded her thoughts.
“I… I didn’t know what to do with it,” she whispered feebly. She shut her eyes, clenching them tightly. She needed to be strong. She needed to beat the painful past back down into the depths of her consciousness where she’d kept it locked away from every living soul. No therapist, no friend, no one had ever heard her talk of the horrors lurking deep within her, and none ever would. She had to be strong! She had to prove herself!
“Kris…” he whispered as he stepped forward and put out his hand.
She opened her eyes and slowly placed the skull fragment into his outstretched hand. She felt his hand on her right forearm, as if to steady her. She hadn’t realized it, but her legs were shaking and she was on the verge of teetering over. She stepped forward, her legs moving as if by their own volition.
The terrible images faded and a flood of warmth engulfed her as she felt the tender embrace. She could hear his heart pounding in his chest as loudly as the pounding within her own. She felt his powerful back and shoulders and lifted her lips to his. A brief, tentative kiss was followed by her lips hungrily searching for his. She pulled him to her, and she felt her back against the wall as he nearly lifted her from the deck.
The horrific images were gone, the Korean Peninsula a thousand miles away, duty and responsibility lost into obscurity as she reveled in the warmth of him, the power of his arms, his tender and seemingly equally hungry lips. Her hands moved through the thick, beautiful mane as she pulled his head down to her, forcing his lips tighter against her own. Could he possibly know what she was feeling? Could he have known the desire she’d been keeping contained below the surface? She’d never wanted any man, not like this. Fiery passion was welling up from the depths of her soul.
No one would ever know but them!
Nothing else mattered; the Seawolf was a forgotten mistress as Kristen felt his hands on her body.
But the Seawolf was also a jealous matron. The squawk box on the bulkhead a few feet away came to life with the XO’s voice, “Skipper, con.”
The moment vanished as rapidly as it had come. Kristen felt her own body stiffen as she felt him tense. Their lips parted, and in the dim light she looked into his eyes and saw, for a moment, the eyes she wanted to be looking into when she drew her last breath. Part of her, a powerful part of her, wanted to beg him to ignore it, but, instead, she simply nodded slightly to his questioning gaze. He released her, and she saw the mask of command slip back into place. The warm and giving eyes faded. They were replaced by stern, unbreakable steel.
He stepped to the squawk box by his desk and keyed the microphone. “Brodie.”
Kristen didn’t linger. As the remnants of passion faded, she felt panic and guilt come in its place. Cruel reality and cold reasoning replaced wanton lust as she realized the line she’d just crossed. She turned from him and opened the door leading to the passageway.
“Kris, wait,” he called to her as she closed the door behind her.

Chapter Forty Six

Female Officer Quarters, USS Seawolf
Kristen leaned against the bulkhead, her head pressed against the cold metal. “What an idiot!” she berated herself.
Images of the recent incident in Brodie’s cabin had replaced both the pain-filled memories from her past and Vance’s suicide. But, with the welcome release of that pain, came the torture of the guilty pleasure. He was her captain. He’d been exhausted. He’d been under tremendous stress.
And she’d taken advantage of him.
She’d allowed her own emotions and secret desires to replace logic and reason.
“You stupid hussy,” she cursed herself once more under her breath.
“What was that?” she heard Terry’s playful voice.
Kristen turned and saw the roguishly handsome lieutenant had pulled her curtain back slightly and was standing in the opening.
“Not now, Terry,” she warned him. “I’m too tired for any games right now.”
“In the past I’ve found that persistence pays off,” he answered with a friendly, but also slightly concerned smile.
“Persistence?” she asked. “Is that what guys call it?”
“What else would you call it?” he asked and stepped into her cabin.
“How about annoyance?” she countered as she turned to face him, wishing she could dismiss the moment with Brodie as quickly as she would dismiss her current conversation with Terry. “Or how about exasperating?” she asked. “Or maybe irritating? What about chafing? I don’t know. I’m too tired to think of any other synonyms, so let’s just leave it at that.”
He smiled at her good naturedly. “All righty then,” he said accepting this latest setback, “but I warn you, I’ve the patience of an oyster.”
Kristen stepped away from him as he moved a little closer. “Get some sleep, Terry. You’re far more charming when you’re not yawning and your breath doesn’t smell like old gym socks.”
“Ouch,” he grimaced.
“You’d best be going,” she told him, motioning toward the opening in the curtain.
“I just wanted to stop by and check on you,” he admitted, showing a hint of the decent guy he could actually be when he wasn’t being a hound dog. “I heard what happened. Are you okay?”
The last thing she wanted at the moment was sympathy. “I’m fine,” she snapped a little more sharply than she would have liked.
He paused, and she saw his worried expression.
“I’m fine,” she repeated, trying to reassure him.
“All right,” he nodded.
“You’d better be going,” she reminded him.
“I know,” he admitted. “But on my way here to see you, I stopped by the Con…”
Kristen suddenly had the feeling the captain had sent for her. The idea of seeing him was terrifying. She wasn’t certain how she could ever look at him again. But instead of the captain, Terry explained that he’d been passing through and saw Fabrini.
“He wanted to know if you could come up to the shack.”
Kristen glanced at her watch and realized, with all that had happened, she’d forgotten about her watch rotation. She knew she could probably get away with blowing off Fabrini. No one would likely fault her, but she dismissed the thought out of hand. She hadn’t slept in… forever. But the idea of a few hours listening to the ocean was far more appealing than lamenting her recent folly alone in her cabin.
They exited her cabin, and Terry walked with her toward the shack. As they walked Kristen noticed that the Seawolf was moving. “Are we diving?”
Terry nodded. “We’re heading back out into the Sea of Japan to rendezvous with a medivac bird from the Abraham Lincoln.”
“Lieutenant Cheng?” Kristen asked, feeling a little guilty. She hadn’t yet gone to sickbay to check on him.
“Yeah,” Terry replied. “I guess the Blade is getting soft. Not long after the drones left the tubes, he ordered us back out to international waters where we might be able to get Cheng to a real hospital.”
Kristen knew this was a tactical error. The Seawolf had managed to sneak through the North Korean anti-submarine patrols. Now they would have to fight their way back out, only to turn around and come back through the gauntlet a third time.
She walked with Terry as far as the sonar shack where she left him and entered to find Fabrini standing behind the class stack listening intently. He saw her and motioned for her to come in. “Hey, Lieutenant,” he greeted her as he removed one side of the headphones. “Would you mind taking the spectrum analyzer?”
“Has someone been smoking in here?” she asked abruptly as she picked up the lingering stench of tobacco.
“Uh….” Fabrini hesitated, not wanting to play the rat, “well I uh…”
“Forget it,” she replied easily and slipped by the others to make her way back to the spectrum analyzer. She spent the first few minutes getting acquainted with the various contacts they were tracking, including the sounds of the Abraham Lincoln battle group cruising northward at ten knots nearly one hundred nautical miles to the east. There were also distant North Korean patrol boats to the north and west, but they were far enough away to be no threat.
“Where’s the Tral class corvette?” she asked Fabrini, not seeing it in the sonar log any more.
“He moved off to the northeast at the beginning of the last watch. They lost contact about three hours ago,” Fabrini replied.
She was thankful for something to help take her mind off what had happened earlier in Brodie’s cabin. Operating a sonar station required her complete concentration and didn’t allow room for thoughts of anything else. She glanced around her station, noticing crushed cigarette butts on the deck and empty soda cans strewn about. The last few teams of sonar operators had been dealing with the challenging and, at moments, frightening journey into North Korean waters. The debris was a mute testament to the strain they’d been under.
“We have a thermocline below us at five hundred fifty feet,” Fabrini whispered as he leaned over her. “We’ve been picking up an intermittent contact off to the northeast. It’s probably nothing, but every now and then we get a mechanical noise.”
“Do you think the control room could dip below the thermocline so we can take a look at what might be down there?” she asked Fabrini, knowing something could be hiding under the layer a few hundred yards away, and the Seawolf might never hear it.
Fabrini relayed the request, and a moment later Kristen heard Graves’ voice, “Sonar, con. Coming down, now.”
“Con, sonar. Roger that,” Fabrini answered dutifully.
Kristen stayed on her display, searching the waters around the Seawolf, focusing on her work and nothing else. They dropped below the thermocline and settled at a depth of six hundred feet continuing on their course as the mile-long towed array, dragging far behind them, slowly followed them down a few minutes later.
As the hydrophone array came below the thermocline, Kristen heard a sudden noise. Instantly, she began adjusting her dials. “Passive sonar contact,” she reported automatically. “On the towed array. Bearing one-seven-zero,” she told Fabrini.
“Con, sonar. Possible submerged contact on towed array. Recommend course change forty-five degrees to port to establish second bearing,” Fabrini requested. A course change would allow them a second bearing that could be used to triangulate the contact’s position.
Kristen tuned out everything else as she listened.
The XO suddenly appeared in the door. He had to bend down slightly as he stepped in to avoid the low overhead. “What is it, Fabrini?” he asked.
Fabrini briefed him on the new contact.
“We can’t be pausing to smell the roses,” Graves reminded everyone. “We’ve got a shipmate clinging to life, and we need to get him to the rendezvous. So unless you know for a fact this isn’t some school of feeding shrimp or a couple of whales getting busy, we need to hold our course.”
Kristen reached up and flipped on the speaker for her station and removed her headphones. “Sir,” she told him. “I know I’m new at this, but it doesn’t sound like a biological.”
Graves listened to the sound coming over the speaker. Fabrini listened too and shook his head, “Damn, that sounds distant.”
“I don’t hear anything,” Graves added.
Kristen pulled her headphones back on and made a few more fine adjustments. She paused, closing her eyes as she listened closely. The computer automatically filtered out normal background noises but was never able to remove it all, and Kristen was doing her best to act like another filter, removing everything else. Then she heard it again. “Sir, I’m hearing cooling pump noises on the same bearing. Classify contact Sierra Seven as a nuclear submarine running in quiet mode.”
Fabrini glanced at her skeptically. The computer had reported nothing. He took a second set of headphones and plugged them into an auxiliary jack on her panel, so he could hear exactly what she was listening to. The XO was growing anxious and pulled the ship’s phone from the overhead but paused and looked at Fabrini before calling Brodie. “Fabrini?” he asked, wanting confirmation that this wasn’t some wild-goose chase.
Fabrini was leaning over Kristen as she barely brushed the fine adjustment knob. “There is definitely something there, XO. But I can’t make it out.” He paused and shook his head in frustration. “It might be plant noises….” His tone of voice made it clear he wasn’t certain though.
“Dammit,” Graves replied and dialed the captain’s cabin.
A few seconds passed while Kristen heard Graves brief Brodie. After a short conversation, the XO hung up the phone and ordered a forty-five degree turn as Kristen had suggested. “I hope this isn’t a waste of time,” he whispered to Fabrini.
The door opened and Brodie appeared a few seconds later. “Whatcha got, Jason?”
“Nothing firm yet. The spectrum analyzer picked up a faint contact. It might be a sub, but we aren’t certain,” Graves reported.
“What’s the computer say?” Brodie asked.
“Zip, Skipper,” Fabrini answered.
Kristen could almost hear the doubt in their voices.
“Looks like the back of a taxi cab in here, Fabrini,” Brodie muttered. “Did you give the maid the day off?” Brodie picked up a cup of coffee that had been left behind by the previous watch. He drank it right down.
“Ma’am, the towed array should be straightened out by now,” Fabrini whispered to her.
Kristen nodded as she slowly checked the bearings where she felt the contact might be but heard nothing. She spun the dial one hundred eighty degrees in the other direction and began fine tuning, checking multiple bearings. “Got him! Contact Sierra Seven. New bearing two-three-five!” She turned and looked up at Fabrini and Brodie. Both were now behind her. “Definite plant noises.”
The other sonar operators glanced at one another questioningly, but they each just shrugged their shoulders at one another. They’d heard nothing. Fabrini pulled his own headphones back on to listen for himself. But, after a few seconds, he shook his head. “I don’t have it.”
Kristen glanced at the XO, who looked dubious about the contact. She then looked at Brodie. He was listening to the speaker and not looking at her. He said nothing, nor did he consult anyone. Instead, Brodie reached up and took down the microphone to the control room.
“Con, this is the captain. Ten degree left rudder, new course…” he paused to glance at a red plasma tactical display. “New course, two-seven-zero. Slow to one third.”
Kristen realized he was taking her word for it and was turning the Seawolf nearly back into its wake to check the rear where she’d heard the faint contact. Despite what had happened between them and everyone else’s doubt, he trusted her. She’d feared he might not believe her. The others surely didn’t.
“Get Chief Miller up here,” Brodie said softly to the XO.
“Aye, sir.”
The Seawolf slowed and executed a gentle turn to port to bring the submarines most powerful sonar system, the bowed mounted array, to bear on the contact. Kristen lost the sound as soon as they began the turn but kept adjusting her system trying to reacquire it, using the complex sonar array suite like a massive sound vacuum to literally suck in trillions of bits of sound from the water surrounding them. Five minutes later, a tired, and very grouchy looking, Senior Chief Miller arrived.
“Sorry to wake you, Senior Chief, but we might have a tail,” Brodie informed him as Miller struggled to squeeze his bulk through the confined space to where Kristen was seated.
“What’s the computer saying?” Miller asked as he scratched himself.
“Nothing, Senior Chief,” Fabrini answered. “She picked up something faint on the towed array. We changed course, and she picked it up again. But no one else has been able to verify what she heard.” Fabrini’s tone wasn’t quite questioning, but it wasn’t sounding very enthusiastic about the possibility Kristen was right either.
Kristen smelled Miller’s cigarette breath and the three days of unwashed body as he stepped up behind her. “What is it, Lieutenant?” he asked, grabbing the extra headphones.
Just a few hours earlier, she’d been covered in gore and shaking like a leaf from stress. Now she feared everyone thought she was losing her mind or — what for her was far worse — seeking attention. But she was certain about what she’d heard. “I heard reactor coolant pumps,” she told him. “The sound of the rushing water was distinct, Senior Chief.”
“Then why didn’t the computer pick it up, let alone anyone else?” Miller asked bluntly.
He listened to the headphones for a good solid minute as Kristen made more adjustments on the massive bow array, but the sound had disappeared. The Chief took off the headphones and hung them back up. “Our baffles are clear, Skipper,” he concluded, a bit annoyed at having been dragged off the couch in the goat locker because of a Nub.
“Thanks, Senior Chief,” Brodie replied with a yawn.
Kristen turned in her chair to face Brodie. She was absolutely certain about what she’d heard. She needed him to believe that this wasn’t some stupid, drama-queen attempt to get attention. “Sir, I wasn’t imagining it,” she told him with certainty. “It was hard to isolate, and it was faint, but I know what I heard. It is there.”
Brodie nodded thoughtfully as a skeptical Chief Miller glanced back at her. “It’s all right, Lieutenant. When I’ve been tired enough, I’ve heard all kinds of stuff. Hell, I even heard a Siren’s song begging me to come for a swim once,” Miller said dismissively.
Kristen turned back to her screen as the Chief made his way out of the sonar shack. They didn’t believe her. But more importantly, Brodie didn’t. He ordered a course correction back to their base course. Tired and now angry, she turned back toward him. “Captain, I wasn’t imagining it. There was someone following us.”
“Then where did he go, Lieutenant?” Miller asked pointedly as he stood in the open hatchway.
Kristen looked down at the deck, seeing crushed cigarette butts littering it and then looked up. “He heard us turning to clear our baffles, and he jumped up above the thermocline,” she offered.
Fabrini’s face showed the clear disbelief he was feeling. Miller just shook his head with a hint of exasperation. “Good night, Skipper,” Miller said and turned to leave.
Kristen was looking at Brodie, his face concealed in partial shadow, but she could feel the grey eyes piercing into her soul. For what seemed like several minutes — but was only a brief second — they stared at one another. Then Brodie keyed the microphone to the control room. “Belay my last, con,” he ordered. “All stop. Bring her up above the thermal, nice and quiet.”
Kristen turned back to her display. She’d been afraid he wouldn’t believe her. She needed him to trust her. The rest could ignore her. The rest could laugh and snicker behind her back, but not him. She could not bear his ridicule. Not anymore.
The Seawolf rose gently, slipping above the thermocline. Chief Miller, out of curiosity, stuck around, his body half in and out of the sonar shack. “Hey, Fabrini, fifty bucks it’s nothing,” he whispered to the Petty Officer.
Fabrini rubbed the growing beard on his face and glanced at Kristen. She gave him a look of certainty. “You’re on,” Fabrini whispered, taking the bet.
As the Seawolf rose above the thermocline, her massive bow array was the first part to peek above the cold layer of water acting like a large soundproof blanket above them. All of the sonar techs were watching their green waterfall displays when, suddenly, all three stacks began chirping simultaneously as the waterfall displays came alive with a thick green line indicating something directly ahead of the Seawolf.
“Sonar contact! Bearing dead ahead,” the three sonar operators called out simultaneously.
Brodie reacted instantly and keyed the microphone linking the sonar shack to the control room. “Con, thirty degrees to starboard. Thirty degree down angle on the bow planes, get us back below the thermocline!” He tossed Fabrini the microphone and bulled his way past Chief Miller as he exited the sonar shack and headed for the control room.
“I’ll be goddamned,” Miller swore in disbelief.
Greenberg was on the classification stack and reported the contact, “A nuclear-powered submarine. I’ve got plant noises and …” he hesitated, not certain he was hearing it right.
Kristen finished the report, “It’s a British Astute class SSN.” She then looked toward Greenberg and explained, “You were hearing the pump-jet propulsor.”
“The Limey prick was following us,” Miller mumbled as he fished a cigarette out of his pocket. “I must be getting too old for this shit.”
Kristen continued to listen, while the Seawolf dove back below the thermocline. She could barely hear the British submarine as it passed above the Seawolf, but then she heard something else. It was something unexpected. Something ominous.
“New submerged contact, bearing three-two-five! I’m picking up transients close aboard.”
“What the fuck?!” Miller asked before he could light his cigarette. He grabbed the extra headphones to listen as Fabrini reported the contact.
Kristen glanced at Chief Miller as the Seawolf dove back into the black depths. The turn was so tight and the dive so steep that Kristen had to grab onto a pair of handholds to stay in her seat as the deck pitched beneath her. “It sounded like metal scraping,” she said to Miller.
Miller listened for another moment then stood back up and grabbed the ship’s phone, “Con, sonar. We’ve got a diesel-electric submarine bearing three-two-five, and we’ve got metallic transients indicating torpedoes entering tubes.”
Kristen froze momentarily, not understanding what was happening. But a moment later, she heard the general alarm sound. Almost immediately, she felt the Seawolf turn back the other way and accelerated.
Following the blaring of the alarm claxon, she heard the Chief of the Watch’s voice calling all hands to their battle stations. Adrenaline shot through her veins and Kristen immediately began to get out of the seat, assuming Miller would want Greenberg or Fabrini on the spectrum analyzer. But the Chief put a restraining hand on her shoulder and pushed her back down into the seat.
“Don’t you want someone else here?” she asked.
“Shit no,” he told her. “Strap in and hold on,” Miller replied as he reached up and grabbed a pipe to steady himself while lighting the cigarette with the other hand. Kristen buckled her seatbelt and tightened it down as the Seawolf turned hard to port. They were leaning sideways in their chairs even with the seatbelts on as they continued to accelerate. The cold, visceral, gut-wrenching fear that a torpedo might already been in the water and heading for them gripped her abdomen, and, by the looks on the faces of everyone else in the shack, she was not alone in her fear.
“Sonar, con,” she heard Brodie’s voice over the speaker, and, as suddenly as the fear had struck her, it faded. His voice was calm and methodical, without any hint of panic or concern. The type of calmness expected of a leader during a crisis. She briefly wondered if she could ever manage to feign such courage. She doubted it.
“Bring in the towed array,” Brodie ordered. “I don’t want to lose it.”
The Seawolf’s long towed-array cable was not intended to be part of submerged acrobatics, nor would it be useful if they passed twenty knots which they seemed to be heading to fast. She felt the sub vibrate slightly as they passed through sixteen knots.
“Do you have anything more on the second contact?” Brodie asked.
Kristen gripped the side of the panel to stop from falling sideways as they continued the sharp turn to port. She listened intently, trying to hear the diesel-electric boat again. They’d come full circle and returned to their original course. But they were now deep below the thermocline. Kristen could do the geometry in her head without even thinking about it, and she knew Brodie was bringing them up behind the diesel-electric boat — unless of course the submarine had heard them and had changed course, too.
* * *
In the control room, Graves listened closely, waiting for a report.
“What do you think it is, Skipper?” he asked Brodie who, despite his lack of sleep, was alert once again.
“I think the Astute might have been the reason we were able to get back out of North Korean waters so easily. That Tral corvette left us to go chase someone else,” he explained.
“You think the Brit heard all the commotion we made and realized we were in trouble, so they decided to draw some of the heat off of us?” Graves asked.
“They certainly have the stones for it,” he replied bluntly. “I never met a British sub captain who wouldn’t run a hundred miles for a good fight.”
“And the diesel?” Graves asked, knowing if the sonar reports were correct there was a diesel-electric submarine in the British boat’s baffles.
“The only people with diesel boats around here are North Koreans and maybe a Russian looking to get into trouble,” Brodie reasoned. “I bet the diesel was lying quietly somewhere, the Astute just happened to pass by, and the diesel got lucky and picked up her plant noises. Just like Kris did.”
“Do you think the diesel is looking for some payback after losing that Whiskey boat?”
“Maybe,” Brodie considered thoughtfully. “It doesn’t look like the Brit knows he has a tail.”
“What’re you gonna do?” Jason asked pointedly. “We can’t shoot at the diesel unless they fire first.”
“Con, sonar. Classify Sierra Seven as Lada class Russian diesel-electric submarine, bearing zero-zero-four, speed nine knots, range eight hundred yards, course two-seven-five, over.” Senior Chief Miller reported. “Sonar contact Astute-One, bearing zero-zero-three, speed nine knots, range fifteen hundred yards, course two-seven-five, over.”
“What’s a Russian doing chasing a Brit?” Graves asked.
“It’s not a Russian boat,” Brodie replied. “He’s North Korean. The Russians have been selling all their old stuff.”
“The diesel’s right on the Astute’s ass,” Graves warned, knowing the Korean was in a perfect firing position.
“And we’re on his,” Brodie said with an amused smile.
“What’s so funny?”
Brodie didn’t reply. Instead, he made certain the tracking parties had a firing solution on the Korean submarine before returning to the periscope platform. He pulled down the microphone for the sonar shack. “Sonar, con. Initiate Yankee Search.”
Graves looked at Brodie curiously. A Yankee Search was a sonar search using the Seawolf’s powerful active sonar. The active sonar would send out massive sonar pulses into the water and was perfect for finding hidden submarines. But the effect would also alert the entire Sea of Japan as to the Seawolf’s location, so most submariners never used the active system.
“Captain?” Graves asked, a bit surprised at the order.
“Say again?” Chief Miller echoed the XO’s thoughts via the speaker, apparently equally stunned by the unexpected order.
“Keep us tight in her baffles,” Brodie ordered Graves and then headed forward to sonar.
It soon became evident what Brodie wanted. A moment after he disappeared into the sonar shack, the Seawolf’s active sonar began pounding the North Korean submarine, letting them know they weren’t the only hunters in the area.
Immediately, the North Korean submarine started evasive maneuvers trying to escape the Seawolf. Over the next ten minutes, the North Korean executed a series of ever more complex escape maneuvers. But the ancient diesel-electric boat was neither fast enough nor nimble enough to escape the Seawolf as Graves kept them locked in tight behind the dancing Korean submarine. Every time the Korean ceased its maneuvering, Brodie initiated another Yankee Search and hammered the Korean mercilessly until finally the North Korean, realizing it was way out of its league, surfaced, engaged its diesel engines, and raced back to the relative safety of home waters.
Kristen was still seated in front of the spectrum analyzer. She could feel herself grinning from ear to ear. The tension they’d all been feeling had faded as they watched their captain toy with the North Korean until the other sub captain finally gave up and headed for home. Chief Miller, still smoking a cigarette, had nearly split a seam laughing as every time the Korean thought they’d lost the Seawolf, Brodie calmly reached over and powered up the active sonar, and sent the North Korean into a series of new evasive maneuvers.
“Sneaky son of a bitch,” Miller chuckled in admiration as Brodie secured the active search once the Korean surfaced and fled.
Brodie, looking a little pleased with himself, addressed Miller. “There’s no smoking in here, Chief,” he said with a crooked grin. He then pointed a finger toward Fabrini. “And I think you owe Mister Fabrini fifty bucks.”
Miller dropped the cigarette to the deck and crushed it with the toe of his tennis shoe. “Aye, Skipper. Whatever you say.”
Then, as Brodie was about to leave, he paused and glanced back in. “Oh, and the next time the Lieutenant says she hears something, I suggest we listen.” He shot her a brief, rather proud grin and then returned to the control room.

Chapter Forty Seven

Wardroom, USS Seawolf
Kristen finished her cold turkey sandwich and washed it down with a cup of tea. She’d managed a couple of hours of sleep, but no more. Nightmares had far outnumbered her sweet dreams, and after tossing and turning in her bunk and trying to sort out a myriad of conflicting emotions, she’d gotten up. She’d avoided the captain’s cabin, and instead, chose to use the regular officers’ bathroom, much to Ski’s chagrin whom she’d kept waiting while she brushed her teeth and hair. Then, following a visit to the sickbay to check on Lieutenant Cheng, she came to the wardroom.
Graves walked in as she was finishing up her meal, and she greeted him politely.
“Good job on that Lada boat, Lieutenant,” he congratulated her in greeting. “It’s all Miller has been talking about.”
“I got lucky, sir,” she answered and shifted her left hand under the table to hide the slight tremor that had returned.
“Yeah, sure you did,” he replied skeptically as he poured himself a cup of coffee. “When are you going on watch again?”
Kristen glanced at the digital clock on the wall. “Zero-eight-hundred, sir.”
“Good,” he answered. “We’ll be surfacing in a little bit, and I need a couple of lookouts.”
To be chosen to go on the bridge while at sea was considered a privilege and often used as a reward for good service. Kristen knew the XO probably thought the assignment would be seen in that light. But Kristen was momentarily horrified at the thought of being on the bridge with the captain. Other than their brief encounter in the sonar shack, she hadn’t seen or spoken to him since the incident in his cabin, and she still wasn’t sure how she should apologize to him.
“Unless you aren’t feeling up to it?” he asked, apparently noticing her hesitation.
“No, sir,” she answered quickly. “I’m fine.”
He paused, and she felt him watching her closely. “All right then. Can you think of someone else who deserves a little fresh air?”
Kristen thought for a moment, forcing her memories regarding Brodie aside. “Petty Officer Hicks,” she said after a few seconds.
He nodded his head in approval, but his eyes watched her carefully over his coffee mug. “Are you sure you’re all right, Kristen?”
She wasn’t. But, since joining the Navy, there’d only been one right answer for such a question. “Yes, sir,” she said automatically and almost believed it herself. “I’m good to go.”
“Good,” he replied and paused by the door as he headed out. “Oh, one other thing.”
“Sir?”
“The skipper wanted to see you in his cabin at your earliest convenience.”
Kristen nodded her head dumbly. She’d lain awake in her bunk trying to figure out what she would say to him the next time she had the chance. She’d replayed the incident in his cabin over and over again in her mind, trying to determine just what it had meant. Her head had been in a fog, and she had a hard time recalling the details, other than his kiss which had sent her head into a spin she still hadn’t quite recovered from. This in and of itself was significant. She could remember every detail of nearly every event in her life. Names of near strangers from her childhood, her grandparent’s license plate number when she was nine, the most ridiculous and mundane details had been stored forever in her memory. But that brief moment had been a blur.
She’d finally satiated her need for a logical answer to what she was feeling and what had happened. She decided it was nothing but stress and exhaustion. They were all working under incredible stress, and sleep had been a rare commodity for weeks.
Stress and exhaustion. That was all it was.
Nothing more.
A few minutes later, she paused outside Brodie’s cabin. She knew it was ridiculous to be nervous. She’d fought the entire Navy to get what she wanted. Admirals had slammed their doors in her face. The CNO had threatened her, and the Secretary of the Navy had literally laughed at her request. But none of them had intimidated her like the man waiting for her on the other side of the door.
Get a grip, Kristen.
“Enter,” he replied after a single knock.
Kristen opened the door and stepped in. She immediately turned to close it, not wanting anyone to intrude on them. She needed to apologize and try to explain herself. But, there was nothing she could say. She didn’t think he was mad, but he certainly wouldn’t be comfortable around her any more. All she’d ever wanted was for him to treat her like everyone else. He had done so, and she’d taken advantage of him.
“Please leave that open, Lieutenant,” he suggested. He was pulling on his wet-weather parka in preparation for going topside in a few minutes.
“Sir?” she asked. He’d never asked her to leave it open before.
“The door,” he replied. “I thought you might like to leave it open.”
“No, sir,” she answered. The last thing she wanted was everyone on board knowing what had happened. If word of what occurred between them reached the crew, she would never be able to stay on the Seawolf. She could only imagine the ridicule she would be exposed to. “I’d prefer it closed, Captain.”
“As you wish,” he answered. “I won’t keep you long.”
“Yes, sir.” But now, alone with him, she wasn’t certain where to begin. “Sir, about earlier…”
But before she could say more, he raised a hand to silence her. “Say no more, Lieutenant,” he told her. “That is why I asked for you to come here. I wanted to offer my apologies,” he said simply and sincerely. “I have no excuse, and I hope you can accept my heartfelt regret for any discomfort I may have caused. You have served this submarine with nothing but honor, and I am truly ashamed of my behavior.”
Ashamed?! Sean Brodie ashamed?
“Sir, that is hardly necessary. In fact, I …” she began.
Once more he raised his hand to silence her. “I suggest, if under the circumstances you find the conditions on board intolerable, you report this incident to the XO. He will see to it that the proper authorities are notified. I can assure you, I’ll do all I can to see to it that you are assigned to any other submarine you choose.”
What?
Kristen wasn’t certain she was hearing him correctly. “No, sir!” she blurted out, feeling a little angry and more than a little confused. She distinctly remembered initiating everything that had happened, and now he was apologizing.
Apologizing to her!
“I want to stay here,” she said honestly. “I love the Seawolf, and I wouldn’t want to serve anywhere else.” She hesitated as her mind tried to come up with something to say. She’d expected nothing like this. “I just… I just want to get back to work, sir,” she insisted not at all certain what she wanted any longer. Her perfectly ordered world of facts, figures, right angles, and regulations hadn’t prepared her for the emotions she was struggling to understand.
“Are you sure about this, Lieutenant?” he asked. “I would hate for anything I’ve done to cause you to reconsider your choice to make the Navy a career.”
“Not at all, sir,” she assured him, suddenly feeling silly for her brief whimsical flights of fantasy. She’d actually thought, while lying in her bunk and thinking about the incident, that he might feel something for her. But now she realized it had all been a mistake. Her earlier conclusion had been confirmed. Stress and exhaustion.
Nothing more.
The untimely squawk box came to life, and the Officer of the Deck informed Brodie they were at the rendezvous point and were coming up to periscope depth.
“I’ll be right there,” Brodie answered and turned back toward her. “If you will excuse me, Lieutenant,” he said. “I’m needed in the control center.”
Kristen opened the door for him.
“Me, too,” she replied. “The XO assigned me to bridge lookout duty, sir.”
Brodie exited, and she followed, still not certain what had just happened. She’d been confused about what she was feeling before she’d entered his cabin, and she was even more confused after leaving it. But, as with everything else of a personal nature, she had to set her errant thoughts aside and focus on the next task facing her.
* * *
Within five minutes, they were back in the control room, and Kristen was buttoning up a wet-weather parka. They were at periscope depth, and the Seawolf was already beginning to be affected by the sea state. Brodie, his own parka on but not buttoned up, was at the periscope and conducting a quick surface search before surfacing. Beside her, Hicks was zipping up his own bright orange parka.
“Looks like those flyboys are gonna earn their pay tonight,” Brodie commented dryly as he did a three-hundred-sixty degree search of the sea around the Seawolf.
“It looks pretty bad up there, Skipper,” Graves commented as he watched the television monitor showing the image from the periscope.
Kristen waited anxiously. She did her best to hide her excitement at the thought of being on the surface in a storm with a hostile shore just over the horizon. She knew for many people, they might think her crazy. But at that moment, there was no place she would rather be, despite everything that had happened so far.
Brodie walked over to his bridge crew and briefed them. Normally he had two radiomen on the bridge with him, but this evening only Petty Officer Reynolds would go topside. He was in his own parka with the sound powered phone around his neck and his headset on already, plus he carried a portable ship’s phone he could plug in once he got on the bridge. Hicks looked nervous but ready just the same. Brodie removed his baseball cap and handed it to Gibbs.
“All right, we’ve got what looks like a gale brewing topside,” he explained. “Under no circumstances are any of you to leave the bridge and go onto the sail,” he ordered. “The helicopters are going to have enough trouble picking up our casualty without trying to rescue one of us if we go overboard.” He then pointed a finger at Kristen. “So, no swimming Lieutenant, no matter how bad you may want to. Got it?”
“Got it, sir,” she responded, unable to resist a knowing smile.
Brodie turned on Hicks and pulled the parka hood up over the sailor’s head. He gave a few final instructions as the Seawolf came to the surface, and then, with a look of someone who was having too much fun to be getting paid, he sprang onto the ladder and raced upward. Reynolds, who had apparently followed Brodie up the ladder enough times, motioned for Kristen to go next. “Ladies, first,” he offered.
Kristen didn’t hesitate and followed Brodie up. There was a slight pause as he loosened the hatch, and then, as Kristen looked upward, she heard the hatch open and felt a shower of icy seawater come crashing down. Brodie, who caught the worst of the shower, was cackling to himself as he continued on, and Kristen found herself grinning from ear to ear as she followed him.
Below her, Hicks asked Reynolds, “Does he always do that?”
“Every damn time,” Reynolds replied in exasperation. “He’s like a damn kid at a mud puddle. He just can’t resist stomping his feet in it.”
Once topside, Kristen secured her lifeline and moved to her lookout position on the bridge. The bridge was L-shaped with the long part of the L along the front of the sail. Her position was the front left and her area of responsibility was the forward half of the submarine. She was to keep her eyes open for any possible dangers in addition to the approaching helicopters. Hicks slid in behind her, taking the rear position and looking aft. Beside her, Reynolds went to work plugging in the phones.
To her dismay, Brodie climbed up onto the sail and sat down, his feet dangling inside the bridge. It had been his orders telling all of them not to climb up on the sail for any reason because of the danger of going overboard in the heavy seas. Yet, he was now perched atop the sail looking off toward the northeast, completely at ease. He still hadn’t zipped up his parka, and he was already soaking wet. Kristen turned her attention away from him and pulled her baseball cap down a little tighter over her head to prevent it flying off in the stiff wind. She raised her night vision goggles to her eyes and began scanning her area of responsibility.
The waves were washing over the deck. The portion of the hull forward of the sail was completely underwater after every wave. She scanned the area, searching for any sign of the helicopters coming in to take Lieutenant Cheng off. As she watched, she felt the rain striking her exposed flesh like thousands of little BBs. Behind her, Brodie had activated an infrared strobe light. It was completely invisible to the naked eye, but through her night vision goggles it flashed brilliantly, and the helicopter pilots would be able to see it from nearly a thousand yards away in the current conditions.
“Seahawks are three minutes out, Captain!” Reynolds shouted to be heard as he relayed a message from the control center.
The SH-60F Seahawk was the Navy’s anti-submarine warfare version of the Army’s famous UH-60 Blackhawk. Usually jam-packed with sonar buoys, a magnetic anomaly detector, a dipping sonar, and a pair of aerial torpedoes, the SH-60F could also be used for medical evacuation.
Kristen maintained her search pattern. But the Seawolf was rolling and pitching terribly in the heavy seas. She couldn’t imagine how they would be able to get Lieutenant Cheng off in the current conditions. She then thought of the poor souls whose job it was to be on the aft deck handling Cheng’s litter and hooking him up. Kristen knew that Cheng’s SEAL team had volunteered for this extremely hazardous job, and she assumed that such dangers were nothing for these men.
“Tally-ho!” she shouted upon seeing a flashing light in the distance. “Two Seahawks coming in low off the port bow!”
A few seconds later the two helicopters swooped low overhead. The roar of their engines was deafening and the downwash from their rotor blades nearly pushed Kristen down below the lip of the sail. She glanced back, momentarily worried that Brodie might have been blown off the sail, but he was still on his perch and talking on a handheld radio.
Immediately, the lead helicopter lined up to make the first attempt to come in and hover over the aft deck. Kristen glanced back and saw the Seahawk coming slowly over the rear of the submarine. A long cable had been deployed, and despite herself and her orders to watch the front of the submarine, she felt an excited tingle shoot up her spine as the massive helicopter pitched and was buffeted by the wind. At the same time the Seawolf bobbed in the heavy seas like a top.
The first attempt failed and the pilot pulled up and away, flying right over the sail as he did. She again felt the incredible force of the rotor downwash, except it was stronger this time because the helicopter was much lower. Kristen turned her attention back to the front, seeing nothing as the second helicopter made its first attempt.
Beside her she caught a glimpse of Reynolds shouting something into the sound powered phone. Then frantically he turned to Brodie. “Captain! ESM antenna has picked up a North Korean surface search radar. The radar is of sufficient strength to get a return.” Meaning the North Koreans had discovered the Seawolf on the surface just a few miles outside their territorial waters.
Brodie just nodded his head in reply and focused on the rescue attempt. Kristen looked back as the second helicopter struggled to hold it steady over the deck. But the helicopter and the Seawolf were each moving too much, and the pilot, losing his reference point, had to abort the attempt. He too pulled up and forward, passing overhead and Kristen got a good look at the heavy metal hook dangling from the end of the cable as it whipped by her head barely fifteen feet away.
“Watch out for that cable,” Brodie shouted to them and then turned back to watch the next attempt.
Three more attempts to create a stable hover over the pitching deck failed, and Kristen saw no reason to think any further attempts would be successful. She turned and watched the latest attempt and saw Brodie leaning out over the side of the sail. Reynolds had turned halfway around and grabbed one of Brodie’s legs to prevent the captain from going over the side. Kristen immediately grabbed his other leg, finding his disregard for his own safety maddening.
“Captain!” Reynolds shouted to be heard over the roar of an approaching Seahawk.
Brodie leaned back from the side and looked at him, “Whatcha got?”
“An E-2 Hawkeye off the Abe Lincoln’s is reporting a pair of North Korean jets have just taken off from Hwangsuwon Air Base. ETA our location is seven minutes.”
Kristen’s first thought was that Brodie would abort the rescue and order an emergency dive. Instead, he just nodded his head and turned back to watch the next attempt. He appeared completely unaffected by the warning that two North Korean jets were approaching. She glanced back toward the front and once more scanned her area of responsibility. Her initial excitement about being on the bridge had waned somewhat, and now it was just another grueling operation she was a part of.
“DOWN!” Brodie’s resonating voice bellowed a split second before she was tackled and slammed down hard to the deck. Kristen had no idea what had caused Brodie to suddenly throw himself down on top of her, Reynolds, and Hicks. But as she went down, she heard a metallic clanking sound on the sail followed by a resounding metallic thud just above her head.
Slowly they untangled themselves from each other, and she stood back up, still uncertain what had happened. Then she saw a long shiny streak on the top of the sail’s finish. Beside her, where she’d been standing a split second earlier, there was now a large dent in the bridge. She realized that one of the helicopters had been too low as it flew over the bridge during the latest failed attempt, and the heavy rescue hook had struck the sail, damaging some of the anechoic tiles and then slamming into the bridge.
“Go back to Pensacola, you fucking asshole!” Reynolds shouted in anger at the helicopter’s pilot as he pulled away.
Brodie returned to his perch as if nothing had happened and leaned out over the sail again. Kristen forgot about the night vision goggles around her neck and grabbed his legs, determined to keep him alive despite his apparent disregard for his own mortality.
“Captain, E-2 Hawkeye reports North Korean jets are SU-17s and have just crossed the beach and are feet wet. ETA three minutes.”
Brodie turned back to Reynolds and shouted his orders. “Tell those pilots this is their last chance. Also inform the XO to prepare to crash dive the moment we’re buttoned up!”
“Are you okay, ma’am?” Hicks asked Kristen as he handed back her ball cap. It had fallen off when Brodie had pushed them all down.
“I’m fine,” she replied, but in none of her wildest fantasies of serving on a submarine, had she ever imagined being nearly decapitated by a hook swinging under a helicopter. She’d had enough excitement for one night and was anxious to get everyone back inside and the Seawolf below the surface where she belonged.
“Captain!” Reynolds reported as the next helicopter tried a final time to make the rescue. “We have two F-18 Hornets inbound. They are supersonic and should intercept the two bandits in four minutes.”
“Wonderful,” Brodie shouted back. “We’ll be down below in three,” he replied and then resumed watching the last rescue attempt. Once more Kristen abandoned her post and grabbed his legs along with Reynolds as the Seawolf rolled violently.
“I hate it when he does this!” Reynolds shouted to her.
Kristen was no longer having fun. She was tired, cold, and worried that they would never get Cheng off safely. But then, as she watched the last helicopter come over the deck, she saw the pilot. He was wearing night vision goggles and his head was locked on the bridge of the Seawolf. The other pilot’s head looked to be on a swivel, but the helicopter was hovering steady over the deck.
“Come on,” she whispered knowing no one could hear her with the sound of the helicopter’s twin T700 engines roaring nearby. But as she watched, the pilot held his position despite the gusting winds in excess of forty-five knots. Then, a moment later, Brodie was sitting up and motioning for Reynolds to unplug everything.
“They got him!” Brodie shouted. “Unplug and get below!”
Kristen knelt down and helped Reynolds. They rushed to get below as everyone unhooked their safety lines. Thoughtlessly, she set her hat on her head to free up her hands and quickly unplugged the ship’s phone. As soon as Reynolds had everything unplugged, he began climbing down. The roar of the helicopter reached her again and she felt the terrific rotor wash as the helicopter carrying Cheng flew overhead and away.
She stood up to make way for Hicks so he could follow Reynolds. But as she did, the cap on her head was caught by the wind and blew off. Hicks briefly caught it in his hand, but it slipped through and caught on the forward AN/BRA-34 antenna mount sticking up out of the top of the sail. Before she could stop him, Hicks lunged after it and landed belly first on the sail as he grabbed the hat. But just as he was grabbing the meaningless hat, the Seawolf rolled mightily in a heavy swell.
“No!” Kristen shouted as Hicks who was halfway out of the bridge and flailing wildly with his arms to arrest his slide, began to slip toward the side. She then saw, to her dismay, his unhooked safety line. There was nothing to prevent him from sliding off the sail and over the side and into the sea.
A wave hit the Seawolf and green water broke over the sail. Kristen lunged toward Hicks but felt herself pushed aside. She slammed into the side of the bridge with enough force to knock the wind out of her. She then saw Brodie, with one hand on Hicks, sliding up onto the sail as well. Kristen grabbed Brodie, but his torso was torn from her grasp as saltwater cascaded over them.
Hicks went over the side of the sail and Brodie was going with him.
Kristen, frantically grasping for anything to grab onto, managed to grab a leg, but she knew their combined weight would pull her over as well. Brodie was still gripping the side of the bridge, and Kristen was gripping one of his legs, but the rest of him was on the sail, dangling precariously over the edge about to join Hicks in the boiling sea.
Kristen heard herself screaming for help as she struggled to hold on. She clawed at Brodie’s clothing, trying to drag him back up onto the sail and into the bridge, but it was like trying to move a mountain. Under his soaked clothing she could feel his flesh; muscles were taught and trembling under the strain. It was then she realized he hadn’t let go of Hicks. She couldn’t see the unfortunate sonarman dangling over the side of the sail, but clearly the captain was still holding onto him.
She knew the captain was strong, but even a man with exceptional strength couldn’t last long under such conditions. She strained, feeling the muscles in her shoulders, back, and arms screaming in protest as she managed to pull Brodie’s left leg back into the bridge. She clawed her way up his torso, pulling with all of her strength. Another wave crashed over them, and for a moment she thought she’d lost him as her hands frantically fought through the water for him.
Kristen grasped his torso as she coughed up seawater. But she was losing the struggle and felt herself beginning to go over with him. She pulled with all her remaining strength, jamming her boots against the inside of the bridge for leverage. Her hands had reached his shoulders and she could feel him literally shaking with the strain of holding on to Hicks. Kristen had managed to get his left leg back in the bridge, but he was still spread eagle on the sail, and her strength was fading.
* * *
In the control room, Graves was standing on the periscope platform anxiously monitoring the tactical display showing the North Korean attack jets streaking in at nearly the speed of sound. The two navy helicopters were also displayed as they headed home. Meanwhile, coming from the USS Abraham Lincoln, two F/A-18 Super Hornets were racing in to intercept the two SU-17s. As he watched the tactical display, he vaguely heard Reynolds reporting himself back down from the bridge as was proper. Graves was anxious to get the other three down, and he glanced aft where Reynolds, looking like a half-drowned cat, was peeling off his foul weather gear and looking back up the tunnel.
Graves knew how long it should take to clear the bridge in the best as well as the worst circumstances, and by now there should be three more people in the control room and the hatch should be closed. “What’s the problem?” he asked Reynolds who glanced back up. As he did so, a barrel full of water came crashing down from above.
“I don’t see’em, sir,” Reynolds said as Graves grabbed his radio microphone to talk to Brodie.
“Bridge, con. Report, over.” He paused only a few seconds before trying again. “Captain, this is the XO. Status, over.” There was still dead silence. He looked at COB who was already moving aft to the ladder leading to the bridge.
“Get back up there and see what’s wrong,” Graves snapped at Reynolds, who grabbed the ladder and started climbing with COB right behind him.
* * *
Kristen tensed every muscle, feeling as if her arms had to come out of their sockets as she dragged his second leg back inside the bridge. Now, with Brodie’s lower torso in the bridge, she gasped as he released his grip on the side of the sail. His left hand was bleeding from a wicked laceration created by the edge of the metal bridge. But instead of using it to pull himself back in, he now grabbed Hicks with both hands. She couldn’t reach Hicks, who was dangling over the side of the sail. Brodie was still leaning out too far and in danger of being pulled over. Kristen grabbed him around the waist and held on for dear life, straining against the sea trying to claim him.
Another wave crashed over the Seawolf and the submarine heeled dangerously. She felt the water strike her on the back and try to wash him over the side with Hicks. The submarine shuddered as it righted itself while another wave crashed into it. Then the sound of the raging sea was drowned out by the roar of two SU-17 fighter bombers close overhead.
More water rushed up and over the sail. She felt the icy water strike her and wash over all of them. Kristen threw her entire weight around Brodie’s lower torso, hoping this might help keep him from going over the side. She wrapped her arms around his waist, straining with every muscle she had, but her strength was ebbing, as she knew his had to be. His entire body was trembling from the exertion and neither of them could last much longer. A selfish part of her wanted him to release Hicks, but before she even finished the thought, she knew Brodie would never do that.
A flurry of hands, arms, and legs were suddenly around her. She felt a knee accidentally ram into her head and was slightly dazed as Reynolds and then COB reached them. As they scrambled to get a grip on Brodie and Hicks, Kristen was caught under a mass of legs and arms flailing to grab the two men and drag them back on board.
A few seconds later, she was nearly crushed in a heap of flesh as men collapsed to the deck on top of her. Kristen was literally struggling to breathe as she heard a weak voice ordering everyone below. She felt Brodie lying on her and felt her arms still wrapped around him, holding on to make certain he didn’t go over the edge.
“Get below,” he ordered weakly as he gasped for air.
COB took charge and got the half-conscious Hicks down through the hatch. Reynolds assisted the barely conscious sonarman down. Next, Kristen was helped up and lowered through the hatch. Exhausted and weakened by the struggle to prevent Brodie and Hicks from going over the side, her arms felt like useless stumps and her hands hardly better. It took all of her remaining strength to climb back down the ladder, hardly remembering how excited she’d been just forty minutes earlier when she’d gone up. She was now so weak she had to pause halfway down to regain some feeling in her limbs. Her hands and forearms were cramping and no longer working properly. But she couldn’t rest long. The others were entering the tunnel from above, and she had to get down so the boat could submerge.
More helping hands were waiting as she descended the last section of ladder. Doc Reed and his medical assistants, all of who were soaked from being on the deck for the medivac, were there and tending to Hicks who was bleeding from a laceration to his forehead and suffering from a possible concussion. Apparently, when he was hanging along the side of the sail, he’d banged his head into it. Even now, he was only semi-conscious and being placed on a stretcher.
Men helped Kristen to the periscope platform, wrapping her in a warm blanket and setting her down. Kristen looked over at Hicks. “Is he okay?” she gasped.
“Probable concussion,” Reed confirmed.
“What the hell happened?” Graves asked her, but Kristen could only shake her head tiredly as she struggled to catch her breath. She then understood why it had been so hard to bring Hicks back up. He’d been unconscious and unable to help. Brodie and Kristen had been pulling dead weight.
Brodie was next down. He was assisted to the periscope platform where the helping hands set him beside Kristen. His left hand was laid open to the bone and was bleeding badly. He sat on the edge of the platform, his head hanging wearily as one of Reed’s assistants wrapped a battle dressing around the wound. Then, after the last hatch was dogged down tight, COB appeared.
“Jason,” Brodie said weakly.
The XO knelt down in front of him. “Sir?” Graves answered, his voice filled with concern.
“The SU-17s, where are they?” Brodie asked, sucking air and appearing too weak to do much more than lift his head.
“The Hornets chased them off, Captain.”
“Get us down deep and out of here,” Brodie managed with an effort.
“Aye, Captain.”

Chapter Forty Eight

United States Geographical Office, Incheon, South Korea
Trent Weir was scheduled to leave South Korea in three days, part of the mass evacuation of nonessential Americans currently in the country. With DPRK provocations increasing daily, South Korea had called for mobilization, martial law had been declared in the northern provinces of the country following several raids by North Korean commandos, and the news was filled with reports of more American air, naval and land forces moving into the theater. Those South Korean citizens who could were leaving the area near the DMZ and heading south to safer regions of the country.
Weir couldn’t make any sense of any of it. He’d been at the Survey Station for three years. He loved Korea, and he felt he’d grown accustomed to the volatile nature of the South’s northern neighbor. But apparently he was in good company. As he sat at his desk, occasionally looking at his work, he was riveted to the local news broadcast. All of the stations were now running 24-hour “war” coverage trying to keep the people informed as the crisis escalated day-by-day. The news anchor was interviewing a Chinese official who was unable to explain the reason why the DPRK had suddenly chosen war. Apparently no one knew why. Chinese delegations hoping to broker a last minute deal to avoid war had been turned away at the North Korean border, which was even more puzzling since China had been North Korea’s biggest supporter for decades. Speculation as to why the DPRK had chosen this seemingly wild course of action ranged from insanity by their new Supreme Leader to an internal power struggle that led to an extremist faction of militarists seizing control of the secretive nation. Weir only knew he was glad to be on a plane out of the country. He just hoped he would be gone before any more shooting started.
The computer on his desk chimed, alerting him to a significant seismic event picked up by a nearby remote monitoring station. The United States Geographic Survey maintained hundreds of seismic monitoring sites across the globe. Normally these stations sent a steady stream of valuable scientific data regarding tremors, minor earthquakes and other naturally occurring seismic events. But besides this purely scientific function, the stations could also pick up manmade events.
Weir pulled his attention away from the television long enough to register what the computer alarm was alerting him to, and he saw the seismic event. Larger than the usual tremors that happened almost constantly, this event was big, and hinted at a probable earthquake in the vicinity. He checked several other seismic monitoring stations in the Pacific Rim, knowing the last thing the world needed was a natural disaster to add to the manmade chaos on the peninsula.
It took him less than thirty seconds to access data from the other monitoring stations and triangulate their readings to the epicenter of the seismic event. He felt the color drain from his face when the location was confirmed. There was no fault line in the remote mountain region of Hamgyong Province, North Korea.
He recalled a similar event in 2009, almost at the same location when North Korea conducted their last nuclear weapons test. Dutifully, he picked up a telephone that connected him with the USGS main office in the United States to inform his superiors about the event. Not that his information would be news to anyone in Washington, or any other nation’s capital city. His computer had already sent the information to the world that North Korea had just tested yet another nuclear device in violation of the world community’s demand to stand down their nuclear program.
Meir couldn’t help wonder if his scheduled flight out of the region in three days, was three days too long.

Chapter Forty Nine

Wardroom, USS Seawolf
Kristen had slept right through her alarm and might very well still have been asleep if Gibbs hadn’t awakened her two hours after her alarm had first tried to. She’d just managed to make it down to the torpedo room in time to recover the two LMRS drones after the Seawolf had returned to collect them.
Now, with the information downloaded from the drones, she was seated in the wardroom preparing to assist Fitzgerald, the mine warfare expert, with the briefing for the SEALs on a possible route through the minefield. Kristen was present simply to handle the data and perhaps answer a question regarding the drones.
The four SEALs going ashore in the mini submarine were seated at the table and none of them looked too happy about the situation. The leader of the remaining four was a Chief Petty Officer named Grogan and he reminded Kristen of boot leather. Nothing about him appeared remotely friendly. His flaming red hair was long and he had a thick, bushy mustache. His green eyes seemed to say “don’t screw with me” at just a glance. Then there was the tall, athletic, bronze-Adonis team corpsman, Petty Officer Robert “Doc” Hoover.
Hoover looked like he’d grown up on the beaches of California surfing and chasing girls. But his intense blue eyes were sharp, and he moved with a quiet confidence that came with having faced intense combat and survived. Another SEAL named Alvarez was a former gang banger with tattoos all over his arms. He would drive the submarine. Finally, there was the broad-chested “Trip” Hamilton. Hamilton reminded Kristen of a bridge pylon — short and with a body that would intimidate a professional wrestler. Hamilton was the one who unnerved her the most. He looked like someone who enjoyed fighting and considered killing just one of the fringe benefits of being a SEAL.
She was thankful her experience with the four of them would be limited to a single briefing and then watching them sail away. After the previous evening on the bridge during the storm, the last thing she wanted in her life was any more excitement.
“The channel averages about one hundred yards wide,” Fitzgerald explained as he pointed at it on the map projected onto the screen. He then proceeded to point out latitude and longitude coordinates of the various turns in the channel. “Once in the channel, if you follow your waypoints programmed into your GPS receiver, you should have no problem,” Fitzgerald told the four tough-looking commandos.
Kristen thought Fitzgerald’s comment was the dumbest thing she’d ever heard. Trying to navigate a submarine through the minefield at night was borderline insanity at best and could hardly be considered “No problem.” From the expressions on the faces of the four SEALs, they thought the same.
“What is it, Spike?” Brodie asked COB, who was seated by the SEALs and clearly not liking what he was seeing.
“The channel is barely two hundred meters at the widest point, Skipper,” he pointed out, “and significantly tighter in some places.” He then looked questioningly at the group of SEALs, “Can you fellows navigate the SDV through something so narrow?”
“We should be able to manage it as long as the data is accurate,” Grogan replied. Besides being the new man in charge of the dwindling number of SEALs on board, he was also the navigator for the SDV.
Fitzgerald answered immediately, taking the opportunity to protect himself in the event something went wrong, “I cannot speak to the accuracy of these figures, since I wasn’t responsible for gathering them.” The SEALs exchanged tense glances; Fitzgerald’s comments were hardly inspiring confidence.
“That’s not a very comforting answer, Mister Fitzgerald,” Brodie pointed out, clearly picking up the vibe the SEALs were putting out.
“Sir, I’m sorry. But the information provided by the drones is only as good as the operator,” he replied, taking a direct swipe at Kristen.
Kristen was an expert at hiding her thoughts, and her face stayed impassive while she listened to Fitzgerald question her competence. Her contempt for him knew no bounds, but her facial expressions stayed impassive.
“Oh, that’s fucking terrific,” Trip Hamilton offered as he rolled his eyes.
Grogan looked across the table at Kristen. She’d seen him in the torpedo room with his men every time she’d been working on the drones. He’d also been there when they’d dragged Vance’s dead body off her. “Lieutenant Whitaker, isn’t it?” he asked, making sure he had her name right.
Kristen looked him in the eye, ignoring Fitzgerald, “Yes. It is, Chief.”
“You handled the drones, right?” he asked her as he pointed a meaty finger in her direction. She noticed he was missing a portion of his right earlobe.
“I did, yes,” Kristen answered, well aware what question he was about to ask her. She’d known it was coming the moment she told Brodie she could handle the drones nearly a week earlier.
“Then you tell me the confidence you have in its accuracy. Because if it isn’t accurate, there is no way me and my boys are getting wet anytime soon,” he said bluntly.
Kristen glanced at Martin who had his head down and was finding something to do on the computer. Every eye was now on her, something she hated. Kristen knew this was no game, and she couldn’t afford to be flippant. If she told them the information was good and something went wrong, then these four men would probably be killed before they realized she’d made a mistake. It was an uncomfortable position to hold the lives of others in her hand, and she glanced down the table at Brodie who — as captain — had to know exactly what she was feeling.
Over the past month, Kristen had begun to have some kind of understanding just how hard it had to be commanding the Seawolf with so many lives relying on his every decision. Like most people, she’d never considered the burdens of command. Now, as she looked to him hoping for some sign of his thoughts, she saw his face was completely unreadable — an iron mask of calm. She looked back at Grogan, hoping to hide the self-doubt that she felt ruled her day-to-day actions and said, “I’d bet my life on it, Chief.”
There was a few seconds pause as he decided whether or not he would trust her. Then, having made up his mind, he looked back at Brodie. “That’s good enough for me, Captain.”
Fitzgerald had been using a retractable metal pointer to help with his briefing, and he now closed it with a loud snapping sound. “That’s about all I have,” he said simply, never mentioning the minefield itself or the types of mines in the field.
“That’s it?” Grogan asked with a hint of disbelief.
Alvarez chimed in, “What types of mines are in the field? I mean, I’m the poor sap driving the goddamn SDV, and it would be nice to know if we have to worry about free-floating mines, magnetic mines, contact mines…”
Fitzgerald shifted slightly and glanced at Kristen who was looking across the table top. She kept her eyes fixed straight ahead and was doing her best not to say what she truly thought of Fitzgerald. The SEALs were preparing to risk their lives, and he was giving them nothing.
“Well, uh…” he stuttered, “…it is a fairly standard field with moored mines set at…uh… various depths.” Fitzgerald flipped through the thick report Kristen and Martin had prepared for him. The report detailed the density of the field, the mine types, and depths.
Kristen was now fairly certain Fitzgerald had only glanced at it. He was what the Navy called a careerist. Tall, broad-shouldered, with sandy blond hair, blue eyes, and a lantern jaw, Fitzgerald seemed the quintessential example of what a Navy officer should look like. But after working with Fitzgerald at Corpus Christi, she knew he was a fraud. He’d fooled his superiors by riding on the backs of his people and taking credit for the work of others. He was an opportunist of the worst sort.
The four SEALs were clearly growing disgusted. Trip Hamilton leaned back in his chair, tossed his pencil on the table, and folded his massive arms across his chest. “Oh, this is just fucking terrific,” he said apparently not caring that he was swearing at a commissioned officer.
“Button it, Trip,” Grogan said easily but looked down the table at Brodie. “Captain, we need a little bit more than this.”
Brodie nodded his head in understanding and looked back up at Fitzgerald. “Thank you, Mister Fitzgerald,” he snapped, politeness barely containing his own annoyance. “Please take a seat.”
“But, I wasn’t finished, sir,” Fitzgerald replied as he paused, fumbling with the report in his hands.
“Yes, you are,” Graves said pointedly. “Sit down, Mister.”
Kristen heard the anger in her XO’s voice. She recalled that he’d been a SEAL once himself, and he probably had a better idea of just what the four men across from her were getting into than anyone else on board. “Lieutenant?” Graves asked as she turned to see him looking at her. “I still have some questions about the minefield. Can you give us a quick rundown?”
Brodie nodded his agreement. The SEALs, all of whom were looking none too anxious to attempt the mission after what Fitzgerald had given them, turned and looked at her like a group of angry jurors. Kristen suppressed the desire to duck under the table. Hamilton’s stare alone looked sufficient enough to kill small animals, and the others weren’t much better.
“Gentlemen,” she said, keeping her seat, “the minefield is a mixed-density, irregular-pattern field,” she stated without emotion, correcting Fitzgerald with her first sentence. “The mines we have identified are all either Cold War-era types made in Russia or cheap copies produced in North Korea.” She then directed their attention to the printed handouts they’d all been given but Fitzgerald had never referred to.
“The majority of the mines in the field are of the UDM and MDM series of bottom mines with multichannel exploders. They will detonate if they detect the normal physical fields of any vessel to include magnetic induction, acoustic, hydrodynamic, electrical, etc…” She then stated simply, “Any of these mines are sufficient to severely damage any large warship and would certainly be catastrophic for you and your SDV. However, the good news is we found no evidence of any of these mines drifting free. They are all moored at varying depths ranging from ten feet below the surface to fifty feet deep.”
Trip Hamilton sat back up and was once again taking notes. Kristen took this as a positive sign, and the other SEALs weren’t glowering at her any more. Realizing she was giving them what they needed to hear, she continued. “However,” Kristen warned, “eight percent of the field appears to be of the PMK series of mines. These mines are basically homing torpedoes moored to the bottom. Once they detect a submarine or ship in their area, they disengage from their mooring system and go active. These, like all the mines in the field, would be sufficient to destroy your SDV,” she said honestly, sugar coating nothing.
Kristen didn’t know what it was like to be a SEAL trying to navigate through a narrow channel and then sneaking ashore onto a hostile shore, and she hoped she never would. The mere idea of going into North Korea sounded preposterous to her, and she was certain she’d have made a terrible commando. But, if she ever were nuts enough to be one, she would want those people briefing her to speak honestly about the threats she’d be up against.
Martin brought up a murky image of what such a mine looked like while secured to the sea floor. Kristen stood and stepped up to the SMART Board, drawing everyone’s attention to the lumps on the screen. “All of the mines we’ve talked about appear to be securely moored with no rogues floating about, but…” she pointed out a slight mound on the sea floor, “…we also found a small percentage of these mines right here.”
“It looks like the sea floor,” Hoover, the SEAL’s corpsman, offered, stating the obvious.
“That’s because it is,” she said simply. “These are a variant of the standard PMK torpedo mine. These mines are designed to sink to the bottom where, after a few days, they’re covered with a thin layer of silt. The mine then lies on the bottom virtually invisible until it detects the physical presence of a ship and activates.”
“Fuck me,” Hamilton hissed. “This just keeps getting better and better.”
“I’m afraid it is about to get worse,” Kristen admitted, trying to keep her tone professional. “We detected only about a dozen of these mines, but they are extremely hard to locate, and I cannot say with one hundred percent assurance there aren’t any of these mines lying in the bottom of the channel.”
“But you said you’d bet your life on the channel being clear,” Grogan reminded her pointedly.
“I did, and I still would,” she told him. “Your SDV is specifically designed for covert insertion of your men. As such, it has a small signature in the water and is basically a stealth submarine, demagnetized. Its electric motor is virtually silent, much quieter than any regular vessel. This channel is used by North Korean patrol craft much louder than the SDV, and they would have already activated any mine in the channel. Therefore, I’m certain if you stay in the channel, you’ll be clear of the danger.”
Grogan appeared satisfied, and the skepticism Fitzgerald had planted in the minds of the SEALs abated. Kristen couldn’t decide if Fitzgerald had intentionally placed doubt in their minds regarding the information from the drones to sabotage the mission, or if he’d simply been incompetent. Her briefing finished, she turned back toward Brodie. “That’s all I have, Captain,” she concluded. “Are there any questions?”
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Brodie replied, not looking up at her and instead turning his attention to Grogan and his men, “Chief?”
Grogan glanced at his men. None of them looked excited about this mission. They’d lost two of their team before they’d even started their insertion, and Kristen could see Grogan was hesitant. “I’m not certain, Captain. I wish Mister Cheng was here,” he offered.
Kristen could see they were still not anxious to go. She couldn’t blame them. The mission sounded like certain suicide to her. But Brodie was less sympathetic. “He’s not,” Brodie said bluntly. “You’re in charge now.” Brodie let his words sink in for a few seconds, and those familiar with him heard the calm, diplomatic tone he always used when making a point. “You’ve lost two men, one dead and another fighting for his life on the Abe Lincoln,” Brodie continued. “But the fact remains, you have an operation to complete, and we don’t call off missions simply because of casualties.”
“Yes, sir,” Grogan nodded in agreement. “But, I’d like another day or two to study on it.”
Kristen thought this a reasonable request, so she was surprised when Brodie coldly shook his head, his eyes showing no sympathy or compassion for the concerns Grogan and his men had. “You will insert tonight,” Brodie said without a hint of consideration or remorse. He sounded as cold as ice. In fact, she barely recognized his tone.
The wardroom became deathly silent, and no one moved for several seconds. The SEALs were each looking at Brodie, and Kristen could see by their expressions they weren’t happy with a submarine captain sounding so dictatorial. Grogan shifted slightly in his seat. “Captain, my men and I need—”
“No delays,” Brodie cut him off coldly. “You go tonight.”
There was another pregnant pause as the gravity of what Brodie was ordering sunk in. He sounded cold, ruthless, and totally without concern for the safety of Grogan and his men. Brodie leaned forward slightly, as if preparing for a fight and not afraid of these men simply because they killed people for a living. “This isn’t some two bit scientist you’re snatching,” Brodie reminded them. “This is Doctor Dar-Hyun Choi, lead designer for the DPRKs strategic rocket program.” Brodie jerked a thumb toward the bow of the Seawolf. “And in case it’s escaped your notice, we’re carrying two TLAM-Ns, and have orders in hand to initiate a nuclear strike if we receive word the DPRK is fueling a rocket possibly containing a nuclear warhead. We need to get this man out so we can question him and learn whether or not they even have the capability to launch such a warhead. Because if they do, then World War III is a button push away, and it’s my finger on the friggin’ switch.” Brodie had raised his voice slightly, clearly showing the strain of being responsible for such a catastrophic event.
“But, if in the off chance, Dr. Dar-Hyun can convince us they don’t have the capability to launch a nuclear weapon at Tokyo or say Los Angeles, then the National Command Authority can breathe a little easier, and I’ll finally be able to get some sleep.” Brodie concluded, “So, like it or not, want to or not, you and your men are going in tonight because we cannot afford to wait until it is more convenient, or you feel more agreeable to the idea.” Brodie paused for a brief moment to let his words sink in. “Are you reading me, Chief?”
He was looking the four men in the eye and telling them to go and die if necessary, and he would accept no argument or discussion on the matter. Kristen couldn’t help wonder if she could have made a similar call if she were in his position. Everyone knew he was making the right decision, but it couldn’t have been an easy one.
Grogan stiffened slightly, clearly not liking it but nodded curtly. “Aye-aye, sir.”
It was the only answer he could give.
Brodie settled back in his chair. Kristen glanced at him, seeing the hard expression on his face. The grey eyes were almost heartless as he sat at the head of the table glaring at the SEALs. The four of them, especially Hamilton, looked ready to kill him on the spot. But Brodie didn’t back down.
“Chief, how are you going to manage it once you get ashore?” Graves asked, trying to defuse the tense standoff between Brodie and the SEALs. “I mean you can’t be planning to infiltrate a security regiment and snatch the doctor while he’s in his PJs.”
“No, nothing so dramatic,” Grogan answered. “Dr. Dar-Hyun is considered reliable by DPRK intelligence, that’s why he’s so valuable. He’s been allowed to travel to Russia, Iran, and Syria with only two handlers to make sure he doesn’t defect. In his own country, he’s normally allowed to pretty much come and go as he pleases with near complete freedom. Dar-Hyun is also a man of habits. Since suffering a mild heart attack four years ago, he’s started walking for exercise every night. While at Musudan-ri, his three mile route is the same each evening with a one mile stretch along the beach. That’s where we’ll snatch him.” Grogan leaned back as if everything he’d just said might make the idea of sneaking into North Korea and stealing their top rocket scientist easy.
“And if he has guards with him?” Graves asked.
“That’s their bad luck, sir,” Grogan replied without a hint of arrogance.
“What about this Dar-Hyun fellow?” COB asked. “What if he changes his mind and doesn’t want to defect?”
Grogan glanced across the table at COB as a grim smile crossed his face. “Trust me, Master Chief,” he replied. “If me and my boys have to go halfway across the world, then through a minefield, and into North Korea to get him, he’s coming with us whether he wants to or not.”
Kristen fidgeted slightly as a question came to mind she did not want to ask, but she knew she had to. The thought had just occurred to her, and, the moment it did, she felt her stomach begin to protest the question she knew was obvious. She shifted slightly in her chair, hoping the question would be answered without her having to say any more.
“Go ahead, Lieutenant,” Brodie asked from where he sat, quietly watching her.
She glanced at the SEALs, who looked back at her expectantly. She then looked toward Brodie, wondering how he could read her so effortlessly. She then turned back toward the SEALs, finding it difficult to speak as she felt the cold realization come over her regarding what would be the consequences if she did speak.
“Miss?” Grogan asked impatiently.
“I…” she paused and summoned all of her courage, no longer looking at any of them as her own fears were screaming at her to sit still and shut up. But she suppressed her inner fears and asked the question that seemed so evident, “I was wondering, which of you speaks Korean?”
“None of us,” Grogan answered simply. “Cheng speaks fluent Mandarin Chinese, and he was going to handle the communications.”
“Then how do you propose to explain to Dr. Dar-Hyun just who you are and how to use the diving gear so the guy doesn’t stroke out as soon as you start dragging him into the water?” Graves asked incredulously. “I mean, you just told us he has a heart problem and your diving equipment isn’t exactly easy to use.”
Kristen was no longer fidgeting, but instead sitting stone still. She felt the color drain from her face.
Don’t say a word. Sit still and shut up. No one will ever know.
“We don’t know. It was one of the problems we needed to work out, Captain.” Grogan replied to the XOs question as he stared at Brodie. “We were thinking we could drug him.”
“Sir?” Graves asked Brodie. “If this Dar-Hyun fella has a bad heart…”
“He’ll die before they can get him halfway back to the Seawolf,” Brodie finished with a new edge in his voice.
“Skipper?” COB asked apprehensively.
Kristen heard it all, but it was as if the conversation was happening around someone else. She slowly lifted her head and looked up at Brodie. His eyes were on her, and apparently everyone in the room had seen his stare. They were now watching her as well.
“We need someone who speaks Mandarin,” Brodie whispered softly.
There was dead silence in the wardroom as one by one, the men present grasped what Brodie and Kristen had already realized.
She spoke Mandarin.
The SEALs had heard her conversing with Cheng in the language while in the torpedo room. The Seawolf officers had heard her speaking it with Cheng in this very room. COB was the last one to pick up on it, but it was the SEALs who spoke first. “Is this some kinda joke?” Grogan suddenly asked as he realized what Brodie was thinking.
“Sir,” Graves chimed in. “She can’t go in,” he said flatly. “This isn’t some simple translation assignment. We’re talking a night combat insertion onto a hostile shore using complex breathing apparatus.” Graves motioned to the four SEALs, “Hell, these men have spent years preparing for this kind of stuff, and I guarantee you they’re uneasy about this one.”
“What the fuck?” COB asked, he was the only one who’d never heard her speak Mandarin, and thus he was the last to realize what was going on. “Of course she isn’t going in there!”
Kristen was still struggling with her growing fear about what she was getting herself into. But COB’s comment caused a sudden surge of anger within her. She didn’t want to go. She had no desire to play commando. She certainly had seen enough action in the last month to last her a lifetime, and she was not looking for glory or fame. She was scared, and she was willing to admit it. But she was also becoming mad. These men wouldn’t have hesitated to send her in if she’d been a man. Both Graves and COB had been looking after her since she’d come on board.
Only Brodie had treated her like everyone else.
But, could he still do that?
She recalled the incident in his cabin.
Could he send her ashore to die with the SEALs on this suicide mission?
He hadn’t ordered her to go.
Could he?
He clearly had the backbone to order the four SEALs to their deaths.
Kristen sat up, slowly straightening her spine against the back of her chair as she chose her words carefully. He couldn’t bring himself to say it, and she thought she knew why, and the reason wasn’t because she was a woman. Kristen cleared her throat and caught everyone’s attention. She looked toward Brodie whose eyes hadn’t moved from her since she’d asked who spoke Mandarin. “As luck would have it, I speak Mandarin,” she told them all with as steady a voice as she could manage.
The SEALs all looked equally uncertain. They glanced back and forth at one another as if this was all some sort of cruel joke. Grogan however looked at her, and his face turned brutal as he waved a finger in her direction. “Well bully for you, Lieutenant,” he told her bluntly. “This isn’t some yachting cruise we’re going on. Have you ever locked-out of a submarine before at sixty feet below the surface in the dead of night?”
Kristen shook her head. Her stomach was twisting into knots and she felt nauseous all the sudden. But she hid her fears behind her carefully crafted, calm exterior, a veneer she’d spent years practicing and perfecting. She would hide what she was feeling from these men. They had to let her go. It was the only chance for mission success. All of them may not have accepted it, but she had. More importantly, she knew Brodie had. He didn’t like it, but he accepted it.
“No?” Grogan asked in mock surprise and then added with cold seriousness, “I didn’t think so.” He then glanced at Brodie as if it were the stupidest thing he had ever heard. “Hell, I bet she’s never even been on SCUBA before.”
Kristen could have said nothing else, and it might have ended there. The SEALs could have gone ahead on shore and snatched the doctor. He might or might not die from sheer terror, not knowing what was going on, or because they were unable to explain how to properly use the diving equipment, and he drowned on the way back to the sub. But she’d already formed her argument, and she knew they would have to accept her cold, simple logic. “Dar-Hyun has never used a submarine’s lockout system before, either,” she reminded them. “Yet you and your men are planning to try and get him through it safely. Even though you won’t be able to explain to him how to do it,” she pointed out. “And I’m sure Dar-Hyun has never been in a SDV before either, but you’re expecting him to figure it out fast, aren’t you?”
Grogan watched her with an uncomfortable sense of disbelief over what was being proposed. “Lieutenant,” he said without any hint of over exaggerated concern, “this is no place for a woman,” he concluded. Although hardly a new argument, it was at least refreshing to have someone say it to her face for a change. The others were thinking it. Except for perhaps Brodie. Kristen was fairly certain the fact she was a woman was not what was causing the anguish he was fighting to hide behind his stony stare. “This is the real deal here,” Grogan continued. “If something goes wrong, then it is going to be a knife fight just to get our asses off the beach.”
“Skipper,” Graves asked, “what do you want to do?”
Brodie hesitated, something she’d never seen him do when dealing with an operational situation. When the torpedo had been boring in on the Seawolf a few days earlier, he’d appeared as comfortable as if he’d been riding his motorcycle. His orders had been clear, concise, and rapid. But now, he groped for the right words. Kristen was certain Graves and COB could see him struggling as well. “Lieutenant,” he finally began. “No one is asking, let alone ordering you to go.”
“Holy shit!” COB responded forcefully as he rose up out of his chair. He looked like an angry father protecting his only daughter. “Of course she isn’t going!”
“COB!” Graves snapped and shot the old seadog a sharp glance. “Don’t make this any harder than it already is.”
But COB turned to Brodie and continued to fight to keep her from going, “Skipper, you cannot be seriously considering this.”
“If I were a man,” Kristen said with a calm, steady voice that hid her fear, “we wouldn’t still be talking about this.”
All of them were again looking at her, including COB whose face had turned red with anger. His hands were literally trembling with rage. She gave him a warm smile, briefly wondering if he had any children of his own. She then turned and looked at Grogan. He was staring at her with the same look of shock as he had when he’d first realized she might be going with them. “And yes, I’ve been on SCUBA before,” she told him. “And I’m willing to bet I can out swim any of your men under any conditions,” she added to him with a hint of pride. “And unless you have someone else around who speaks Mandarin and is better qualified, then I think you’re stuck with me, Chief.”
“Captain,” Grogan argued as he turned back toward Brodie. “My men have trained for years together. The last thing we need is some goddamn Jayne Wayne fumbling around out there. This mission is hairy enough without a friggin’ cheerleader along.”
Kristen was about to respond, but Graves rose to her defense as Brodie continued to sit motionless. “She’s no goddamn cheerleader, Chief!” Graves snapped. “She’s an officer in the United States Navy and don’t forget it!” Graves was angry, and Kristen guessed part of his anger was due to his not liking the fact she had to go. But Graves wasn’t finished. He’d been a SEAL and had some understanding of just what she was getting into. “And as for your men training together, no one is doubting it. But you’re also trained to have specialists inserted into your team for special missions, and I don’t imagine Dr. Dar-Hyun has half the training of Lieutenant Whitaker. Now, every minute we sit here talking about it is one less minute we have to get her ready.”
Grogan looked back at her. He didn’t want to accept it. His men certainly weren’t in her corner, and she understood they feared she would simply be excess baggage they would have to carry. She tried to reason with him. “Listen, Chief, this isn’t some case of penis envy on steroids,” she told him bluntly. “Trust me, I’ve no desire to go sightseeing in North Korea any more than any of you. But unless you can find someone more qualified, then I don’t think either of us have a choice.”
Silence reigned supreme for what felt like minutes. Beside her, Martin hadn’t moved a muscle during the entire conversation, but he was sweating profusely. The SEALs didn’t like it, but they saw that she was indeed their best chance to get Dar-Hyun back to the Seawolf alive. COB had sat back down, but looked angry enough to chew barbed wire. If it were up to him, Kristen would never leave. The XO didn’t like it either. But he also had his hand on the nuclear trigger, and he was desperate for the mission to succeed. Then she looked at Brodie.
Her captain was staring across the table with a resolute expression. He hadn’t blinked when he’d ordered Grogan and his team to go. But she could see him struggling to keep a modicum of calm. She found this last detail particular unsettling.
“Jesus,” Grogan said in simple acceptance.
“Kristen, are you sure about this?” Graves asked, giving her a final chance to call it all off.
“No, sir,” she said honestly. “But I doubt anyone in their right mind would be sure about this.” She looked over at the four SEALs. “Am I right?”
The SEALs seemed to understand this, and with the exception of Hamilton, they nodded their heads. Hamilton just continued to lean back and eye her with the warmth of a snake looking at his next meal.
“Well, Lieutenant,” Grogan said with a hint of foreboding in his voice. “I guess you’re going to have a chance to see if the minefield data you collected is accurate after all.”

Chapter Fifty

Torpedo Handling Room, USS Seawolf
“Do you have a swimsuit?” Grogan asked her as his men began unpacking their equipment bags and weapons cases.
“I’ve got an old comp suit,” she replied as they laid out their gear. She recognized almost none of it.
“What the fuck’s that?” Alvarez asked as he unpacked a camouflaged drysuit.
“It’s a competition swimsuit,” she answered. “I used to swim competitively.”
“Oh, yeah?” Hoover asked as he began inventorying a waterproof rucksack filled with medical supplies. He’d stripped down to a pair of swim trunks, and she saw that her initial assessment of his physique was accurate. He was tall, lean, and all muscle. She noticed a handful of tattoos on his body plus a number of scars. “What kind of competition?”
Graves, who was watching them, answered for her, “She was a finalist for the US Olympic team.” Ending the useless chit chat, the XO said, “Now let’s cut the shit and get her ready.” Graves had followed her to the torpedo room, and Kristen suspected it was to make certain they didn’t waste any time with stupid games that would do none of them any good.
Kristen raced back to her cabin and found her old Speedo fly back in the bottom of her sea bag. She stripped down in a hurry, not worrying about where her clothes ended up as she stepped into her lucky swimsuit and then glanced at herself in the small mirror.
Are you out of your mind?
“Probably,” she answered herself and then raced back to the torpedo room, ignoring the army of shocked expressions as she ran past men in the passageways. Besides the fact she was a woman and wearing a skintight swimsuit that hid none of her curves like her coveralls had, word of what was happening had — of course — already spread throughout the Seawolf. Kristen vaguely wondered if there was already a betting pool going on whether or not she would make it.
Back in the torpedo room, all of the SEALs were wearing their camouflaged drysuits rolled down around their waists. Hoover was seated on his gear and pulling on a pair of strange looking boots. She noticed all of the SEALs were wearing similar boots on their feet. “What now?” she asked Grogan. The Chief was checking a wicked looking assault rifle.
“Get dressed,” Grogan said as he tossed her a wetsuit and a pair of boots that would never fit her feet. The wetsuit had come from the Seawolf’s dive locker. It wasn’t a perfect fit, but would have to do. The boots, on the other hand, were huge on her slender feet.
“Uh… Chief?” she asked referring to the oversized boots.
“Wear five pair of socks if you have to,” he replied.
“What kinda boot is this anyway?” she asked as Hoover tossed her three pairs of rolled up socks.
“Standard issue SEAL ‘workboot,’” Hoover answered. “Best things for moving in and out of the water.”
Kristen sat on a crate of ammunition and pulled on the extra socks. As she did, she noticed Hoover watching her. “What?” she asked him.
“You’re pretty thick, Miss,” he replied admiringly.
“Is that supposed to be a compliment?” she asked, assuming he was referring to the fact that swimming several miles a day had given her more muscle mass than the average woman.
“Just an observation,” he replied and began helping her with the rest of her gear.
Kristen knew she wasn’t built like most women. She had long arms, longer legs, and a broad back from years of swimming, with hardly an ounce of fat. Her swimsuit clung to her, and her clearly defined abdominal muscles were evident through the thin fabric. In high school her ungainly proportions had made her an excellent swimmer, but had hardly caught the eye of any boys.
“Nice tat, Ell-Tee,” Hoover said as he held her wetsuit top. “What’s it stand for?”
Kristen had forgotten about the tattoo on her right shoulder blade. It was a blue capital letter “N” with four small stars along the right side of the “N.”
“It means I was stupid enough to go out with some girlfriends one night after Nationals,” Kristen explained as she squirmed her hips into the wetsuit trousers. “I fell asleep after too many cosmos and woke up with this memento.”
“Cool,” Hoover said approvingly.
Once the clothing problem was solved, they began explaining the complex LAR-7 self-contained breathing apparatus. Hoover showed her everything, moving fast because they had no time to spare. After a quick class on the rebreather, the four of them started pummeling her with questions about the breathing gear, giving her no time to think, and forcing her to demonstrate her proficiency immediately, without any practice. She didn’t complain, understanding why they were being hard on her. If she screwed up, she would be dead before anyone could come to her aid.
When their down-and-dirty test session didn’t trip her up, Grogan pointed at all of her dive gear lying in a pile and told her to check it and put it on. Kristen, her memory serving her well now, raced through the operation checks and then donned the equipment, adjusting it to her body size.
“Don’t worry about adjusting it right now,” Grogan told her. “When we go ashore, you’ll be wearing a bullet bouncer and combat gear. You can adjust it once you got all that crap on.”
Combat gear? Bullet Bouncer? What the hell have you gotten yourself into?
“Looks like she’s got it, Chief?” Hoover commented with a hint of admiration after they finished with the dive gear. “You picked that up pretty quick, Ell-Tee.”
“All right,” Grogan ordered, apparently satisfied thus far. “Dump that shit into a kit bag.”
Kristen stripped off the diving equipment, thankful time was short and there was a lot to do. She didn’t want time to think about what she was doing. She just wanted to get it over with. Once she’d placed her dive gear in the kit bag, she turned back to Grogan and the others. Hamilton had yet to even look at her. Instead, he was currently feeding a lengthy belt of machine gun ammunition into a metal backpack. Beside him, glistening with oil, was a menacing looking M240G machine gun. The weapon looked huge, even for Hamilton.
“Now what, Chief?” she asked.
“Have you ever fired a pistol?” he asked as he showed her an unfamiliar pistol.
“I spent an afternoon on the range during Plebe Summer back at the Naval Academy,” she answered honestly.
“Howdya do?” Hoover asked as he began unpacking a bag of combat gear meant for her.
“I managed not to shoot myself.”
“That’s a start,” Grogan said as he sat across from her, cleared the pistol, and then handed it to her. “That’s the Navy M11, also known as the Sig Sauer P-228 9mm semi-automatic pistol,” he began. “Lightweight, it carries a thirteen round magazine in the well and is ideal for someone with small hands like yours,” Grogan explained without malice. He quickly went through the basics, having no time to try and turn her into an expert.
Over her wetsuit, they had her pull on a pair of ill-fitting dark camouflage trousers and blouse. They then had her pull on a set of body armor. It was too big, but would have to do. The armor had a series of pouches attached to it for more equipment. Not that she had the slightest idea what she might need to carry.
“What’s your blood type?” Grogan asked as he fished a black marker out of his kit bag.
“Why?” she asked as Hoover adjusted the camouflage armor.
Grogan pointed toward her chest. She looked down and saw, printed to the front of the vest, written in bold lettering: B+. “Just in case you get hit and can’t talk, we’ll need to know your blood type,” Grogan answered.
Oh, shit!
“What about my dog tags?” she asked as the deadly seriousness of what she’d gotten into hit her like a brick. “You could just use them.” Like all military personnel, she wore dog tags with her blood type clearly stated on them.
“Thanks for reminding me,” he said and motioned for her to hand over her dog tags. “Cough’em up, Ell-Tee.”
“Why?” she asked as she pulled the tags out from around her neck.
Hamilton spoke, for the first time, “So when your sweet ass gets shot off, and we leave you for the fucking Gomers, they won’t be able to identify you as an American.”
“Oh, shit,” she whispered out loud.
“My thoughts exactly,” Grogan answered. “Blood type?”
“O-negative,” she answered nervously.
“Better not get hit,” Hoover offered as he began inserting equipment into her pouches, telling her what it was as he did so.
“Why?” she asked.
“O-negative is some rare shit,” Hamilton told her. “It means none of us can donate to you if you’re hit. We’ll just have to let you to bleed out.”
Oh, shit!
“Is he always this charming?” Kristen asked, trying not to let Hamilton intimidate her as he was clearly trying to do.
“He’s an acquired taste,” Hoover said with a slight smile.
Grogan tossed her dog tags to Graves who was watching from nearby. The Chief then showed her how to draw the pistol. “Now, if all goes according to plan—”
“Which it never does!” Hamilton cut in as he poured more oil on the machine gun.
“That’s enough, Trip,” Grogan warned Hamilton who was still stripped to the waist. Kristen could see that he was built like a brick wall.
“As I was saying,” Grogan resumed. “You probably won’t need it. But, if you do, just try not to hit yourself or any of us, okay?”
* * *
Graves watched as they bombarded her with gear, weapons, and then specific procedures she would need to know so as not to be too much of a burden. Graves knew this was insane. Of course, the entire mission was insane in his book. He knew Brodie thought so, too. But, just an hour before the meeting with the SEALs where Brodie had ordered them to go in at once, they’d received a message from the National Command Authority warning them that the CIA believed the North Koreans had armed a rocket with a nuclear device, and it was being readied for launch.
Both he and Brodie were now carrying the keys around their necks that would arm the two warheads and possibly start World War III. Graves knew he could — and would — turn the key if ordered. He just prayed Brodie wouldn’t. He then saw, standing quietly on the ladder leading into the torpedo room, his face as impenetrable as granite, was Brodie.
Graves moved over to his oldest friend. He knew it wasn’t as easy to order these men and Kristen to their probable deaths as Brodie made it appear. In fact, Graves had seen the way Brodie had been hesitant to do so when it came to Kristen. It had been a tough call. Perhaps the toughest he’d ever made. “Are you okay, Sean?” he asked in a whisper as he reached the ladder. Brodie was watching the SEALs show Kristen how to use a HK-416 assault rifle.
“I’ve never been less ‘okay’ in my life, Jason,” Brodie confided anxiously.
“It’s not too late to call this off.”
“It was too late the moment we let her on the sub,” Brodie concluded bitterly after a long pause.
* * *
Kristen stood still as Hoover adjusted her gear a final time, trying to make it fit a little better. For her part, the heavy armor and gear made her feel like she was a turtle in a shell. They’d thrown everything but the hull plating at her for the last five hours. Dive gear, hand-and-arm signals, grenades, claymore mines, first-aid equipment, radios, and weapons she’d never imagined seeing, let alone touching, had all been thrown at her in a barrage of information she was struggling to keep sorted in her head.
“You’re really going to do this, aren’t you?” Hoover asked her.
“Are you?” Kristen answered, trying to hide the terrified little girl inside her.
“It’s my job,” he replied simply.
“Mine too,” she reminded him. “What’s next?”
Hoover handed her the HK-416 assault rifle and showed her how to sling it so she could use it effectively by having a body sling help support it.
“Do you really think I’ll need this?” she asked nervously, having never imagined holding such a weapon, let alone possibly having to use it.
“I sure the fuck hope not,” Hamilton said dryly. The walking human fireplug was checking the edge on his combat knife and, not satisfied, began running it across a whetstone.
Hoover showed her the small squad radios they all carried. Once he’d positioned it on her back in its pouch, he showed her a small pressure pad under her left arm she could use to activate the radio while still firing her weapon.
“Yeah,” Kristen responded sarcastically, feeling certain if any shooting started, she would pee herself and hide in the nearest hole. “I’ll do that.”
“Hoover,” Grogan ordered, once he was satisfied she’d seen enough. “You keep her with you at all times, got it?”
“Check,” Hoover replied evenly, slipping loaded magazines into his own tactical harness while calmly smoking a cigarette.
“I’m serious,” Grogan said. “When I look for you, I’d better see two fucking shadows, and one had better have a better ass than yours.”
“I got it, Chief,” the Corpsman responded and then offered her a cigarette. “Smoke, Ell-Tee?”
“No, I don’t smoke,” she admitted as she watched Hamilton beginning to don his equipment. “But I’m thinking of starting.”
“Don’t worry,” Hoover assured her, “We’ll be in and out before the little yellow bastards know we’re there.”
A few minutes later, once they were all dressed in their combat gear, they sat down on empty ammunition crates in a tight circle. Kristen had never been more nervous in her life as she watched them smear grease paint over their exposed skin. Hamilton had, in three quick swipes of a couple of fingers, created a more terrifying camouflage pattern across his face than any Hollywood make-up artist could dream of.
“Okay, Ell-Tee,” Grogan began as he handed the grease paint to her. “Now this is something we need to go over.”
Kristen nodded, thankful for something to think about other than playing amateur commando. He then lowered his voice. “You might have noticed we don’t have much of an escape-and-evasion plan in the event of trouble. But, if things…” he paused, glancing at the others, “if things go FUBAR on us—”
“What does FUBAR mean?” she interrupted, struggling not to panic as the time to leave approached. She had the sudden uncomfortable urge to urinate.
“Fucked-up-beyond-all-recognition,” Hamilton explained bluntly.
“Anyway,” Grogan started again, “if things go bad and you end up on your own, or cut off, or in any way unable to get away…” He paused and handed her a pen-sized piece of equipment from a small pocket sewn into her camouflage trousers.
Kristen looked at it for a second and saw what looked like a plunger on one end and a sealed cap on the other end. She looked up and saw they were now looking at her with all the seriousness of a grave and holding identical devices in each of their hands. Even Hamilton was no longer playing around. He held the pen-sized device in front of him and stared at her in dire earnest. Grogan carefully removed a similar device he had in a pocket sewn onto his gear and removed the cap. She saw a thick needle about an inch long.
“Listen, Ell-Tee, I’m not trying to scare you any more than you probably already are. But if it looks like the North Koreans are going to get you.” He made a quick stabbing motion with the device stopping just short of his own thigh. “This will be a hell of a lot more merciful than those bastards.”
Oh, shit! Next time keep your mouth shut!
Kristen couldn’t conceal the disbelief on her face. Memories from her past suddenly threatened to rise up and consume her, and she struggled to suppress them, knowing she could never commit suicide. “I…I don’t think I could do that.”
“Suit yourself, lady,” Hamilton said as he slipped his own suicide injector into a pocket on his webbing. “But if those cocksuckers get their claws on you, if you’re very lucky, they’ll only gang rape you,” he told her honestly.
“And then it’ll get unpleasant,” Hoover warned her as he slipped his own injector in a pouch on his gear.
What the hell have you gotten yourself into?
“And there’s no fucking cavalry going to come over the hills with guns blazing to save your ass,” Grogan told her bluntly. “Once we cross the beach, we’re on our own. The mission is to get the doctor out. If all of us get waxed while accomplishing—”
“Waxed?”
“Killed,” Hamilton explained.
Grogan nodded in all seriousness. “If all of us are lost, but we manage to get Dr. Dar-Hyun out, then it is considered mission success. If we suffer casualties…” he motioned toward the others…“we are too few to carry any wounded, which means if you’re hit, we’ll have to leave you behind. If you’re captured, the US Government will disavow ever knowing you.” He pointed at all their gear. “None of this equipment can be traced back to the US Navy, and you’ll be just another nameless person in a DPRK gulag.”
Kristen looked at the pen in her hand. The hand trembled slightly, and she cursed what she believed was weakness. These men looked to be afraid of nothing. In fact, Hamilton looked like he was looking forward to going ashore and getting shot at.
“Scared?” Hoover asked.
“Shitless,” Kristen admitted and slipped the suicide injector back into the pocket.
“Good,” Grogan said honestly. “So am I.”
“That goes double for me,” Hoover replied and stood up.
“All right boys, let’s get wet,” Grogan said in finality and stood up.
Kristen stood, feeling the definite need to use the bathroom. In fact, she was fairly certain she would likely burst if anyone so much as brushed up against her. “Chief?”
“Yeah?” He hefted a heavy kit bag and tossed it onto a meaty shoulder.
“Do I have time to use the head?” she asked, slightly embarrassed.
But then Alvarez raised a hand after securing his vest. “Yeah, Chief, I got to take a pregame dump.”
“Yeah, me too,” Hamilton added, “I gotta piss like a rude dog.”
Kristen returned five minutes later and saw the others picking up the heavily laden kitbags. Hamilton slung the machine gun as if it was a toy. She bent down to pick up her own bag filled with dive gear.
“Hey, Chief?” Hoover asked and pointed toward Kristen. “What are we going to do with her hair?”
The intricate French braid had been too uncomfortable when she’d tried to wear the full face mask for the scuba gear and she’d resorted to a pony tail. Grogan responded to Hoover’s concern, by tossing Kristen an olive drab piece of cloth. She recognized it as an arm sling from a standard first aid kit.
“See if you can cover up the hair, Goldilocks,” he suggested and then looked around at his small team. He studied all of them for a few seconds, making certain he liked what he saw.
Apparently satisfied, he nodded his head confidently, his face stern and dead serious. “Let’s do it,” Grogan said once they were ready and led them out of the torpedo room.
Kristen now felt she knew what death row inmates felt like as they made their final walk to the electric chair. She was scared, in fact she was more afraid than she could ever recall. It was like a dream, and she kept expecting to wake up, but every time she closed her eyes and opened them again, she was still dressed in full combat gear and looking like she might actually know what she was doing.
She didn’t, and she had no doubt that if things went bad, she would be worse than useless. Seamen in the passageways moved out of the way as Kristen and the fours SEALs moved aft. Kristen knew all of the men she passed by. To a man, each of them offered her words of encouragement. Then, as they moved through the Wolf’s Den, she saw Gibbs. She paused, seeing that he looked like he might be about to cry. She did her best to give him a confident smile and paused to say goodbye. “Do you think you might have a pot of tea waiting for me when I get back, Mister Gibbs?” She tried to sound calm and steady but was afraid she simply sounded stupid.
Gibbs responded by giving her a hug. “Please be careful, Miss.”
“I’ll see you in a few hours,” she answered and returned the tender hug.
“Are you coming, Ell-Tee?” Hoover called back to her as he exited the mess deck.
“I’m right behind you,” she answered.
“Shake a leg, Ell-Tee,” Grogan called from way up ahead. “The war’s this way!”
“Great,” she whispered under her breath.
As they approached the forward escape hatch, Kristen saw almost all of her fellow officers. One by one they filed by, shaking her hand and offering a few parting words, mostly wishing her luck. None looked very happy about her going ashore. Terry looked most upset. “You shouldn’t be doing this, Kristen,” he whispered to her. “This is no place for a woman.” His tone was steady, but she could see genuine concern in his eyes.
“That’s why I’m doing it,” she told him, tired of being told what she could and couldn’t do because of her sex.
They reached the bottom of the escape hatch, and Kristen saw Grogan hand his dive bag up to the personnel already in the escape trunk. Kristen was on the verge of panic now. She could feel her heart threatening to pound itself through her spine and felt the need to urinate again. She looked around, struggling to avoid hitting anything vital with all the gear she was carrying as she looked about, hoping to see the captain.
But he wasn’t there.
Kristen had expected to see Brodie somewhere between the torpedo room and the lockout chamber. But he was nowhere to be seen, and she felt a twinge of disappointment. She set her dive bag down as Alvarez climbed up into the lockout chamber behind Grogan. Then Kristen saw Hamilton.
He’d been chewing gum. He now took it out of his mouth and jammed the piece on the outside of the lockout chamber. She assumed this was some sort of good luck ritual he’d adopted over the years. With this complete, Hamilton went up next and then Hoover took her bag and handed it up for her before he climbed up.
Kristen stood underneath the hatch and glanced around a final time. The possibility she would never see the Seawolf again weighed heavy upon her and was almost too much for her to bear. She then thought of Brodie. She wished he’d been there. She was scared. She honestly didn’t think she would return. The mission was just too improbable to have a chance of success. She would die in North Korea on some god forsaken stretch of beach and…
Stop it!
Kristen knew she was panicking, and allowing her fears to overwhelm her. She was breathing rapidly, and felt a tightness in her throat she didn’t recognize as she looked around a final time, wishing the captain had come down to see them off. But he wasn’t there.
“Are you coming, Ell-Tee?” Grogan called down from inside the escape trunk.
Kristen turned, gripped the ladder and started climbing. As she climbed, a man from above offered her a hand.
She looked up and saw, looking down at her, was Brodie. “Can I give you a hand, Lieutenant?” She gripped his hand and he helped her into the chamber.
A bandage still covered his lacerated left hand, but with his good hand he started passing the dive bags up into the Dry Deck Shelter mated to the escape trunk directly above their heads. Kristen stepped out of the way in the crowded lockout chamber.
Above her, Hoover and Hamilton were in the center module of the Dry Deck Storage. It was the transfer trunk and connected to the DDS’ two other modules. They dragged the heavy dive bags up, and once all the bags were loaded, Grogan went up followed by Alvarez.
Brodie said nothing to her as they waited for her turn. But he didn’t have to. For reasons she found unidentifiable, just his being there was enough. She was still scared, but the tension was no longer threatening to overwhelm her. “Thank you, Captain,” she said softly, well aware that she might never see him again.
“No sweat, Lieutenant,” he replied and looked up. “I think they’re waiting for you.”
Kristen climbed up the last ladder into the transfer trunk and found a seat next to Hoover. The chamber was ball shaped with the mating collar for the submarine in the bottom and hatches on the forward and aft section of the trunk. Forward, Kristen knew there was a hyperbaric chamber for divers suffering from the bends. The rear hatch led to the huge “garage” section where the mini submarine was stored during transport.
Brodie followed her up into the chamber and paused for a moment, looking around at the five of them. Just a few hours earlier he’d mercilessly looked each of them in the eye and ordered them to their — potential — deaths. Now he looked at each of them and offered his hand. One by one, he shook their hands and addressed them by name. With each of the SEALs, he paused and said a few brief, but powerful words that caused the man addressed to sit a little straighter and look a little prouder.
“Bring them all back safe and sound, Chief,” Brodie said in parting to Grogan.
“Count on it, Captain,” Grogan answered confidently.
Brodie then turned to Kristen, and as he had with the men, he offered her his hand. She took it and accepted a firm handshake. “You seem to have a strange fascination with getting wet, Lieutenant.”
She smiled knowingly, recalling their brief history together. “Yes, sir.”
He nodded thoughtfully, and then she saw his jaw tense.
For a brief moment she thought he was about to order her out of the DDS and back into the submarine. A part of her — the terrified part — wished he would. The rest of her knew she would hate herself the rest of her life if she allowed herself to back out now. But instead of begging her not to go, he took a deep breath and exhaled. “Stay safe, Lieutenant,” he told her. “I need you back here.”
“I will, sir,”
He released her hand and then spoke to all of them.
“All right you five, we’ll keep the light on.” With that, he lowered himself back into the steel pressure hull of the Seawolf. Then, with his one good hand, pulled the heavy steel hatch closed.
“Fuckin-A,” Hamilton summarized his feelings at the unexpected appearance of the captain. “Let’s roll.”
Kristen was still staring at the closed hatch, her panic now a memory. Although still nervous, the paralyzing fear was gone.
Hoover patted her on the shoulder, “Let’s go Ell-Tee. Unless you plan on growing gills, you best get your gear on.”
They heard Brodie dogging down the submarine hatch and then three heavy pounding sounds caused by a rubber mallet on the inside of the submarine’s hatch, letting the SEALs know the sub hatch was locked down tight and they could pressurize the transfer trunk.
The LAR-7 had been much easier to put on in the torpedo room when she wasn’t wearing forty pounds of combat gear, but with Hoover’s help, she managed to get it on plus the life vest. She pulled on the hood of her wetsuit and strapped on a dive knife to her calf in the event she got entangled in something. A dive watch, depth and gas supply gauges were secured along with a Combat Survival Evader Locator or CSEL. It was essentially a waterproof beacon she could turn on to help search teams find her if she got into trouble and couldn’t get back to the sub.
Once all of her gear was in place, Grogan checked her over and she noticed everyone was carefully inspecting the SEAL next to him. Once all the checks were complete, they secured their full facemasks in place and waited while Grogan went to the control panel, moving awkwardly under the cumbersome mass of gear. They spent several moments adjusting the pressure to allow their bodies to get used to being sixty feet below the surface, and once everyone had a chance to adjust to the depth, Kristen heard the sudden rush of water as the valves were opened.
It came as an unexpected shock as the chill water washed over her feet. She started as the icy water hit her and flexed her fists, biting her lip inside her full face mask to stop from screeching in fright.
Oh, shit! Oh, shit! Oh, shit!
Beside her, Hoover patted her thigh, “It’s cool, just breath normally.”
She nodded, embarrassed by her reaction. Hamilton, who was across from her, looked to be falling asleep with boredom as the water continued to rush in, forcing the air out into the sea. Kristen closed her eyes, fighting to stay calm as the water continued to rise. She focused on taking slow steady breaths, trying to think of nothing else as the icy cold water rose higher, covering her hips and moving rapidly up the rest of her body. She felt herself beginning to rise up off of the hard metal seat as she unconsciously tried to keep her head above water. Then, realizing she was being foolish, she gripped the edge of her seat and pulled herself back down, plunging her head into the seawater.
She opened her eyes and saw the eerie, red-shaded water inside the transfer trunk. She could see the others, each checking their systems, and she realized she’d forgotten to check the seal of her mask and her pressure gauges as they’d instructed her to do as soon as she was underwater to make certain her gear was working properly. She quickly did so, and then, once certain everything was all right, she gave Chief Grogan an “ok” signal as did the others so he would know to finish filling the transfer trunk.
She was startled again by a heavy metal screeching and gripped the seat beneath her tightly. But then saw Grogan opening the hatch leading into the aft section of the Dry Deck Shelter — except it was no longer dry. The SEALs who specialized in operating the SDV and the DDS were already on SCUBA and waiting outside the hatch for them.
Kristen stayed firmly secured in her seat while the others began moving. Grogan had instructed her to sit still until one of the SEALs responsible for “pre-flight” checks on the SDV came and physically led her to the SDV and placed her in it. Kristen waited, focusing on controlling her breathing. But her mask was fogging up. Realizing she was breathing too fast, she took conscious control of her breathing and forced it to slow.
A SEAL with a red chemical light on his arm swam into the transfer trunk and waved for her to come forward. She could see his face in the red light of the chamber through his full face mask, and she nodded in understanding. She took his hand and allowed him to pull her out of the transfer trunk and into the aft section of the Dry Deck Shelter.
They were at sixty feet below the surface and the sun had set above them, so there was absolutely no natural light reaching them. Other than a few red chemical lights marking dangerous areas for divers to avoid in the DDS, she could see nothing.
The hangar of the Dry Deck Shelter was like a long tube barely wide enough for divers to move alongside the SDV when it was in the shelter. The rear of the shelter was normally sealed with a large, vault-like hatch. The hatch was now open, and Kristen saw the SDV had been pulled out of the rear of the hatch and was sitting on its launch cradle.
The SEAL held on to her wrist firmly as he led her to the right side of the SDV. The SDV was not unlike a long, and very thick, torpedo. There were a total of six seats in it, three on each side. The driver — Alvarez — and the navigator — Grogan — were seated in the first two seats and she briefly caught a glimpse of them as the two men, seated in tandem, were already going over the systems in front of them. Kristen was led to the second row of seats and helped in by the SEAL safety diver and Hoover who would be sitting next to her. With all of her gear, it was a bit of a tight fit and she wondered how big men like Hamilton could fit in the ridiculously small space.
She sat down on the metal seat as the safety diver reached underneath her and grabbed the canvas webbing serving as a loose-fitting seatbelt to hold her in place. He then waved a hand in front of her face and pointed toward a valve on her left side. She recalled that the valve controlled her onboard air supply provided by the SDV. He hooked the auxiliary supply to her equipment and then shifted her air supply over from the LAR-7 positioned on her chest, to the SDV’s internal air supply so she could conserve the gasses in her rebreather. He gave her a hand and arm signal, questioning whether or not she was getting enough air.
She nodded — the wrong signal — corrected herself and gave him the proper okay sign with her hand. Beside her, already settled in his seat and with the side cover of the SDV in place over him, Hoover leaned over to her in the darkness. “Just relax and enjoy the ride,” he offered, trying to sooth her tension. The safety diver then slid Kristen’s metal cover over her, sealing her inside the small vehicle.
“What the hell are you doing here?” she asked herself in the near complete darkness.
With her full face mask on, her words could actually be heard, and Hoover leaned back over to her. “What?” Hoover shouted to be heard the short distance between them. His face was dimly illuminated by a red chemical light hanging between them, providing her some more light along with the soft glow from the cockpit directly in front of her. They sat for several minutes, and occasionally Kristen heard a metallic sound, or something brushing along the outside of the SDV.
Then, to her delight, a small fish swam across the front of her full face mask. It was colorful even in the dim light and appeared interested in her mask. The fish nudged it several times as if checking to see if it were edible. Kristen felt a slight calming of her nerves. She raised a gloved hand gently, and the fish began nibbling at the end of her gloves. She tried not to think about what hell she’d gotten herself into as she focused on the fish continuing to try and eat her neoprene gloves.
Kristen — as well as the fish — started slightly as a soft whirling sound reached her ears and the SDV began moving. She tried not to think about the two hour ride ahead of her. They would not only be deposited on a hostile shore, but would have to transit a narrow channel through a minefield. She took small solace in knowing that if they hit a mine, they’d all be killed so quickly she’d never know it. Instead, she struggled to force herself to relax.
After the SDV cleared the rear deck of the Seawolf and increased to its cruise speed of seven knots, all sense of motion left her, and she was floating in the tiny compartment. She glanced over at Hoover whose face was barely visible in the red glow. He was studying a navigation board. The board was illuminated by tritium gas on the dial, and she watched as Hoover, using a chemical light stick, a grease pencil, his dive watch, and the board, did his best to keep track of their movement on a laminated map showing their route through the minefield.
She knew such navigation methods had been the standard for decades on SDVs, but would hardly have made her comfortable. Far more comforting was the knowledge that the SDV — the SEALs simply called it an “eight boat” for its military designation SDV MK 8—had an onboard Miniature Underwater GPS Receiver (MUGR) with a float antenna reaching up to the surface above. This far more accurate satellite system was their primary means of navigation which was good, since to traverse the minefield safely allowed for no error.
It was too cramped for her to move around much, and she couldn’t look over her shoulder at Hamilton who was positioned behind her. So she tried to keep her mind off what lay ahead by concentrating on what Hoover was doing and occasionally catching a glimpse of the tiny fish that’d joined them as a hitchhiker. She checked the luminous dial of her dive watch periodically, finding the time going by slowly as they headed through the minefield. Kristen tried various mental games to try and help pass the time and keep her thoughts off what might be waiting for them. She found it almost impossible to concentrate as gruesome thoughts flooded her imagination about what lay ahead on the shore of North Korea.
Slowly, the methodical rhythm of the electric motor and the weightlessness combined with her lack of sleep allowed her thoughts to drift.

Chapter Fifty One

Musudan-ri, North Korea
The panel alongside her seat slid back, startling her awake. Her first thought was to wonder where she was, having believed it all some stress-induced nightmare. She looked up in the dark water and saw Hoover. The SEAL, just like her, was wearing his full facemask. He wore a red chemical light stick strapped to his left wrist, allowing her some light in the murky blackness. It took her only a few seconds to once again realize where she was. Then she discovered a new problem, something she should have anticipated. She was cold.
The SDV was not a dry environment, and for the entire sixteen miles through the minefield, all of them had been exposed to the cold water. The SEALs in their drysuits were fairly well protected from the cold, but there had been no drysuit close to her size, and her ill-fitting wetsuit had provided, at best, marginal protection.
But she could hardly ask them to start a fire so she might warm herself. Hoover helped her out of the sub, and she felt the ocean waves just above their heads. They were in relatively shallow water, and she could see two more red chemical lights in the darkness. She was connected to Hoover by an eight foot tether — not that she had any inclination of moving more than an arm’s reach from the SEAL until they returned to the Seawolf.
She swam alongside Hoover, doing her best to ignore the dark, paralyzing fear trying to consume her once more, and instead focused on the mission one step at a time. She then saw Chief Grogan with an underwater navigation board in his hands. Hamilton was with him. She didn’t see Alvarez, but then looked back and saw the SDV pilot following them. Once Grogan was certain they were all with him, he began swimming.
The team spread out in a rough wedge shape with Grogan in the middle, Alvarez directly to the Chief’s left, Hamilton on the extreme left, Hoover on the right. Kristen stayed near Hoover as they swam along the rocky bottom. Kristen was once more aware of the pounding in her chest, and she felt across her body for the pistol on her hip, wondering if she could ever use it. The assault rifle was secured on her left side but was not loaded. She then noticed her face mask fogging up again. Recognizing she was on the verge of hyperventilating, she concentrated on regulating her breathing.
Slow, steady breaths. Take it easy. You’re going to be okay.
Yeah, right!
The motion of the waves was becoming stronger and the moonlight was growing brighter. She glanced up and saw they were now a few feet below the surface. Grogan came to a stop, and she moved closer to Hoover. They were now in barely six feet of water, and Kristen was certain the entire North Korean coastline had to be able to hear her thundering heart.
Hoover stripped off his swim fins. Seeing this, she did the same, securing each fin to the appropriate calf as they’d taught her back on the Seawolf. He then pulled her to him and motioned for her to wait as he loaded his assault rifle while still underwater and then pulled his pistol. She watched in the dim light just below the surface as the SEAL loaded his pistol.
Oh, shit!
They were no longer tethered, and she allowed herself to sink to the rocky bottom where she pulled herself hand over hand toward the shore. Once she reached waist deep water, she forced herself to stand up slowly, allowing her head to rise above the water. She peeked out over the surface, expecting to see the entire North Korean military aiming weapons at her. It seemed the height of arrogance to believe they might actually be able to sneak ashore undetected. Yet, as she peered across the moonlit surf, she could clearly see the four SEALs, still in their wedge formation with their suppressed HK-416s in hand.
For a moment it felt as if she were watching some sort of stupid action movie. The surf was pounding the rocky shore, and the wind was howling. The four SEALs, their weapons up and at the ready, were each facing in a different direction, ready to unleash hell if Grogan ordered it. But whereas it might have the appearance of some action film, an ice cold chill of reality struck her as gut-wrenching fear gripped her once more.
This was as real as it got.
She resisted the urge to duck her head back beneath the waves. Instead, she kept her head just far enough out of the water to see what was happening. The SEALs slowly moved forward, their heads up and looking over the sights of their silenced pistols.
What are you doing here?!
Some might have thought it exciting. Some might have thought it cool. She didn’t. There was absolutely no part of her that thought any of this was fun or adventurous. The idea of possibly drawing her pistol and joining these trained killers as they crept silently toward the forbidding shore was almost laughable. Instead as she waited, her head just above the water, she was uncertain if she could go through with it. Paralyzing fear had engulfed her as the four men reached the rocky shore. She then saw Grogan turn toward her and motion her forward.
Oh, shit!
Her legs were shaking with a combination of bone numbing cold and fear. She doubted she could stand, let alone take a step. But then, a calm realization struck her. They were in North Korea and if anyone of them made a mistake, they would all die. There were no ridiculous illusions in her mind of some heroic escape if discovered. They were outnumbered literally millions to one. She wouldn’t be captured and traded for a North Korean spy. She would be killed here on this very beach. The future she’d dreamed of with a home, a husband, a family, and a career would be over before ever being realized. Her grandparents would receive a visit from a casualty assistance officer informing them of her death.
And the world would never know what happened to her.
It was odd, but the cold, rational acceptance of the fate now before her allowed some semblance of calm to settle over her once again. She moved forward, the terror fading to a manageable level as she accepted the very real probability that none of them would survive.
Kristen joined them as they stripped off their dive gear and silently stashed the gear in the rocks. No words were said and none were necessary. All knew the score. All knew the desperation of their orders. All knew the cost of failure.
Kristen added her gear to theirs while the men pulled on their small helmets, night vision goggles, and readied their assault rifles. Each weapon had an integral silencer built into the barrel. Kristen doubted she would use the rifle, but assumed it was better to have it than not. Hamilton’s machine gun stayed slung across his back as he stepped up on the rocks and took a knee, his rifle up and his eyes scanning the area. Grogan and Hoover joined him. Alvarez would stay at the shoreline where he could secure their gear and guard the SDV which was just off shore in shallow water, barely hidden under the waves. Once Grogan was satisfied the area was clear, he made a quick hand-and-arm signal, and they moved out.
The shoreline was made up of jagged rocks, some nearly the size of a large car, others much smaller. The various shapes and sizes made movement difficult as their boots struggled to find traction. Kristen, her boots too large, found the going even more arduous as she moved over the uneven terrain. Fortunately, she was in excellent physical shape. Even so, she had a hard time keeping up with the SEALs who leapt from rock to rock silently, finding solid footing and maintaining their wedge-shaped formation as they swept forward with apparent ease.
Grogan stayed in the lead, constantly checking his compass to keep them on course. To his left, Hamilton moved in the darkness with all the noise of a wraith. To the right, making an occasional sound, Hoover advanced, scanning the area to their right. They moved without a word for maybe ten minutes before Grogan suddenly stopped and lowered himself to a knee, but kept his weapon up.
They’d told her if she was ever uncertain what to do, she should mimic them. So, fearful they’d been spotted, Kristen knelt down. She moved in behind a large boulder she hoped might stop a bullet and glanced around the corner of the rock, expecting to see North Koreans approaching. Her right hand brushed against the pistol, and she chastised herself for even thinking about it. She waited silently for what felt like several minutes. Finally, not hearing any instructions from Grogan or the others, she glanced up and was immediately struck with panic.
The team was gone.
She looked around, almost spinning like a top, seeing nothing but the dark rocks making up the beach.
She was alone.
All alone in the middle of North Korea!
Her heart was once again threatening to leap out of her chest, and paralyzing fear gripped her. She thought of the locator beacon on her gear and whether or not she should activate it. The probability that the others didn’t realize she was gone added to her alarm. They could be moving further away every second.
She had to move.
She had to move fast.
But which way?
Kristen looked around, trying to squelch her fear so she could think clearly. She thought about the suicide injector and wondered if she could ever use such a thing. Not that the idea of being captured by the North Koreans at all eased her growing level of alarm. The North Koreans would torture her mercilessly. She briefly wondered if she might be able to resist telling everything she knew, but then dismissed the idea as preposterous.
You’ll squeal like a pig the moment they hold the first needle of truth serum in front of you!
Kristen looked around for any sign of where the three SEALs had gone, but everything looked the same. The rocks. The dark night. Wherever she looked, everything was exactly the same. She glanced back in the direction she believed they’d come from and thought it might be best to retrace her steps and wait by the gear. Then she remembered Chief Grogan telling her not to go wandering off, and if she got lost to stay put. But that had made a lot more sense when she was sitting in the Seawolf and it had all been an academic exercise. Now that she was in the middle of this insanity, she just wanted to find Hoover and never leave his side.
A sound to her left caused her to nearly jump out of her skin. She peered into the darkness, seeing nothing. Then she heard the sound again. It sounded like something dragging softly on the rocks, scratching them. But she wasn’t sure how close it was.
Oh, shit! Oh, shit! Oh, shit!
She considered her pistol. But realized she would likely shoot herself, or at the very least alert the entire North Korean army to her presence should she try to use it. She heard the sound again. It was close! She bit her lip to squelch a burning desire to shout for help. However many there were, they were close and getting closer.
She squeezed herself back into a crevice to hide. She then heard the soft clicking again.
They were right on top of her!
Once more, the thought of her pistol came to mind, and then her thoughts went to her suicide injector.
You can’t be captured! You can’t let them take you alive! You know too much!
Kristen reached for the pocket where she had the injector. She hadn’t thought herself capable of using it. But as cold, merciless fear gripped her, she knew she preferred death to revealing the vast quantity of knowledge she had on the Seawolf and the US Navy in general.
Oh, shit! Oh, shit! Oh, shit!
The soft clicking had grown louder, and now sounded like the footfalls of an entire regiment of North Korean commandos. She tensed herself as she gripped the injector. They’d told her the injector was virtually painless and death would be instantaneous. A cyanide cocktail. She looked at the injector as the sound came closer.
They were right on top of her.
She was about to thumb the rubber safety top off the needle before plunging it into her flesh when, to her immense relief, she saw a crab climbing over the rocks in front of her.
“Oh, thank God,” she whispered and closed her eyes briefly, trying to calm herself while at the same time chastising herself for panicking.
Then a strong hand gripped her shoulder from behind.
She nearly screeched as she turned and saw Hoover.
“Come on, Ell-Tee,” he whispered. He sounded irritatingly calm.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I thought you guys had left me,” she explained.
He paused and turned to her, his weapon at the ready. “Then why didn’t you use the radio?”
She’d forgotten to turn her small radio on when they came out of the water. Kristen felt herself blush in embarrassment. “Sorry,” she replied. “I guess I’m a little nervous.”
“You’re gonna be fuckin’ dead if you don’t shut the fuck up, Lieutenant,” Grogan hissed somewhere close ahead.
Hoover didn’t reply. Instead, his eyes continued scanning the area with his night vision goggles. He then took her by the right wrist and led her forward. Kristen was thankful for the physical contact, feeling no longer as isolated and all alone. He led her hardly four meters and they came to a sandy road running parallel to the coastline.
She saw Grogan lying in the rocks, his rifle up and at the ready as he scanned the area through a night vision scope. Hoover positioned her in a slight depression created by the rocks behind Grogan and motioned for her not to move.
She nodded her head nervously.
Grogan was an arm’s reach away, and Hoover moved off to the right about five meters. She looked around but couldn’t see Hamilton. Kristen hunkered down, trying to disappear into the deep recess, but she kept her head up slightly so she could see what was happening and, most importantly, not lose sight of Hoover and Grogan. As she looked around, she decided that since the others were all watching the road, she should keep watch toward the rear in case some group of North Korean soldiers appeared behind them.
Great idea, and just what would you do then?
Kristen squirmed her way down into the crevice hoping to disappear. But as she did, her rifle slammed against a rock. The noise of the metal hitting the rocks sounded like a bass drum being struck. She turned her head and saw Grogan. He placed his finger to his lips.
“Sorry,” she whispered.
“Will you stop moving around for God’s sake?” he whispered harshly. “Hell, they’ll hear us for sure.”
He returned to where he’d been hiding, and Kristen did her best not to move. Except now her left leg was positioned awkwardly under her hips and pressing into a jagged edge of a rock. She tried to ignore it, but the pain was growing worse with each minute. She waited, seemingly for hours as the pain grew worse to the point she had to move.
Kristen carefully placed her hands on the rocks and tried to lift herself up as silently as possible to relieve the pain in her ankle. But as she did, her rifle banged against a rock again. She froze. She could almost feel Grogan about to boil over. The noise of the rifle on the rock sounded like a thunder clap in her ears. She lowered herself down slowly and managed a more comfortable position, feeling the cold wind now passing over her.
Kristen had briefly forgotten the cold, having been too nervous to feel the biting wind. It was January, and Korean winters were notoriously bad. She pulled her arms about her to conserve heat and nestled down a little more as the cold began to sink in. Her wetsuit was good for keeping her body warm in the water but provided only marginal protection in the open air. She then reminded herself that she at least had a pair of utilities to help break the wind, whereas the three SEALs were wearing just their camouflage drysuits.
She looked at her watch, her teeth beginning to chatter, and saw they’d been ashore for nearly an hour. According to intelligence reports, the doctor worked late in his office and took his evening stroll whenever he finished for the night. But, he never finished before 8:00 PM and seldom worked past midnight. She was already shivering, and the thought of waiting another few hours seemed impossible.
The sound of a vehicle engine took her mind off the biting cold. She pressed herself into her slight depression trying to become a part of the rock as headlights illuminated the sky over their heads. The vehicle engine grew louder and the lights brighter as it approached. She could have sworn she felt the ground rumbling beneath her, and her first thought was that the vehicle might be a tank.
What do we do if it’s a tank? Do we have any anti-tank weapons?
Kristen was almost completely hidden in shadow, but tried to force herself down a little further. The vehicle passed by without slowing down, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Instead of a tank, it was a small pick-up truck with some soldiers in the back.
With the vehicle gone, her mind once more noticed the bone-numbing cold. She glanced toward where Grogan and Hoover were and could barely see them blending perfectly into the shadows. Unlike her though, they weren’t laying in depressions to help block the wind. The SEALs were up, laying in firing positions and exposed to the brutal effects of the wind. Seeing them enduring the worst of the cold and wind without so much as a murmur of complaint made her feel like a big wimp.
She could hear the distant sound of the breakers hitting the rocky shore and the sea spray washing over the rocks as the wind howled about them. Thick clouds had moved in concealing the moon, and there wasn’t a single star visible anywhere. Inland, she could see the soft glow of the Musudan-ri rocket facility. But, from her vantage point, she couldn’t see the base.
They continued to wait. The shivering was growing worse, and her teeth were chattering from the numbing cold. Plus, her legs were cramping underneath her from the awkward way she was sitting. She considered moving, but knew to do so would make noise, so she sat still.
“Tally-ho,” she heard a soft whisper.
She was wearing — as they all were — a set of bone phones. She’d never seen them before the SEALs had handed her a set back on the Seawolf, but understood the technology. Basically, the small devices were pressed against her skin, just behind each earlobe. When activated, the sound vibration was conducted directly from the device, through bones in her skull and to her ear canal, allowing her to hear radio communication even in a severe firefight. A throat microphone was positioned over her voice box to pick up even the slightest audible sounds from her vocal chords when she depressed the pressure pad under her left arm.
“Three Gomers, walking in the open.” She recognized Hamilton’s voice. “Fifty meters to our nine o’clock. Two DPRK soldiers and one civilian. Soldiers are armed with assault rifles, over.”
She froze, listening intently as she again forgot about the cold. Her heart had resumed its hammering in her breast as Grogan shifted his position slightly. Kristen resisted the urge to look up. Instead, she listened, but heard nothing except the wind and waves. She wasn’t supposed to do anything. The SEALs would do all of the shooting…
Shooting?
Oh, shit! Oh, shit! Oh, shit!
Kristen then heard the sound of men on the rocky road. She could hear the soft crunching of their boots on the gravel. She heard their casual voices more interested in good conversation than in being on the alert. They weren’t expecting trouble. It struck her as ludicrous that the three men were walking right into the ambush without any sense of danger. But then it occurred to her that if their roles had been reversed and she’d been the one walking along some stretch of beach in America, she certainly wouldn’t expect to be ambushed by foreign commandos.
The voices came closer. The sounds of their boots on the rocks seemed to be nearly right on top of them, but the seconds continued to tick by. She tried to remember what she was supposed to do when the ambush was initiated. But her mind went blank, and she wasn’t certain she couldn’t even remember her own name at the moment.
Then she heard Grogan whisper over the radio, “Now.”
She heard no shots.
In fact, the lack of noise surprised her.
All she heard was the soft metallic sound of the HK-416 bolts going back and forth, then the sound of expended brass hitting the rocks. She clearly heard the two men collapse on the road and their weapons clattering loudly as they fell onto the roadbed.
“Move, move, move,” Grogan ordered at the same time she heard someone shouting in Korean. Kristen hesitated, the sense of being in a dream momentarily freezing her in place. But then she moved, coming up onto her cramped legs. She’d been seated in the uncomfortable position too long and her legs felt unusually heavy. She reached the edge of the road and saw the scene of the ambush.
The two North Korean “handlers” had died instantly, never feeling the bullets passing through their skulls. They were crumpled on the road exactly as they fell. She was struck by how odd the two dead men looked. Both hadn’t fallen back, their arms flailing like in a movie. Instead, they’d simply collapsed to the ground as if they’d been marionettes with their strings cut. Dr. Dar-Hyun was on his knees and nearly in hysterics. Hoover, a pistol in hand, forced Choi down flat on his belly and began frisking him for weapons. Grogan was in the middle of the road, down on one knee, his weapon at the ready and facing east. To the left, she saw Hamilton. He was also on the road but facing in the opposite direction, his own rifle at the ready.
“Let’s go, Ell-Tee,” Hoover called to her as she scrambled over the rocks, having forgotten whatever Mandarin Chinese she knew.
Kristen reached the road and ran over to where Hoover was searching the Korean scientist. She knelt down and saw that Choi was panicking and jabbering in a language she didn’t understand. “Shh,” she offered, then spoke the only other thought coming to her mind. “Please be quiet,” she said in crystal clear English.
“Fuck, Ell-Tee, I coulda done that!” Hoover said as he readied a tranquilizer for the Korean. “How about some of that Mandarin shit.”
“Yeah, Mandarin….” she answered stupidly as she continued to try and quiet the man down.
“Doc, if he doesn’t shut the fuck up, drug his ass,” Grogan swore in a harsh whisper.
Kristen found her Mandarin and began begging Choi to be calm and listen in a language he could understand. “We’re here to get you out. We aren’t going to hurt you,” she hoped she said in Mandarin. “Please, Dr. Dar-Hyun, try to stay calm and please stop calling out,” Kristen added as the man rolled over on the rocks, gripping his chest tightly, terror still in his eyes. But, whatever she said must have been close enough, because he stopped crying out, even though he was still jabbering in Korean.
“Please, sir, be quiet before you alert other soldiers in the area.” she pleaded with him. “Just try to relax.” She helped him sit up. “Just breathe easily.”
He nodded to her and resumed jabbering, this time in Mandarin.
“Ask him what this is,” Hoover asked, referring to a small black box about the size of a deck of cards attached to his ankle with a thin black strap. There was a small blinking green light on the box. Hoover opened his waterproof rucksack and readied a syringe to knock the doctor out. Knocking Choi out was the last resort since, if he was unconscious while on the LAR-7, he could vomit in his mask and drown before anyone could help him.
Kristen thought of the proper phrasing and then asked the question. He immediately replied, gesturing wildly at his ankle and then at the area around him. She slowed him down, unable to understand most of what he was saying as he spoke too fast in his excitement. While she was interpreting, Hamilton and Grogan dragged the bodies off the road and hid them in some brush. Meanwhile, Hoover readied the syringe.
“He says it is some sort of tracking device,” she explained. “At least I think that’s what he’s telling me.”
Grogan and Hamilton closed in on them, facing outward. Grogan saw the old man was still gripping his chest tightly and sweating despite the cold. “Shit, Doc! The fucker looks to be checking out on us right here. Can you give him something?”
Choi had calmed down a bit and was no longer jabbering in fright, but he was still looking far too stressed at the moment to try and transport him in the SDV. “He’ll never make it like this,” Kristen offered, knowing firsthand how scared she’d been when she was dragged into the SDV a few hours earlier.
Hoover opened a medicine bottle and handed a pill to Kristen. “Explain to him that this is nitroglycerine for his heart.”
“Jack, we need to get off this road,” Hamilton whispered forcefully to Grogan.
“Hurry up, Doc, we gotta get the fuck out of here!” Grogan ordered.
Kristen explained what the medicine was, and Choi, after some discussion, took the pill and agreed to allow the injection. Hoover injected the medicine into him and almost immediately he seemed to relax.
“All right, let’s get him up and out of here, Doc,” Grogan ordered. “Trip and I’ll cover you.”
“What about this thing on his ankle?” Hoover asked. “Ell-Tee says it’s some sort of tracking device.”
“Cut the fucker off,” Grogan ordered.
Hoover drew his combat knife and without hesitation grabbed the nylon strap holding the monitoring device on Choi’s ankle. But Kristen grabbed his knife arm before he could cut it off. “Wait,” she whispered. “What if it sounds an alarm somewhere if it’s removed? You know, like those devices they make people wear when they’re under house arrest.”
Hoover paused and glanced at Grogan questioningly.
“We sure as hell can’t take a homing device with us,” Grogan replied. The SEAL leader paused, weighing the options. There didn’t seem to be too many. They clearly couldn’t take the tracking device with them. “Do it, Doc,” Grogan ordered.
Hoover responded with one quick motion, slicing through the ankle strap. Immediately, the green LED on the device began flashing red and it started emitting a low pitched whine.
“Fuck!” Hamilton swore. “Shut that fucking thing up, Doc!”
Grogan rammed his boot into the device, but it kept chirping. “Get moving!” he barked to Hoover. “Get the package back to the surf.” He rammed his boot into the device twice more, finally silencing it.
Meanwhile, Hoover and Kristen helped Choi up. He was now completely docile and cooperative, but was also unable to walk. They placed him between them, his arms across their shoulders and began leading him over the rocks back toward the sea.
“What did you give him?” she asked as they began half carrying, half dragging Choi.
“Just something to relax him,” Hoover answered anxiously.
“Maybe you could give me a shot of that?” Kristen asked, only half joking. She’d never been in combat before, so she had nothing to base her current analysis on, but she had the feeling the situation was rapidly spiraling out of control.
“Really, Ell-Tee?” he asked. “Humor? Right now?”
“Humor or tears,” she told him. “Take your pick.”
Kristen was moving as fast as she could, but the various size and shapes of the boulders made for treacherous footing. The doctor was not a big man, barely five-two and slender, but he seemed to weigh a ton now as she scrambled over the rocks. Off to her left, she saw a flash of light and glanced to see headlights approaching back down the road and moving quickly.
“They’re coming,” she offered, her fear clearly audible in her voice.
“No shit, Buckwheat,” Hoover answered as they struggled to move over the rocks with their new burden.
“Move, move!” Grogan barked from behind them.
Kristen and Hoover had moved maybe another ten meters when a terribly loud siren began to wail from the direction of the nearby rocket base. Hoover made no indication that he heard the siren, but Kristen glanced back behind her. The truck they’d seen earlier was racing back down the road to where the SEALs had snatched Choi.
Kristen and Hoover were moving as fast as their feet would carry them across the jagged ground, but whereas a few minutes ago she’d hardly noticed her forty-five pounds of gear, now she felt like she was running with a refrigerator on her back, and her heart rate had skyrocketed with the realization they were running for their lives. Every step became more arduous than the last, and the distant shoreline seemed to be moving away from them with each note from the wailing siren.
“Are you sure we’re going the right way?” she gasped. Kristen was certain she sounded like a frightened child, but didn’t care what Hoover thought of her at the moment. Her entire world had been reduced to a couple hundred yards of rocky beach. Nothing else mattered.
“Just keep moving, Ell-Tee,” Hoover encouraged her. “We’re almost there.”
Kristen slipped on a rock, twisting her ankle, but recovered. She glanced back over her shoulder and saw the headlights of a truck that had stopped moving at the exact spot where they’d snatched Choi a few minutes earlier. Then she heard the clear sound of North Korean men shouting.
“Move, move, move!” Grogan, who was a few paces behind, urged her and Hoover.
Kristen took another few paces, scrambling crab-like over a couple of larger rocks, still holding onto Choi. Then she heard what sounded like a starter pistol firing somewhere behind her. Immediately, this was followed by a whistling sound that lasted for several seconds, then a loud “pop” as a flare burst overhead. Instantly, Kristen and the others were bathed in light as they struggled to reach the shore.
Oh, shit! Oh, Shit! Oh, shit!”
“Light’em up!” Grogan shouted to Hamilton.
Kristen couldn’t see either of them since they were behind her and covering the withdrawal to the water, but she heard the roar of the machine gun not far behind as Hamilton opened fire. She glanced back and saw Hamilton’s silhouette illuminated by a three-foot tongue of flame erupting from the barrel of the machine gun. The SEAL was firing from an elevated position on a rock and covering the team as Grogan took up his own firing position.
“What do we do now?” she shouted to Hoover, forcing her protesting legs to run faster.
“Keep moving, dammit,” Hoover responded with stress clear in his own voice.
Behind her she heard Grogan shouting some command she didn’t clearly understand, but the machine gun fire abruptly stopped. “Shouldn’t we help them?” she asked.
“No, dammit!” Hoover cursed again. “Just keep moving.”
Kristen heard other weapons firing, and it took her a moment to realize these new sounds were coming from North Koreans firing at them. She then became conscious of a cracking sound above her head. She glanced up but saw nothing. “What’s that?”
“What’s what?!”
“That popping noise?” she asked. “What is it?”
“They’re bullets, dammit!” Hoover swore anxiously. “Now shut up and run, will you?!”
Bullets?
Oh, shit! Oh, shit! Oh, shit!
Behind her she heard a new sound. It was another popping sound except louder and deeper. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Grogan holding his rifle with a M203 grenade launcher under it. He’d fired a grenade from the launcher, and she saw it detonate on the road by the truck. The explosion illuminated at least ten North Koreans. As if this wasn’t bad enough, she saw more trucks approaching.
Hamilton, the machine gun smoking in his hands, bounded past them. He moved with catlike agility over the boulders until he reached a spot about ten yards ahead of them. He then stopped, turned, and took up a firing position. The second he was in position with the machine gun in his meaty shoulder, he opened fire. Kristen saw Hamilton’s face illuminated by the muzzle flash of the machine gun. His eyes looked to be the size of dinner plates, and his face was almost demonic as he unleashed a hailstorm of lead at the Koreans.
Kristen could hear the sound of men screaming in pain far behind her as they were hit. She could almost feel the heavy bullets from Hamilton’s machine gun roaring by her barely ten feet away as the SEAL kept the North Koreans’ heads down.
Stabbing pain shot up her leg as she lost her footing in the poorly fitting boots and rolled her ankle on a slippery rock. But she didn’t stop, a combination of fear and adrenaline driving her as a long streak of green tracer bullets shot overhead and sped far off into the night sky. She’d forgotten about the freezing temperature and her discomfort. Now all that mattered was reaching the water.
The ocean had become synonymous with safety in her mind.
Grogan bolted past her, leaping from rock to rock like a gazelle fleeing a panther. He found a spot about thirty yards beyond where Hamilton was firing and turned back toward the Koreans who were still firing wildly at them. Grogan pumped his left arm in the air, encouraging them to move faster. “Come on, Doc! Shake your ass!” He opened the barrel of the grenade launcher and slipped another 40mm high-explosive grenade into the breech then slammed it shut. He then pumped his fist into the air several more times. “Move, move,” he barked at them, raised his weapon and fired another grenade.
Kristen nearly fell again as she slipped on an ice-covered rock. She grimaced, lost her footing, but kept going, briefly wondering if she’d broken the ankle. She heard the grenade explode somewhere behind her. At the same time she saw Grogan already reloading, ejecting the stubby shell casing and ramming another one into the breech of the grenade launcher.
The sound of firing coming from the initial truck load of Koreans had diminished to a handful of poorly aimed, sporadic shots.
“All the way to the surf!” Grogan ordered them as they ran past him. “Trip, displace!”
Kristen was now struck by the silence surrounding them as the firing stopped. She could still hear the distant siren but it wasn’t as loud now. Especially when compared to the recent firing that had erupted all around her. For a moment she allowed herself to believe the worst was behind them. She’d come through it and nothing could be worse than the harrowing run across the boulders with the North Koreans shooting at her.
You’ve made it. You just have to reach the water.
There was a terrific explosion behind her on the road as a new flare popped open above them, once more casting all of them in a revealing — and unwanted — brilliant light. Kristen resisted the urge to take cover among the rocks, somehow knowing that to stop meant certain death.
Then, as if by magic, she saw the foam of the breakers directly ahead of her, not ten yards away. The waves were crashing against the rocks. Kristen felt a great sense of relief come over her. They’d reached the shore, and there was no more shooting.
You’re okay, you made it. Everything’s okay.
Alvarez was kneeling on a rock, his own weapon up and at the ready and waving to her and Hoover directing them to his position. “What the hell happened?” he asked as they reached him.
“Some sort of alarm was on the doctor,” Hoover explained. They set Choi down in the horseshoe-shaped break in the shoreline where they had stashed their gear. The opening of the horseshoe faced the sea and would provide some cover from incoming fire as they donned their gear. Kristen settled down into the horseshoe, fighting the feeling of elation of having made it. Her side felt like it was on fire from the exertion of running with all of her gear plus Choi’s dead weight. But the worst was behind them, she was sure of it.
She glanced back toward the road and saw the truck burning ferociously. But, any euphoria she’d felt about reaching the water ended as she saw at least four trucks on the road with men pouring out of them. She then saw Grogan and Hamilton scrambling toward them, their weapons in hand.
“Your ruck!” Hoover said to her and began clawing her waterproof rucksack off her back. She stripped it off, not certain what she should be doing. But Hoover knew. “Strip him!” he said referring to Choi.
“What?” she asked.
“Cut his coat off. It’s too big to slip the drysuit over,” Hoover told her as he opened her rucksack and pulled out the drysuit for Choi.
Kristen pulled her dive knife and began to carefully cut off the coat. Fearful of accidentally cutting Choi, she forced her hands to stop shaking and take her time. Meanwhile, Hamilton and Grogan leapt into the horseshoe shaped depression with them. Grogan saw Kristen carefully cutting off the coat. Exasperated with her slow movements, he snatched the knife out of her hand and, with three quick slashes, removed the coat.
“Trip,” Hoover pointed out to his friend as he unfolded the drysuit. “Your neck.”
Kristen looked and saw a deep gouge torn across the side of the Hamilton’s neck.
“I’m okay,” Hamilton replied as he positioned himself to the left of the horseshoe facing back toward the road. Alvarez was covering the right side. Meanwhile, Grogan grabbed one of the claymore mines from Kristen’s rucksack. The Chief then went back toward the road as more vehicle lights could be seen approaching in the distance.
“Where are you going?” she asked, but Grogan didn’t answer.
She resumed helping Hoover as he pulled the drysuit onto Choi who, in his intoxicated state, was not much help. He was speaking almost constantly however, looking at Kristen and carrying on a one-sided conversation, smiling at her and touching her affectionately.
“I think he likes you,” Hoover offered.
“Great,” she replied, her humor now more of a defense mechanism. “Just what I need, a sixty-five-year-old boyfriend with a heart condition.”
Hamilton joined them and grabbed their rebreathers from the cache and a minute later Grogan returned. “They’ve got a helicopter up,” Hamilton offered calmly as he divided up their dive gear while Grogan grabbed a second claymore mine.
Kristen was still helping with Choi’s gear but looked up and saw a helicopter moving over the tree tops several miles away, heading right toward them.
Oh, shit! Oh, shit! Oh, shit!
The feeling that they’d run out of time caused the urge to panic rise up in her. Clearly the SEALs realized they were in trouble. Alvarez joined them in the horseshoe and began pulling on his gear. Grogan had run off to set up the second claymore mine. On the road, illuminated by yet another flare, Kristen saw what had to be at least one hundred soldiers, moving on line, sweeping through the rocks right toward them.
“They’re coming,” she said anxiously.
“Just work,” Hoover advised her with tension in his own voice. He then spoke to Alvarez, “Al, you need to warm up the sub.”
“I’m on it, bro,” the Latino responded as he pulled on his rebreather.
For some vain reason she felt a little better when she heard the stress in their voices. She’d heard the same in Grogan’s tone as well, and realizing they were as scared as she was somehow made what was happening not quite as bad. The only one who seemed unaffected by the growing menace approaching them was Hamilton. She saw him working with annoying calm as if this were all some harmless training exercise.
As soon as they had most of the suit on Choi, Hoover sat him up so Kristen could finish dressing the Korean, and then he turned to Hamilton’s neck and applied a battle dressing to the wound. Hamilton had already donned his LAR-7.
Grogan returned and began handing her Choi’s dive gear. “Get him geared up and then yourself,” Grogan ordered as he shoved a fresh magazine in his rifle. “We’ve got maybe two minutes before we’d better be gone or we’re going to be in deep shit.”
“I thought we already were in deep shit,” she told him as she started putting the dive gear on Choi who appeared quite undisturbed by the situation. Off to their left, a light flashed. She turned and saw a patrol boat approaching with a searchlight reaching out into the darkness looking for them.
“Chief!” she said to him, suddenly feeling like the two minutes he’d promised had just dwindled to a few seconds.
“Trip!” Grogan snapped and nodded toward the patrol boat. “He’s yours!”
Hamilton responded without any visible sign he’d even heard Grogan. He finished putting on his dive gear and then calmly grabbed his machine gun and moved off into deep water. He reminded Kristen of some amphibious predator that had been waiting on the rocks for its next meal.
Grogan set his rifle down and helped Kristen get Choi into the gear. At the same time, Kristen explained to the doctor how to use the rebreather and that all he needed to do was remember to relax and just breathe normally.
Great advice!
The helicopter’s searchlight was illuminated, and the unwanted light seemed to be reaching out for them as the helicopter approached rapidly. Kristen did her best to ignore her own growing fear. She knew she couldn’t allow herself the luxury of panicking. Choi was looking at her and talking to her in the same sing-song tone he’d used earlier. But, she knew that if she panicked, so would he. So, despite the deteriorating situation, she swallowed her growing fear. “Just stay calm and breathe, we’ll do the rest,” she assured Choi. “What about the helicopter?” Kristen asked Grogan as the low flying helicopter swooped in toward them.
“Just get him geared up, then yourself,” Grogan responded and glanced at the steadily approaching North Korean patrol boat, grabbed his rifle, and turned toward the helicopter.
They got Choi dressed then Alvarez and Hoover took charge of the Korean, dragging the man into waist deep water. Kristen then started donning her dive gear as instructed, fumbling with buckles and snaps as she pulled on her LAR-7 and the rest of her equipment. At the same time, she did her best to ignore the helicopter and the patrol boat — not to mention the one hundred troops — all converging on the six of them.
“COVER!” Hoover shouted from a few feet behind her.
But her training hadn’t prepared her for such a command. Instead of diving down, she looked up as Grogan opened fire on the helicopter she now recognized as a Russian built Mi-8 Hip.
The helicopter was about forty feet above the rocks and moving parallel to the coastline coming at them from the east. Grogan was standing next to her, and the hot brass ejected from his weapon showered down upon her. Unlike the movies, she saw no sparks fly off the helicopter as his rounds impacted it. Instead, after several short bursts, the searchlight went out and the helicopter turned abruptly. Grogan ejected the empty magazine and then forced her head down.
“Are you trying to get yourself killed?” he demanded.
His quick motion probably saved her life as the troops approaching them, upon seeing Grogan’s muzzle flashes, opened fire all at once. The result was a barrage of bullets flying in their general direction. Kristen heard what sounded like firecrackers going off all around her as what had to be thousands of bullets streaked over her head. Dozens of green tracer rounds raced by and into the night. She then felt the sting of rock fragments strike her face and exposed skin as near misses shattered the rocks around her.
Grogan was beside her and fed a second magazine into his weapon. He then stepped into the water, staying low, and again opened fire on the helicopter. Kristen, now hiding in the small horseshoe rock formation, saw Hoover, in waist-deep water, firing at the helicopter. Choi was there as well, his head barely above the waves. Alvarez was on the other side of the doctor and firing like mad.
Grogan jerked back slightly and Kristen saw his face grimace, but he kept firing. Then she realized she was just lying there, doing nothing but watching while the SEALs tried to hold off the small army descending upon them. Cursing herself, she resumed fumbling with the remainder of her gear as a wall of lead smacked into the rocks just inches above her head. Grogan ducked down next to her, and she saw blood on his face from a gash under his left eye, and more blood on his arm.
“You’re hit!” she shouted at him.
In response he rammed another magazine home.
She looked up and saw the helicopter, apparently having been hit, withdrawing. But the damage had been done. The company of soldiers approaching them now had a fairly accurate picture of exactly where Kristen and the SEALs were. As if to accent this point, they were bathed in a brilliant, blindingly bright light as the patrol boat illuminated her and Grogan with a searchlight.
Grogan shoved her down hard once more, and she was slammed into the rocks as he turned and brought his weapon up. Machine gun bullets reached out for the two of them from the direction of the boat, and Kristen heard the rocks around her being torn to shrapnel by the impact of bullets. Grogan emptied another magazine at the patrol boat.
“Eagle down!” Kristen heard through her bone phones at the same time she heard Hoover shout it. She didn’t know what this meant, but she looked into the surf and saw Alvarez was no longer firing and had gone limp in the water. Her initial thought was to go out to help the injured man, but Grogan kept her pinned beneath his bulk. Chunks of shrapnel from the rocks peppered her as bullets ripped into their position.
But just as it seemed she and Grogan could not possibly last another second, Hamilton rose up out of the water just twenty yards away. His machine gun was up in his shoulder, like a big rifle, and he was firing at the patrol boat as he appeared. The searchlight on the boat was instantly shot out. But a pair of flares continued to illuminate the macabre scene as Hamilton’s lengthy burst of well-aimed machine gun fire raked the patrol boat. Kristen saw a pair of Koreans go down and a third struck by a barrage of 7.62mm bullets. He was hit in such quick succession that his body was literally held up for several seconds as more bullets slammed into him.
Grogan fired a grenade at the boat less than fifty yards away. It exploded a second later, turning the boat into a fiery mess. Two surviving soldiers, one covered in burning fuel, tried to escape into the water, but Hamilton mercilessly shot them both down.
Seeing the boat burst into flames gave Kristen a renewed sense of hope. The helicopter had fled and the boat was gone, too. Once more she dared to hope the worst was behind them, and they might actually make it. But then Grogan spun and went down in the surf, grimacing in pain. Kristen saw him go down and leapt into the surf to help him, her diving equipment still not completely on. “Chief!” she shouted to be heard over the din. She grabbed him and saw blood pouring freely from a wound on his upper arm in the shoulder area.
“Leave me dammit, get your gear on and get out!” Grogan ordered. She ducked her head down instinctively as more bullets swept over the rocks. Grogan, despite his wound, shoved a fresh magazine into his weapon. Kristen, without conscious thought, found a battle dressing in her first aid kit and tore it open. Grogan aimed in on the men coming from the road as Kristen slapped the battle dressing over his bleeding arm and began tying it off.
Hamilton reappeared, firing his own M4 carbine. He’d swum back to within a few feet of her and Grogan. His machine gun was gone, and Kristen assumed he’d run out of ammunition for it so discarded it in the surf.
“How bad’s Alvarez?” Grogan demanded as he donned his gear while Kristen tried to get a battle dressing on his shoulder.
“He’s gone,” Hamilton replied with a surprisingly calm voice. Kristen couldn’t help but wonder what it was about this man who could stay so calm in the middle of the maelstrom.
Grogan ejected another magazine and reloaded as chunks of rock tore through the air around them. The hailstorm of bullets seemed to be increasing as more trucks appeared on the road. Kristen cinched down the battle dressing tight, and Grogan pushed her back into the small horseshoe-shaped crevice where she resumed pulling her gear on.
The two SEALs were burning through their magazines despite their short controlled bursts. Kristen finished getting her gear on, feeling something sting her cheek followed by something like a bee sting hit her arm. But, before she could check herself, Grogan grabbed her unceremoniously, and pulled her into the water behind him. Hamilton was reloading as she crouched down next to him.
“Covering fire!” Grogan snapped as he laid out in the narrow horseshoe depression and finished pulling on his gear.
“What?” Kristen asked.
“Covering fire!” Hamilton roared as he crouched down after emptying another magazine and reloaded.
Oh, shit! Oh, shit! Oh, shit!
Kristen fumbled with the rifle at her side. She lifted the weapon and pointed it in the general direction of the road and pulled the trigger. But nothing happened. She jerked the trigger again, and still nothing happened. She ducked down, her mind going numb with fear. The weapon was foreign in her hands. But then she remembered the selector lever and flipped it from safe to automatic.
She then came up, no longer hearing the crack and pop of bullets all around her, nor noticing the rocks shattering from multiple impacts just a few feet from her. She pointed the carbine back toward the road, not even looking through the sights, and pulled the trigger. The kick of the small weapon wasn’t as bad as she’d feared it might be. But, in what felt like less than a second, the weapon was empty.
She ducked down as bullets cracked by all around them. But the rocky beach they were hiding behind continued to provide them excellent cover. Hamilton, now beside her, pushed her down further. “Reload,” he told her in a voice that was unnervingly calm. “And next time you fire, try keeping your eyes open.”
“How far are they, Trip?” Grogan shouted as he worked on his gear.
“Thirty meters!” Hamilton replied as Kristen felt the sting of more rock fragments hit her. She was still fumbling with her gear and trying to get a magazine out, but her hands felt as useless as fence posts.
Then she saw Grogan grab a firing detonator for the first claymore mine he’d set up in front of them. “Fire in the hole!” he shouted.
“What?” Kristen managed to ask before Hamilton thrust her underwater. Kristen hadn’t expected the sudden immersion and swallowed a mouthful of seawater as the first claymore mine erupted, spitting out seven hundred buckshot size pellets into the mass of Korean security troops swarming toward them.
Kristen came back up, choking and gagging. Off to the left, a North Korean machine gun raked their position as the burning remains of the patrol boat drifted by behind them. Grogan was still donning his gear and motioned toward the water. “Move out, Trip,” he ordered and reached for his weapon as he finished donning his gear.
Hamilton grabbed her and pulled her through the surf as she scrambled to roll over and move on her own. “I can handle it,” she told him as he dragged her into deeper water, where they found Alvarez’s lifeless body floating face up. Part of his face was gone. “What do we do with him?” she asked in the chaos.
“He’s dead!” Hamilton replied. “Keep moving.” It was cold. It was heartless. But it was the practical math of combat. There was nothing they could do for their dead comrade, and if they didn’t get away soon, they would all be joining him.
Hoover was still firing his own weapon and trying to protect Choi. They reached the Korean who was in waist-deep water. Kristen began explaining to him what was going to happen as she positioned his full face mask in place. Hoover pulled his mask on, then raised his rifle and resumed firing at multiple targets.
Flares illuminated them, and Kristen crouched down in the water, holding the doctor down. She saw bullets hitting the water around them as Grogan came off the rocks and headed for deeper water while Hoover covered him. Hamilton was firing his weapon, and Kristen found her own rifle in her left hand and a full magazine in her right.
“Oh, shit! Oh, shit! Oh, shit!”
Kristen was barely conscious of her movements as she rammed the magazine into the weapon and chambered a round. Then, before she could fire her weapon, Grogan disappeared into the surf. Hamilton moved forward immediately, apparently oblivious to tracer rounds zipping past him or thinking he was somehow impervious to them.
Kristen thought he was insane, but at the same time she was mentally questioning Hamilton’s sanity, she found herself moving forward to help Grogan as well. Everything around her seemed to be happening in slow motion. She could see the Korean soldiers with their determined faces illuminated by their muzzle flashes barely thirty yards away. Water was kicking up from bullet impacts all around her. Over her head she could hear tracer rounds snapping by like fireflies.
It was surreal.
Kristen fired her weapon in the general direction of the North Koreans as she fought her way through the waist deep water back to Grogan who was down, but still moving, waving for them to keep moving. “Go! Go! Go!” the Chief tried to shout, but Kristen saw the blood on his lips.
She reached him as Hamilton pulled the wounded SEAL back under cover. Hamilton immediately resumed firing. Kristen didn’t see any fresh wounds in Grogan, but in the darkness and confusion, she wasn’t certain of anything anymore.
“Go,” he whispered, as more blood appeared at his mouth and poured out onto his cheek.
“Where are you hit?” she demanded, thinking about her rudimentary first aid training.
A body fell into the water to her left and she turned, fearing it was Hamilton, but she saw a man she didn’t recognize staring back at her, his eyes wide open in shock. He was one of the North Korean soldiers, and he had a pair of bullet holes in his face.
Kristen was numb. She could hear nothing any longer. Nothing felt real. She looked back at Grogan and he was trying to tell her something. As if in a dream she leaned down to him, and she felt his hands grip her arms. “Take the radio,” he managed, referring to the waterproof radio he carried on his back to communicate with the Seawolf. “Take it.”
“But…” she felt she should be doing something to save him. Then cold reality again gripped her. If she sat there and allowed her fear to take over, she would die. She helped the injured SEAL roll onto his side and as she did so, she felt the warm wash of blood from a terrible wound in his side. She removed one of the two radios he carried and then rolled him back over.
“Go,” he tried to bark, but only managed to croak.
Kristen thought about the medical kits they each carried. There had to be something she could do for him. She couldn’t just runaway and leave him to die or be captured. She reached for his medical kit and grabbed a battle dressing, thinking maybe if she cinched it down tight enough she might be able to staunch the flow of blood pouring from his chest. But as she looked back up at him, she saw his lifeless eyes staring back at her.“Chief?” she asked in shock.
Hamilton ducked back down in the horseshoe and shouted, “Last mag!”
She looked at the SEAL as he inserted his last magazine, and she saw at least one tear in his body armor where he’d been hit, but there was nothing in his appearance that made her think he was close to giving up. Just the opposite in fact.
“The Chief….” she mumbled numbly.
Hamilton hardly glanced at — who she assumed — had been a close friend. “He’s gone.”
Kristen knew she needed to move. She looked at the radio and then at her rifle.
Hamilton grabbed her and brutishly shook her. “Wake the fuck up, lady,” he barked. “Either move or die!”
His words dragged her out of her shock, and she keyed the radio trying to remember the call signs. “Delta Six, Delta Six, this is Jackhammer,” she called to the Seawolf, not sure if they would respond.
Less than three seconds later, she heard a voice over the radio, “Jackhammer, this is Delta-Six. What’s your situation, over?”
“We’re under heavy fire and pinned on the beach,” she replied. “Multiple casualties,” she added, trying to think about what she should say. But before she could say more, Hamilton thrust her into the waves, and she was instantly underwater. She heard a muffled explosion and came up sputtering. She had lost the radio in the surf, but saw Hamilton back on his feet. He was over Grogan’s body and she saw the level-headed SEAL destroy Grogan’s emergency beacon and second radio.
He then turned toward her. Kristen was searching for the second radio she’d lost in the surf. “Let’s move, lady!” Hamilton barked.
“I lost the radio,” she argued.
“Fuck it,” he answered. “Get out of here, I’ll cover you!”
Kristen, taking his advice waded back into the surf as Hamilton fired the last few rounds he had in his rifle. She was in waist deep water as he discarded his rifle and drew his pistol. It was then she realized he was sacrificing himself so she might get clear.
Kristen wasn’t a commando. She had no business questioning anything Hamilton told her to do. But without thought, she moved back toward him, raising her rifle. As she moved toward him, she fumbled with her rifle’s harness. On reaching him, she handed the rifle to him, “Take it!” she insisted, “I’m worthless with it.”
“I said get the fuck out of here!” he growled as he took the rifle and resumed firing short controlled bursts.
“Not without you!” she replied and grabbed his armor and began pulling the husky commando back into the surf.
Once they were back in water nearly chest deep, she released him. He ejected another spent magazine and she handed him a fresh one. He took it and reloaded as he barked, “Mask on!”
Kristen pulled on her mask with trembling hands. She could see the shadows of North Korean soldiers dancing in the light of the flares and vehicle headlights.
“Fall back!” he shouted as he moved between her and the incoming bullets. Kristen had regained some of her composure, and once more grabbed Hamilton by the back of his armor and pulled the hard-hitting SEAL into deeper water.
“Not without you!” she reminded him, refusing to leave anyone else behind.
She again saw Alvarez’s body floating on the waves and she felt bitter bile rising in her gut. “We shouldn’t leave him,” she protested, knowing they had no choice.
Hamilton probably knew both Grogan and Alvarez better than most, but the SEAL swallowed his grief at the loss of his two comrades and pushed her toward deeper water. “Keep moving,” he ordered grimly. Leaving the bodies of their comrades behind went against everything she’d ever been taught. But Hoover was gone under the waves with Choi and heading for the mini-sub. There was no way they could evacuate the bodies, and if she and Hamilton didn’t join Hoover soon, they would die beside their comrades.
Hamilton spun and she saw what could only be called a snarl appear on his face. She pulled him to her. “Where are you hit?!”
He ignored her, and she saw a grenade appear in his meaty hand. “Frag out!” he shouted and hurled the grenade.
Kristen was turning to get into deeper water when she felt something strike her. It hit with the force of a sledgehammer. The wind was knocked out of her, and she was slammed backward into the water. The pain was intense but she managed to right herself and look down at her chest. There was a pair of neat holes in the front of her rebreather.
“I’ve been shot?” she asked in disbelief.
She then felt a strong hand grab her by her armor and pull her under the waves.

Chapter Fifty Two

Control Center, USS Seawolf
Tense. Anxious. On edge. All of these rang somewhat hollow as Graves considered the mood in the control center.
A combination of Emergency Action Messages ordering the Seawolf to load one of the nuclear-tipped cruise missiles and stand by for a launch order that was considered imminent; what looked like the entire North Korean Eastern fleet heading right for the Seawolf in response to the SEALs being discovered ashore; and — not the least of their worries — the fact that it had been three hours since they’d heard the cryptic message from Kristen informing them that the mission had gone bad.
All combined to create a mood of impending disaster that felt inevitable.
The first indication that Kristen and the SEALs were in trouble had occurred three hours earlier, when the Seawolf’s reed-like ESM antenna had picked up a sharp increase in the North Korean military communications of all types. Many of these transmissions had been in the clear, indicating an emergency. Then they’d received the message from Kristen. Since then, they’d heard nothing from Grogan or the others.
The team was now an hour overdue.
An underwater shockwave hit the hull, sending a tremor through the entire submarine. Every eye turned anxiously toward Brodie while Graves and COB looked at the status board to make certain the Seawolf was unharmed. Once they saw that the sub was okay, they too looked toward Brodie as if he might know what had caused the shockwave. Over the past three hours, sonar had reported smaller explosions in the direction of the minefield, indicating the North Koreans were pursuing the retreating SDV and surviving SEALs as they tried to withdraw through the narrow channel. Sonar had classified the small explosions as regular hand grenades dropped into the water like makeshift depth charges trying to disable the SDV.
“A mine,” Brodie said calmly. They were the first words he’d said in nearly three hours.
Everyone exchanged nervous expressions, uncertain whether or not Brodie was guessing or knew this for certain. Graves studied his friend. Normally, the more pressure he was under the calmer Brodie appeared. But not this time. Now Brodie’s usual steady and controlled persona was missing. Instead, he appeared almost Sphinx-like as he stared at the tactical display while more and more North Korean search assets entered the area.
Thirty seconds later, the sonar shack verified the detonation of a mine in or near the channel. “The explosion occurred on the same bearing we were tracking a patrol boat in the channel,” Chief Miller explained via the squawk box.
“Bastards ran into their own mine,” COB offered with a malicious grin. “Serves the fuckers right.”
Graves didn’t like to consider the possible reasons the SEALs were so late. None of the probable explanations were particularly good, and he didn’t need to describe them to Brodie. But he felt they couldn’t afford to sit and wait much longer. The tactical display showed an ever-tightening noose of North Korean aircraft and ships approaching. The longer they waited, the more perilous their situation became.
Graves thought he understood Brodie well — or at least better than anyone else. Brodie was a risk taker and — at times — reckless, whereas Graves was more conservative. They got along so well because Brodie wanted an XO who spoke his mind, and Graves always presented Brodie with a difference of opinion that often worked to temper Brodie’s tendency to take risks. The combination had proved itself quite successful over the years.
“What do you wanna do, Captain?” Graves asked softly, nearly whispering in Brodie’s ear. “We should have picked up something on sonar by now.” They still hadn’t heard any sound from the SDV.
“We wait,” Brodie said coolly, offering Graves nothing else.
“Sir, they’re an hour overdue…. they could have been hit by one of those underwater explosions, the SDV could have broken down, the survivors might be on the surface trying to evade capture….” he inhaled deeply, not liking any of the scenarios. “If they can’t make it to us, there’s no way we can get to them. The longer we wait, the greater danger we’re all in.”
Graves studied his friend’s face for any hint of a reaction, but Brodie appeared to have totally shut down. His face was completely unreadable, except for the stern jaw and the look of deep concentration in his eyes. “Sir?” Graves was about to resume his argument, but Brodie glanced at him briefly. His eyes were like two chips of ice.
“We wait.”
“Aye, Captain,” Graves answered, wishing Brodie would tell him what he was thinking.
There was a lengthy pause as Graves watched his friend. Then Brodie, as if reading Graves’ mind, spoke in explanation, “If they were captured or dead, the Koreans wouldn’t still be throwing hand grenades in the water,” Brodie said reasonably. “And if the SDV was damaged and they had to leave it behind, it could take them hours to reach us. Their LAR-7s can provide breathable air for several more hours yet. And, if they were on the surface and hoping for rescue because they can’t reach us, we would hear their distress beacons.”
It was calm, level-headed, and the kind of reasoning Brodie had always demonstrated in high-stress situations. But even as Graves nodded in agreement, he felt he saw something different about his friend; something making this particular situation more difficult for him. This was hardly the first time Brodie and Graves had sent a team of SEALs onto a hostile beach and then waited hours for them to return. In the past, during such stress-filled times, Brodie had been as cool as if tied up pier side back in Bremerton.
But now, on this operation, Graves could see that Brodie had become all steel eyes and hard angles. Graves knew the EAMs ordering a nuclear attack on Musudan-ri was part of it. But there was more than that. He could see worry in Brodie’s face, something Graves had seldom seen in his friend.
“Con, sonar,” they heard Chief Miller’s voice. “The Tral is pinging with active sonar and is coming awful close, sir.”
The Seawolf was normally exceptionally stealthy. Her hull, with the thick hard rubber anechoic tiles, absorbed sound waves quite well and prevented a good hard return when struck by an active sonar ping. Unfortunately, this stealthiness was somewhat disrupted by the Dry Deck Shelter which was not as well protected against sonar pings as the Seawolf. Plus, with the rear of the DDS open to allow the SDV to enter, the stealthy characteristics of the Seawolf were negated during an active sonar search because the interior of the DDS was in no way designed to prevent active sonar detection.
Graves glanced at Brodie who’d again assumed his statue-like posture and was burning a hole through the tactical display with his eyes. The Tral would soon be close enough to detect them. If that happened, they’d be forced to run for it. Graves thought it prudent to button up the DDS and move away quietly until they detected the approaching SDV. “Skipper,” he said softly. “The Tral is barely two miles distant and coming on awful hard,” Graves reminded him.
Brodie nodded his understanding but made no comment.
“Con, sonar,” Miller’s voice announced. “We’re picking up a submerged contact bearing one-four-eight.” The bearing indicated the contact was in the minefield’s narrow channel. “Very faint, definitely propeller noises. But we’re also picking up other transients.”
Brodie pulled down the microphone. “What kind of transients, Chief?”
“Sounds like metal banging against metal, Skipper.”
“Are you picking up the SDV’s obstacle avoidance sonar?” Brodie asked calmly as everyone was again watching him anxiously.
“Negative, over. Just the propeller and the transients.” Miller then added, “It’s got to be them though, unless the DPRK is sending a mini sub out after us.”
Brodie replaced the microphone and had the Type-18 periscope raised above the sail. He turned to look down the bearing where Chief Miller had reported the contact. Everyone crowded around the single television monitor showing what Brodie was seeing through the periscope. The underwater picture was not good, but as he flipped to an active infrared view, the image showed the rear of the Seawolf with the open Dry Deck Shelter waiting for the SDV to return. “Inform the SEALs in the DDS to prepare to receive the mini sub, and tell them to expedite,” Brodie told Graves. “Also, have Doc Reed standing by to receive casualties.”
“Aye, sir,” Graves answered. He then considered the TLAM-N that was, by order of the National Command Authority, supposed to be loaded in a tube and ready for launch. But, thus far, Brodie hadn’t given such an order. “And the EAMs?” Graves asked.
Brodie glanced over at him, thinking for a moment and then explained, “I’m not about to jump start World War III until I know for certain we have no choice,” he replied simply.
Graves understood perfectly the orders that went along with firing any nuclear weapon. Besides the elaborate safeguards that were meant to preclude either an independent missile launch by a rogue officer, or an accidental launch by some computer foul up, the final check on whether or not the Seawolf could launch would be common sense. If either Brodie or Graves felt their orders made no sense, they had the authority to abort the launch. Of course, they had to have a real reason to believe the orders were erroneous other than just a hunch. But Graves, who didn’t want to incinerate potentially tens of thousands of North Koreans, wasn’t about to argue with Brodie for his prudence.
“I mean,” Brodie confided to Graves, “does any of this make sense?” He paused and then said, “The North Koreans have been rattling the saber for decades, but they’re smart enough to know that if they go nuclear we’ll turn them into a cinder.”
“True enough,” Graves agreed. “But how do you intend to prove it? If we’re ordered to launch and you don’t, there’ll be a board of inquiry. If you can’t show cause to abort, they’ll have your nuts.”
“I’d rather explain myself to a bunch of Brass Hats than accidentally kill thousands of people that never did anything wrong other than having the bad manners to be born on the wrong side of the 38th parallel.”
“I’m with you on that,” Graves agreed, relieved Brodie was finally explaining himself.
“Just get back to the forward escape hatch. I’ll keep an eye on the store up here,” Brodie ordered.
“Aye, sir.” Graves headed aft.
* * *
Brodie turned his attention back to the image from the periscope. The SDV had just appeared in the murky water moving slowly toward the Seawolf. But as he watched, he could see it was moving awkwardly. The driver and the navigator had their “doors” slid back, and their heads were sticking up out of the mini sub, piloting it by eyesight and not by the GPS. One of the stabilization fins was flapping along the side and there appeared to be more damage to the SDV’s hull. Finally, an ominous stream of air bubbles were rising up from the craft. These air bubbles would act like a clear visual signal for anyone on the surface searching for the SDV. Plus the clanking of the stabilization fin could be picked up by passive sonar easily.
“Con, sonar,” Chief Miller reported. “I have an active sonar search bearing zero-nine-five, range less than three thousand yards. It sounds like a dipping sonar from a helicopter.”
“Roger Chief, where’s the Tral?” Brodie asked as he looked at a stopwatch he wore around his neck.
“Eighteen hundred yards, bearing constant, sir,” Miller replied, which meant the Tral was coming directly at them. No one in the control room had to be reminded that it was virtually impossible for the Tral to just happen to be on an intercept course with the Seawolf.
But before Brodie could answer, he heard Miller’s frantic call, “Transients! Torpedo in the water, bearing zero-nine-five! The helicopter dropped a torpedo. It went active as soon as it hit the water and is searching.”
“Very well.” Brodie started the stopwatch and then spoke with a calmness belying the growing peril of the moment to the officer of the deck. “Mister Massanelli, please bring the hands to general quarters.”
There was a moment of stunned silence as the dozens of men trying to watch what was happening in the control room heard his calm, almost conversational tone, order them to battle stations. Then, as the alarm claxon blared overhead, there was instant pandemonium as men ran for whichever exit from the control room would get them to their battle station the quickest.
Brodie, mindful of the danger his boat and crew were now in, knew they had run out of time and options. They had to move and move fast if they were going to escape yet again. He called Graves now positioned at the forward escape trunk where the SEALs would soon be reentering the sub.
“XO?”
“Jason,” he heard Brodie’s steady voice over the phone. “We’re about to have the Tral breathing down our necks. Do you have communications with the divers working in the DDS?”
“Aye, Skipper,” Jason answered. “How much time do we have?”
“We’re out of time,” Brodie admitted, hoping to keep his own concern out of his tone. His young crew had been through a lot in the last seventy-two hours, and the last thing they needed to see was a frantic commanding officer. “Have them get our people out and set the self-destruct charges in the SDV. We need to button up and get underway.”
“Aye, sir.”
Brodie hung up the ship’s phone and returned his attention to the tactical display. The torpedo was still searching for a target, but its search pattern was bringing it closer to the Seawolf. He listened impassively as Andrew Stahl reported six tubes ready for firing. COB was watching him nervously. Their orders prevented him firing on the Koreans in their territorial waters. Yet Brodie had loaded four torpedoes which could only be used against the Tral. In addition, Brodie had also ordered two Aselsan decoys loaded.
“Set Aselsan in tube seven for course bearing zero-nine-zero, have it run for five hundred yards and then turn onto a new course due north.”
“Aye-aye, sir,” Stahl replied. Brodie could hear the confusion in Stahl’s voice. Brodie was ordering the decoy to enter the minefield.
COB turned to Brodie. “Condition Zebra set throughout the ship. All departments report general quarters manned and ready, Captain.”
Brodie looked at the television screen showing what was happening on the aft deck of the Seawolf. The launching cradle for the SDV was being retracted while the SDV itself was swarming with support divers helping get the passengers out and back into the DDS. Another group of divers were standing by the large hatch used to seal the DDS once everyone was inside.
Then Brodie saw a group of divers swimming back toward the open hatch of the DDS. With these support divers, Brodie saw what had to be the slightly built Korean. But there were also two men in camouflage drysuits indicating they were SEALs who’d gone ashore. At least one of the SEALs needed assistance and both men had what appeared to be battle dressing on them. He then saw two divers swimming with someone in baggy camouflage and long flowing blond hair.
Brodie felt his jaw tense. It could only be her. She wasn’t wearing a LAR-7 rebreather like everyone else, and she wasn’t moving. He could see no clear injury to her or any of the others in the grainy image, but there could be no doubt things had gone terribly wrong. He’d sent five people ashore to snatch the doctor. There should be a total of six of them returning, but all he counted was four. He knew the SEALs orders only too well. Two missing men, meant two dead. There would be no prisoners.
Another memory to live with.
“Sir, tube seven ready in all respects,” Stahl reported anxiously, his finger on the launch button.
Brodie look down from the image on the screen, not even hearing Stahl.
“Captain?” Stahl asked.
“Fire seven,” Brodie ordered, feeling a terrible sinking sensation deep in the pit of his stomach.
“Fire seven, aye, sir,” Stahl replied and launched the Aselsan submarine decoy.
“Sir?” COB asked softly with a hint of concern in his voice. He’d stepped close to Brodie and lowered his voice so no one else could hear. Brodie knew COB thought he was crazy, but didn’t have time to explain his reasoning. The Aselsan would enter the minefield almost immediately. As soon as it did, the minefield would come alive with activity as bottom moored homing torpedoes went after the decoy. Brodie’s hope was that the noise created would mask any sound the Seawolf would soon make as he maneuvered to avoid the inbound torpedo.
Brodie gripped his friend’s forearm. “Go aft, help Jason get all of the divers out of the DDS,” he told him. “We’re going to have to move and move fast, and they can’t be in there as deep as we’re going to be heading.” Brodie explained quickly.
The DDS was made out of HY80 steel and could withstand a depth of no more than two hundred feet if pressurized. But, if there were no personnel in the DDS, it didn’t have to be pressurized and could be flooded and so withstand any depth the Seawolf might dive to.
“Aye, sir.”
* * *
Jason Graves stood nervously beneath the hatch leading to the escape trunk. The hatch was sealed and the trunk itself was flooded. Beside him, waiting to receive casualties, was Doc Reed with several men. Graves checked his watch. The divers were going directly from the open sea, through the transit trunk, and into the submarine escape trunk because Brodie needed them inside the sub as soon as possible. But all of the divers couldn’t enter the escape trunk at once. So the Dry Deck Storage team would have to wait in the transfer trunk until the first group of divers cleared the escape trunk.
By the book, all of the divers should take a few minutes to decompress, but there was no time for the book. None of the SEALs had been very deep, and they would just have to risk the bends. It was either that, or all of them die when the Seawolf was caught in the trap currently closing around it.
Graves kept his eye on the various gauges, waiting for the indicator light letting him know the SEALs, Kristen, and Dr. Dar-Hyun were in the trunk and the outer hatch was sealed. The Seawolf could not begin moving until all of the divers were at least inside the DDS and couldn’t go deep until they were all inside the hull of the submarine itself.
After what felt like an agonizingly long time, the SEALs in the DDS reported it was sealed. Graves immediately relayed the information to Brodie. Seconds later, he felt the Seawolf accelerate. COB arrived a few seconds later.
“Are they all inside yet?” COB asked.
“Negative,” Graves replied. “What’s happening?”
“That helicopter dropped a torpedo about three thousand yards off. It’s searching.” COB explained. “We need to get everyone inside, fast!”
“The first group is in the escape trunk, and we’re pumping the water out,” Graves explained. “How much time do we have?”
“None, the skipper just put the hammer down and is taking us out to sea.”
The squawk box outside the escape trunk then came to life. “We’re depressurizing now.” Graves didn’t recognize the SEAL’s voice.
Graves clicked the talk button. “What’s the status of the casualties, over?”
“One bullet wound in the upper chest and the other is a heart problem, plus multiple minor wounds.”
“How long before the SDV’s scuttling charges will detonate?” Graves asked.
“It’s on a thirty minute timer and started eight minutes ago.”
Graves passed this bit of information up to the control room and then waited for the decompression to end. As he waited, he was struck with the terrible feeling that he was going to see Kristen’s lifeless body come tumbling out of the hatch as soon as they opened it. How many were dead? He couldn’t know. He glanced at the gauge and saw the pressure was now virtually equal. Everyone watched the wheel locking mechanism spin, and Graves motioned for Doc Reed’s men to get moving.
Water showered down all over them as the hatch was lifted up in the escape trunk. Graves scrambled up inside, almost frantic to see what was going on, and COB was right behind him. The chamber was damp and crowded with SEALs. Most were with the mini sub crew, but he saw two wearing the camouflage drysuits the assault team had worn. They’d sent four SEALs ashore. He didn’t need to ask questions to know the missing men would not be returning.
Hoover was checking the Korean’s vital signs, and Graves saw the corpsman had deep scratches across his face, as well as a rip in the right sleeve of his wetsuit and a bloody bandage over a wound to his left arm. He then saw Kristen and nearly gasped.
There were still three inches of water on the floor of the lockout chamber and she was sitting in it with Dar-Hyun’s head in her lap. If her eyes hadn’t been open and she weren’t talking softly to the doctor in Mandarin, he would’ve thought her dead. Her cheeks were like ash, with no color at all except streaks of black grease paint. Her eyes — which were normally bright and clear — looked hollow and lifeless. There were scratches on her cheeks and one of her ears was cut and dripping blood onto her torn camouflage blouse. She had a battle dressing on her right upper arm and someone had ripped her blouse open, tearing the buttons off in the process.
Hamilton was sitting back, a pair of soaked and blood-stained battle dressings covering a wound in his upper left chest. But, he didn’t appear to be in any distress. Instead, he was in the process of pulling a piece of chewing gum out of a waterproof bag and sticking it in his mouth. “What’s up, sir?” the unflappable SEAL asked casually.
“Jesus,” he whispered upon seeing them.
* * *
Kristen looked at the XO. She couldn’t quite form a smile or make any real sign of recognition. Instead, she settled for a brief, tired nod. She then turned her attention back to Dr. Dar-Hyun. The Korean was resting his head in her lap as she talked to him and caressed his cheek, trying to keep him calm.
“Sir, we’re safe on the submarine now. We’re going to help you down out of this room and get you to the ship’s hospital, do you understand?” she said as calmly as she could, still speaking in Mandarin.
Choi gripped his chest in apparent pain, but he nodded and then said a few words.
“What’s he saying?” Hoover asked as he listened to Choi’s heart with a stethoscope while the other divers started exiting the escape trunk.
“He says he’s having difficulty breathing,” she translated. She then glanced back up at the XO who was looking at her with alarm on his face. “Sir, we need some oxygen in here for the doctor. Is Doc Reed down there?”
“That’ll have to wait. Right now we need to get everyone out of here,” Graves urged them. “We got North Korean’s climbing all over us.”
The SEALs evacuated the chamber, helping the injured down. Because of the bloody bandage over his upper chest, they offered Hamilton a backboard. He refused and climbed down, using his right arm to support him. Kristen came down and was greeted by helping hands gripping her legs and torso as she descended the ladder. Choi was already on a backboard with both corpsmen around him, and Kristen saw the Korean growing agitated.
She had a splitting headache and felt emotionally, mentally, and physically exhausted. Any sense of euphoria she felt for having survived in one piece had been offset by the sheer terror of the journey back through the narrow channel. The two bullets that penetrated her LAR-7 had spent themselves against her bulletproof vest. But, although the bullets hadn’t penetrated the vest, they’d cracked several ribs and her breathing was painful. They weren’t certain if a bullet or a rock fragment had torn a gash in her right arm, plus she had some deep scratches on her face. With the LAR-7 damaged, she’d been forced to leech off Hamilton’s auxiliary air supply as they swam back to the SDV.
Then the real horror began.
The North Korean patrol boats had closed in on them as they embarked on the SDV and headed back into the channel. Then grenades had rained down from above and detonated all around the mini sub as they made their escape. The SDV had been damaged almost immediately before they could descend into deep water and make their escape. Despite Hamilton’s evasive action, they’d been unable to dislodge their antagonists on the surface. Assuming the North Koreans had spotted the GPS antenna on the surface, they’d been forced to bring it in and then resumed trying to evade. But there simply hadn’t been enough deep water to hide in, and they’d finally settled onto the bottom in fifty feet of water as grenades continued to be dropped into the water above them.
The concussions of the grenades had damaged the SDV’s air supply and on board navigation system. The result was everyone had to go back on their LAR-7 rebreathers. But with hers damaged, she was forced to leech off the others. The result was she’d been on the edge of panic for the last several hours, fearful of running out of breathable air, fearful of the North Korean’s damaging the SDV further, fearful of drowning, and fearful of being captured. However, despite the terror she’d felt, she’d been forced to set her own fear aside so she could handle Choi.
The doctor had been revived from his sedated state by the cold water. So, in addition to the constant concussions of grenades in the water above them threatening to further damage the SDV or kill them, and her having to suck oxygen from others, she’d been forced to constantly reassure Choi they were going to be okay. She’d managed to hide her fear, but it hadn’t simply gone away. Instead, the fear, the tension, the stress had built up within her, and it felt almost overwhelming now as she fought to hold it together.
Doc Reed asked, “XO, can the Lieutenant come with us to sickbay to help communicate?”
“Yes, but get moving, we don’t have a lot of time,” Graves warned as he hung up a ship’s phone.
“What’s wrong?” COB asked.
“The torpedo has locked on to us, and the skipper is trying to evade.”
“Torpedo?” Kristen asked not certain she could handle much more. The proceeding few days had been a rapid fire series of traumatic events starting with Vance’s suicide. She now felt punch drunk and wasn’t certain just how much more she could take.
The Seawolf heeled hard over and accelerated as four men prepared to lift the stretcher and get the doctor to sickbay. Once Choi was all strapped in and ready to transport with the oxygen positioned between his legs and an EKG rolling, Reed looked to the XO.
“Sir?”
“Go!” Graves ordered as the next group of SEALs appeared from the escape trunk.
With COB leading the way, the four men hoisted the stretcher and started to run. Kristen ran along with them as the Seawolf reversed her turn. They moved forward and came to the first dogged hatch. COB immediately began opening it while the men carrying the stretcher set it down and grabbed onto whatever they could find as the Seawolf’s turn became so severe it seemed the submarine might roll completely over.
The blare of the collision alarm sounded throughout the boat, alerting everyone on board that the torpedo was expected to hit. With this warning, COB immediately reversed loosening the latches, sealing the hatch he’d been opening and once more secured it. Kristen understood. If the Seawolf was hit and began to take on water, their only hope for survival would be to control the flooding by maintaining enough watertight compartments intact so they could remain sufficiently buoyant to reach the surface.
Everyone clung to whatever they could.
Kristen could see terror on many faces. But she felt no fear any more, just a numb acceptance regarding what might happen if the torpedo hit. Instead of fear, she focused on Choi, strapped helplessly to the stretcher. While everyone else grabbed hold of something to brace themselves, she lowered herself over him. She could see the abject fear in his eyes as he lay helpless on the stretcher, and she covered him protectively with her own body. “It’s going to be okay,” she told him over and over again, trying to make herself believe it.
The deck beneath them was literally shaking as the sub’s reduction gears and steam turbines were thrown past red line, driving the Seawolf forward ever faster. She continued whispering to the doctor, fighting to hold it together. Then she heard a sudden, ear-splitting hissing noise above her head. Her first thought was that a steam pipe had burst above her, but then she recognized the sound of high pressure air rushing into the ballast tanks, forcing the water out and making the Seawolf lighter as the bow planes turned the nose of the Seawolf upward. Within seconds, she felt the deck arching up at an impossible angle.
She gripped the stretcher with one hand and a pipe with the others to keep her and Choi from sliding along the deck as the submarine shot upward. “It’s okay,” she kept whispering into Choi’s ear as the Seawolf suddenly leveled out and turned back in the other direction, reversing the turn again. At the same time, the bow came back down and they dove back toward the depths.
Then, just when it seemed things couldn’t get any worse, the torpedo detonated.
For a brief moment it felt as if the deck beneath her had been suddenly removed as the Seawolf was thrust forcefully downward from the blast. The lights flickered and the entire ship shuddered frightfully. She grimaced, tensing every muscle in her body to prevent herself from screaming in terror.
The lights flickered again and briefly went out before coming back on as alarms sounded from several directions. The roar of high pressure water spraying against a bulkhead from a ruptured pipe also greeted her. But, before she could even look up, COB was already reaching for a shut off valve to seal the ruptured pipe.
“Move! Move!” COB ordered as he worked to stop the water spraying from the pipe with the speed of a bullet.
The stretcher team grabbed the litter and resumed heading for sickbay. As they moved, they came across an injured sailor with a wicked laceration across his forehead who was trying to stem the flow of blood with a rag. Graves split from the stretcher team and ran up a ladder to the control room while Kristen and her team continued to sickbay.
Choi was sweating as they reached the small sickbay where he was set on a table. Kristen stood by his head, holding the oxygen mask in place, aware the Seawolf was no longer diving and twisting in evasive maneuvers but was once more cruising straight and level. Doc Reed began checking Choi while she continued talking to him, trying to keep him calm and hopefully prevent him from having a heart attack.
Reed started an IV. “Tell him I’m giving him a little something for his heart and also to help him relax,” he explained.
A few feet away, seated in a chair, Hamilton was already stripped to the waist and being treated by Hoover for a gunshot wound to his upper chest and shoulder region. Kristen thought Hamilton looked far too relaxed as he sat calmly chomping on a piece of gum. She stared at him briefly, wishing she could be so calm, but at the same time wondering just what his life had been like that allowed him to appear so relaxed despite all they’d been through.
“You all right, Ell-Tee?” Hamilton asked.
Kristen nodded slightly, not certain she would ever be okay again, but unwilling to admit it to anyone but herself. Hoover paused attending Hamilton and looked her way.
“You want a tranq, Ell-Tee?”
“A what?”
“A tranquilizer,” Hoover offered, “I’ve got some pretty good shit in my bag that’ll settle you right down.”
Kristen shook her head, “No.” She then added, looking at the bullet wound in Hamilton’s shoulder, “Just take care of Mister Hamilton.”
Hamilton seemed to think anyone calling him “Mister” was humorous and chuckled, “You crack me up, Ell-Tee.”
“Humor,” Kristen said without a hint of it in her voice, “just one of the many services I offer.”
“I’m beginning to like you, Ell-Tee,” Hamilton chortled.
“I bet you say that to all the girls,” Kristen replied as the medicine started to take effect on Choi and his eyes began to drift.
Hamilton looked at her, and as he did, his expression became serious for a moment, and he shook his head. “No,” he said simply and in all seriousness, “I don’t.” He then grimaced slightly despite a local anesthetic Hoover had given him.
“It looks like the bullet bouncer ate most of it,” Hoover said easily as he took a pair of tweezers and prepared to remove the bullet. “It didn’t even reach the bone.”
With Choi drifting off into a drug-induced sleep, Kristen took a seat along the wall. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Images of the firefight were still fresh in her mind. But with the images of the traumatic escape came the emotions she’d experienced during the SDV’s run for safety. The visceral feeling of terror she’d felt as the grenades had exploded all around them was just as real now as it had been when they were under attack.
She opened her eyes and saw that not only was her left hand trembling, but her leg was, too. She clenched her fist, trying to suppress the gut-wrenching fear.
“How’s your arm, Lieutenant?” Reed asked, watching her with concern.
Kristen looked down at the battle dressing, having forgotten about it. “It’s…” she shook her head in exhaustion, “it’s nothing.”
“Are you sure I can’t get you something, Miss Whitaker?” Reed asked, still watching her with worry on his face.
“I’m okay.” But even as she spoke, she gripped the arm of her chair with her right hand when she noticed it shaking, too.
The door opened and Fitzgerald appeared, holding a hand towel to a laceration on his scalp. Outside the hatch, there were five other men who’d been injured when they’d been knocked about during the torpedo attack. “Corpsman!” Fitzgerald’s voice was panicky. “I’m wounded.”
“Take a number,” Hoover offered unsympathetically as he pulled the bullet out of Hamilton’s shoulder and calmly handed it to the SEAL. “Here you go, Trip, add this to your collection.”
Hamilton took it, studied it briefly and then tossed it up in the air and caught it as it came back down. “This one almost had my name on it.”
Fitzgerald, not seeing the corpsman rushing to his aid as he expected, pointed out angrily, “I’m bleeding, dammit!”
“I’ll be with you in a few minutes, sir,” Reed told him. “Until then, just keep applying direct pressure.”
Fitzgerald didn’t look satisfied with the answer, but Reed didn’t look to care as he continued working on Hamilton. Then Fitzgerald saw Kristen seated against the bulkhead. “Jesus,” he exclaimed, “you look like hell, Kristen.”
“Not now, okay?” She didn’t have the energy left to deal with Fitzgerald, but he walked over anyway.
“What happened?” he asked. “I heard you went in with the SEALs.” Unlike everyone else onboard, Fitzgerald was too insensitive to recognize none of the SEALs — and certainly not Kristen — were ready to talk about it yet. “Was it bad?”
“Why don’t you leave her alone, jack-off,” Hamilton warned.
“Cool it, Trip,” Hoover warned and placed his own strong hands on his friend’s arms, “Remember what happened at Oceania.”
Fitzgerald looked at Hamilton, who was now glaring back at him with venom in his eyes. “You better listen to your partner,” Fitzgerald warned. “Or haven’t you noticed I’m a Lieutenant Commander?”
Kristen tried closing her eyes again, but a never-ending reel of horrible images and the accompanying emotions with each image seemed to be playing on an endless loop in her head. She opened her eyes and saw Fitzgerald staring at her. She looked away, not wanting to deal with him.
“Hey, Kristen,” he offered, moving a bit closer, “if you want to talk…”
Kristen massaged her throbbing temple, shaking her head slightly. With the operation over, she felt the carefully crafted and meticulously maintained veneer of self-control all but gone. She didn’t cry; she never cried. But she felt like the emotional dam within her was on the verge of a catastrophic failure, unleashing a flood that might overwhelm her.
“Hey,” Hamilton snapped angrily in her defense as he came out of his chair, a blood-stained, filthy finger pointing at Fitzgerald dangerously. “I said leave the lady alone. Can’t you see she doesn’t want to talk about it?” He was holding a bloody bandage on his shoulder with one hand as he glared dangerously at Fitzgerald. Not only was the fiery Hamilton on his feet ready to square off with the Fitzgerald, but so was Hoover, who looked just as irate as Hamilton.
“It’s okay, guys,” she told them even as she fought to hold it together.
“What’s it to you anyway, Sailor?” Fitzgerald asked, not smart enough to sit down and shut up.
“She’s with us,” Hoover warned heatedly.
“Guys—” she began but was interrupted by the door opening abruptly.
Brodie came in, his face twisted in a scowl. “What’s all the racket about?” the captain demanded, a hard edge in his voice.
Kristen hung her head, not wanting to see Brodie. Or more accurately, not ready for him to see her. Fitzgerald however, with Brodie now in the small sickbay to back him up, felt a bit more confident. “I want your name and serial number. I’m pressing charges.”
Hamilton answered immediately, “Hamilton, fuck wad!”
He took a step toward Fitzgerald, but Hoover restrained him. “Cool it, Trip. He ain’t worth it.”
But apparently Brodie had endured all the drama he was willing to take for one day and turned on the enraged Hamilton, jabbing a finger toward him. “You,” he said forcefully, looking Hamilton right in the eye. “Sit down and keep your trap shut!”
Hoover was trying to get Hamilton to do just that, but Brodie’s words seemed to penetrate the angry SEAL’s psyche, and Hamilton, surprisingly, shut his mouth. But he didn’t sit down immediately. Instead, he stared at Brodie. The captain turned, squaring his body with Hamilton’s as Hoover stepped between the two of them. “Trip,” his friend warned as he spoke softly to his teammate. “Trust me, you don’t want to do this.”
Hamilton’s eyes had the look of someone who wasn’t necessarily completely sane. But the commando paused then nodded his head briefly before sitting back down as ordered. However, he continued to watch Brodie, whose gaze had yet to waver. For a few more seconds the two men stared one another down, and then Hamilton’s eyes lost some of their edge. He nodded his head again and looked toward Hoover. “I’m cool.”
“Captain, that man threatened me,” Fitzgerald whined as he stood behind Brodie looking far more comfortable now that Hamilton had sat down.
Brodie turned and jabbed an angry finger into Fitzgerald’s chest. “And you,” he said, the anger he was feeling clear in his voice. “Get out. Now!”
Fitzgerald looked at Brodie in disbelief. “But, Captain, I’m bleeding.”
“Go bleed in the passageway,” Brodie ordered and then turned on Doc Reed who was standing stone still, his eyes open wide in shock at what was happening around him. It wasn’t every day you saw a submarine captain verbally slapping lieutenant commanders and SEALs around. Brodie motioned toward Choi. “Can he talk?”
“I have him sedated, Captain,” Reed replied nervously.
“That isn’t what I asked, is it?” Brodie’s voice was edgy and Kristen heard a combination of anger and urgency in it. “Can this man talk and answer questions?”
“He’s been through a lot, Captain. I would like him to rest,” Reed replied as he studied an EKG strip with a scowl. “I think we’d better wait until we get him to a real hospital, sir.”
“Doc, if we don’t get some information from this guy right now, there might not be any hospitals left an hour from now.” He then snapped angrily, “Now, answer the damn question!”
Reed was visibly startled at hearing Brodie barking at him angrily. Despite his reputation, Kristen knew the captain seldom raised his voice. “Yes, sir. But I might have to wake him up some.”
Brodie then turned toward Kristen. She could feel him looking at her as she hung her head, looking at the deck between her feet. She was still wearing the oversized SEAL work boots they’d given her.
“Wake him up then,” Brodie ordered Reed and then sat down in the seat beside Kristen, his face hard and uncompromising. “Lieutenant?” he said, trying to force a calmness into his voice that he clearly didn’t feel.
Kristen raised her head and looked at him. She instantly felt totally defenseless before him. His grey eyes pierced every emotional defense she had left. It felt like he was peering into her soul. She didn’t want to talk to him or anyone. She just wanted to retreat within herself and begin repairing her damaged psyche. But they were all still in danger, and he needed her. She swallowed hard and once more forced calmness she didn’t feel over her. “Yes, sir?”
“Lieutenant, I know you’ve been through a lot,” he began calmly. “But I need you to translate for me as I ask the doctor some very important questions.”
Charles Horner appeared in the doorway, a digital recording device in one hand and a microphone in the other. Brodie directed him silently to a corner, and then Graves slipped in and stood inside the door. Graves’ and Brodie’s eyes made brief contact and Graves shook his head at the unasked question Kristen saw in Brodie’s eyes.
Kristen looked at him. She could see the strain peering through the hard mask he was trying to keep in place. His grey eyes had been deadly serious and even dangerous as he’d confronted Hamilton. But they were softer now, almost warm as he looked back at her. She had never imagined such fatigue. She’d always been physically active and normally able to outlast virtually anyone in sheer endurance. But she’d never been so utterly exhausted, both physically and mentally, and she wasn’t certain she had the mental capacity remaining to translate. But, as she looked at him, she knew she could deny him nothing.
She nodded and stood on shaky legs. Her right hand was trembling and Brodie gently took her elbow and led her to the table. Kristen gripped the edge of the table to steady herself.
Brodie nodded toward Reed. “Wake him up, Doc.”
Kristen looked up at Brodie and noticed the folded messages in his left breast pocket. They were distinctly colored. She then saw that Horner had beads of sweat on his face, his coveralls were soaked through under his arms, and he was clearly worried. Despite her exhaustion, she began to get an inkling about why Brodie was determined to question Choi.
“Sir?”
“Yes?”
“Have we received an EAM?”
He gave her a grim nod in reply.
“Dear God,” she whispered, wondering how much worse it might get.
“Lieutenant, I need you to do one more thing for me as you translate,” he asked.
“Yes, sir?” Kristen rubbed her throbbing temple as she leaned against the table, feeling a bit lightheaded.
“I need you to tell me if he’s telling the truth.”
She looked at him as if it was some kind of cruel joke. She could barely remember her own name at the moment, and he was asking her to not only translate, but to be a lie detector as well. “I don’t know if I can do that, Captain.” she replied, realizing the gravity of the situation, but feeling she had to be honest and not just tell him what he wanted to hear.
“Do your best, Lieutenant.” He patted her hand with what she wanted to believe was tenderness. “It’s always been more than good enough.”
Choi’s eyes fluttered open. Upon seeing Kristen leaning over him, the Korean smiled. His eyes rested on her for a few seconds, then looked at Brodie. Kristen heard the steady chirping of Choi’s heart monitor change as his heart rate increased upon seeing Brodie. The aging Korean began chattering groggily to Kristen.
“What’s he saying?” Brodie asked.
“He’s says I look tired, sir.” Kristen answered honestly.
“All right, tell him I need to ask him a few questions regarding his country’s strategic rocket program. Explain to him it is of the utmost importance to the people of both our countries that he answer me quickly and honestly.”
Kristen rubbed her tired eyes. Her brain felt like mush from the jumble of languages floating around in it. She then explained to Choi what Brodie told her to say, and the man looked up at Brodie and said a few more words.
“What did he say?” Brodie asked with forced patience in his voice.
“He wants to know who you are.”
“Tell him.”
Choi looked back from Kristen to Brodie and began chattering again, pointing at Brodie and gripping her hand tightly.
“He says you look scary, sir.” Kristen translated, wishing she could close her eyes and wake up in a week with all of this having been a bad dream.
“He has no idea,” Brodie replied.
Kristen didn’t speak, assuming Brodie didn’t want her to translate his words.
“All right, tell him I need to ask a few questions, and I’m not going to hurt him.”
She did as ordered, and the man, whose heart rate had now gone up markedly, gave her a brief answer. “He says he doesn’t believe you, sir.” Kristen then leaned down and began talking to Choi, trying to reassure him.
“Come on,” Graves whispered anxiously.
“Whatever you’re saying to him, keep it up,” Doc Reed said as the monitor indicated Choi’s heart rate was again settling down to a less alarming rate.
Kristen continued talking to him, reassuring him that no one would hurt him. Over the past few hours she’d been with him constantly, always calm, always comforting, and he trusted her.
“Tell him I need to know the current capabilities for the Unha-3 missile,” Brodie pressed her.
Kristen translated almost automatically, doing her best to set aside everything else and turn every ounce of her intellect into getting the translations correct. Not to mention trying to determine if the answers the frightened Choi provided were truthful. She could see the fragile doctor was in no condition to answer questions. The ominous beeping coming from the heart monitor was still not reassuring her the Korean wasn’t in mortal danger. He was sweating profusely even though his skin looked pale. He again told her he couldn’t breathe.
“Can he have some more oxygen, Doc?” she asked, momentarily ignoring Brodie — a very dangerous thing given the gravity of the situation.
But Reed handed her an oxygen mask, and she placed it over Choi’s mouth and nose, holding it there as he began speaking. She immediately translated giving the rocket’s size, launch weight, maximum range, guidance capabilities, and other pertinent information. As Kristen translated, Charles Horner moved alongside the table, holding the microphone closer.
“Ask him about the ballistic nose cone on the rocket,” Brodie ordered. “We need to know if the cone is capable of carrying a payload and if it can withstand reentry.”
Kristen wiped her filthy hand across her face as Choi spoke.
“What’s he saying?” Brodie asked.
“He was thanking me for the oxygen, Captain,” she answered, doing her level best not to show her inner thoughts. It seemed obvious to her Choi was in distress and needed to rest. But they couldn’t let him. The knowledge he had could very well prevent a nuclear war.
“Ask him about the nose cone,” Brodie ordered again.
Kristen worked out the words in her head for the precise translation before speaking. Choi answered the question, looking Kristen in the eye and not glancing at Brodie. She listened and then looked back at her captain, not liking what Choi had said. “He says the nose cone is truly ballistic and can carry a payload into a low orbit, or potentially carry a warhead back through the atmosphere.”
Brodie and the XO exchanged nervous looks. Brodie nodded toward Graves and apparently it was enough communication for Graves to understand what needed to be done. “Aye, Captain,” Graves replied and immediately exited the sickbay.
Kristen saw him turn to move forward in the passageway in the direction of the torpedo room. Without a word being exchanged, Kristen understood. The XO was going forward to direct the loading of at least one of the nuclear-tipped Tomahawk missiles.
“Okay, ask him about the payload weight. How much can it carry?” Brodie asked after Graves left.
She did as ordered and Choi replied, but his answer was unusually long, and Kristen had trouble hearing it all.
“What was all that?” Brodie asked, his own nervousness revealed in his voice.
“He says the rocket can carry up to two hundred kilograms,” she replied. “But he also wanted me to tell you we have nothing to fear from the rocket.”
“And why is that?” Brodie asked. But Choi’s heart rate was becoming erratic and his eyes were fluttering.
“Captain, we’re losing him,” Reed’s warned with concern.
But Kristen understood the importance of getting the information and asked the doctor to explain. She then translated almost as fast as he spoke. “He says his country currently has no fully functional nuclear device. They’re trying to develop one, but they haven’t achieved true nuclear fission yet,” she told the others as she listened to the doctor continue with his rapid explanation. “He also says the smallest device they have so far weighs several tons and couldn’t possibly go into a warhead.”
The doctor grimaced in pain. Reed tried to step forward, but Brodie stopped him with a Medusa-like gaze, freezing Reed in his tracks. “Captain…” Reed whispered with concern for Choi who was clearly in distress.
Brodie had no sympathy in his eyes however, only resolve. “Ask him how he knows this information.”
Kristen did as ordered, watching Choi closely, seeing the old man growing more agitated. He began talking, his words coming fast, and she struggled with the proper translation. “Sir, he says he knows several of the engineers working on their strategic weapons. They have met several times to discuss the functional necessities of a warhead for the Unha-3.”
“Skipper, his heart rate is approaching dangerous levels. His blood pressure is increasing,” Reed warned.
Doc Hoover stepped forward and glanced at the data on the monitor. “He’s gonna stroke on you,” he offered calmly, his eyes on the vital signs.
Brodie ignored the warnings. “Ask him their names and the exact dates and places where they met.”
“Sir,” Kristen warned Brodie, “he’s not doing well…”
“Just do it!” Brodie insisted sharply.
Kristen did as he ordered, and Choi began giving a list of names as well as places and dates where the meetings occurred. She translated everything as quickly as she could.
Brodie then paused, scratching his chin thoughtfully. “Why are they threatening nuclear war if they don’t have the capacity to actually fight even a limited one?”
It was a rhetorical question, but Kristen translated it regardless.
She’d lowered her head beside Choi’s so she could hear his answer as he whispered. But his words were now barely audible. He grimaced in pain and she gripped his hand. He lifted his head slightly, trying to speak to her. His words came in short, weakening bursts, accentuating the distress he was in. His words were becoming garbled, and she couldn’t make some of them out while others made no sense at all. Then his body tensed in pain and he gasped. She saw his eyes bulge slightly in terror. His hand clamped down on hers so tightly she grimaced herself.
The heart monitor sounded an alarm and Reed stepped in front of Brodie who relented, stepping back as Hoover grabbed an AED and pushed past Kristen, ripping the container open. Kristen stepped back as Choi’s eyes continued to stare at her. Reed was already doing emergency chest compressions while Hoover began placing the electrodes on the doctor’s unmoving chest.
Brodie glanced at Charles Horner who was staring in disbelief as Hoover and Reed began trying to revive the doctor.
“Send it all,” Brodie ordered, but Horner seemed transfixed by all that had happened and didn’t respond. “Do it now!” Brodie barked, startling Horner who bolted out of the sickbay.
Kristen sat down in a chair along the wall. She looked back at Choi whose eyes — now glassy and lifeless — managed to still stare at her accusingly.

Chapter Fifty Three

Captain’s Cabin, USS Seawolf
Brodie rubbed his sore eyes. He’d never known such exhaustion. Over the years he’d slowly conditioned himself to the long hours required of a submarine captain. But ever since he’d received their mission over a month earlier he’d struggled to sleep, and since leaving Bremerton, what sleep he’d managed had been brief and seldom restful. Once more beyond North Korean waters, the Seawolf was out of immediate danger, and he could turn his attention to making repairs and seeing to his crew. However, none of this good news meant he could rest yet. His boat was damaged, and Graves was finishing the damage report.
They’d been lucky.
The torpedo had detonated above them and far enough from the hull to cause only superficial damage. There had been some minor flooding and a few injuries. “The Dry Deck Shelter is badly damaged,” Graves explained as he completed his damage report. Brodie’s best friend and XO was seated in a chair, “but with the SDV destroyed, I don’t think we’ll be needing the DDS again.”
This was hardly the end of it. The bean counters in Washington would want Brodie to account for the actions that resulted in the loss of the very valuable SDV, not to mention the death of the two SEALs back in Korea, and — of course — Dr. Dar-Hyun Choi. “We’ll worry about the DDS when we get back to Sasebo,” he said and handed Graves a recent message from COMSUBPAC ordering them to the joint US naval base in Sasebo, Japan. “For now, let’s worry about patching ourselves up.”
Graves shook his head, exhaling tiredly. He looked as worn out as Brodie felt. “Damn, that was close,” he mused thoughtfully, referring to their orders to launch a nuclear strike that had been quickly rescinded after they’d reported what Choi had revealed. “I’ll be honest with you, buddy,” Graves admitted, “I haven’t been sleeping very well.”
Brodie nodded thoughtfully, feeling the same sense of relief. He could think of few things he wanted more than the two nuclear weapons removed from his submarine.
“Any other word on what’s happening in North Korea?” the XO asked.
Brodie assumed it was the same question everyone back in Washington was asking. None of it made sense. The DPRK had brought the world to the brink of war simply as a bluff. He shrugged, too tired to think about it anymore. “Insanity? Some sort of power struggle within the DPRK? Your guess is as good as anyone’s.”
“I’m getting too old for this shit,” Graves commented in frustration as he rolled his head on his shoulders to loosen his neck muscles.
Brodie nodded in agreement, thinking of the report he had to prepare for Washington. There had been a steady flood of messages demanding answers to an even greater flood of questions. The short run to Sasebo would barely give him enough time to gather the facts and prepare his report, and there would be no time for sleep. “How’s the crew?” he asked, knowing they’d all been on the ragged edge for weeks.
“Relieved to be out of DPRK territorial waters,” Graves admitted. “I cancelled training temporarily so everyone can catch up on their sleep.”
Brodie agreed without saying so. Graves knew what he was doing and didn’t need Brodie micromanaging him. “The SEALs?”
“The two survivors were both wounded, but should be okay. Doc Reed said they’re already back on their feet.”
Brodie nodded, appreciating the good news. “They need to prepare reports of what happened in North Korea. Top Secret, of course, so keep the circle of people in the know to the minimum.”
Graves concurred and then said thoughtfully, “It must have been one hell of a brawl.”
“Yeah,” Brodie agreed, thinking of Kristen who’d been thrust into the middle of it.
“Lieutenant Whitaker is on bed rest for the next few days,” Graves explained. “Her injuries are superficial and are mostly minor cuts from rock shrapnel, a couple of cracked ribs from where her body armor stopped a couple of AK bullets, and a badly twisted ankle.”
Brodie didn’t want to think of her at the moment. “Keep an eye on her,” he advised his friend. “She’s already been through hell on this patrol.”
Graves agreed and then turned quiet, slowly assessing Brodie.
“What?” Brodie asked, too tired to play games.
“You knew about her, didn’t you?” Graves asked.
“Hmmm?”
“When you called Beagler and requested her, you already knew our mission, and knew her unique skill set. Your requested her because you knew she could handle the LMRS drones and that she spoke Mandarin.”
Brodie offered a shrug. “Beagler had confided to me that she was special and would come in handy on this mission, yes,” he admitted. “Although neither of us ever imagined her going into North Korea or handling the drones by herself.”
Jason smiled thinly, shaking his head in wonderment. “Remind me never to play poker with you.”
Brodie leaned his head back and explained, “When I first received the mission, it read like a damn nightmare,” he admitted. “Then Beagler said he had an officer who was highly skilled with sonar, had graduated at the top of her Academy class, spoke Mandarin, and had spent some time in Corpus with the drones, it was an easy call.”
“Even if that officer was a woman…” Graves pointed out.
“At the time I wouldn’t have cared if she were from Mars. We were heading into deep trouble, and I reckoned we needed all the help we could get,” Brodie admitted. He seldom revealed his inner thoughts to others. Mostly because he trusted few people and also because he didn’t think it was anyone’s business what he was thinking. But Jason was the brother he’d never had, and he kept few secrets from the lanky African American.
They were quiet for a few minutes as each of them slowly came to grips with how close they’d come to jump starting World War III.
“Well, she sure earned her pay,” Jason finally admitted.
Brodie nodded in agreement, never having expected Kristen to be as essential to their mission’s success as she’d proven to be. “Just keep an eye on her for me,” he said without further explanation. “We’ll have a few days in Sasebo before we return to sea. Make sure she gets off the boat and blows off some steam, would ya?”
Graves nodded in the affirmative, “No sweat, bro. Anything else?”
Brodie made eye contact with his friend, wondering if he suspected anything about himself and Kristen. They’d known one another a very long time. “Keep the men working,” he said, changing the subject so as to avoid talking about her further. “I don’t know what the hell is going on, but I have the suspicion this whole blow up in North Korea is one big sham, and the real trouble is to come elsewhere.”
“Any intelligence reports to back that up?”
“Just my gut,” Brodie admitted. “But whatever happens, I wanna be ready to head back to sea as soon as we’ve completed repairs in Sasebo, so do what we can now. Anything we can’t repair ourselves, I want enumerated and radioed ahead of us to Sasebo so the workers there can come aboard as soon as we tie up pier side to expedite repairs.”
Graves stood. He was so tall, his head nearly touched the overhead. “Anything else?”
“Get some sleep, XO,” Brodie suggested, knowing full well Graves would get little rest until the Seawolf had been repaired. His friend left the tiny cabin and closed the door quietly behind him, leaving Brodie alone.
Brodie opened his eyes as he set his right hand on the table. The hand was trembling uncontrollably. The tension, the stress, all of the responsibility that was part and parcel of a captain’s existence was finally getting to him. Four years in command was a long time. He exhaled tiredly. He liked to think the worst was behind him, but as he stared at the far bulkhead, contemplating everything that had transpired, he feared the worst was yet to come.
The End
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