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Аннотация
Once more, Kristen Whitaker and the crew of the Seawolf are thrust center stage as the Russian Federation's plan to gain control over the world's oil supply unfolds. Kristen must come to grips with the demons in her past as she struggles with both personal and professional challenges. With the stakes higher than ever, the Seawolf and her crew find themselves fighting for survival in an undeclared war beneath the waves.
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Chapter One

K-955 Borei
The ballistic missile submarine moved slowly through Iranian territorial waters just below the surface in less than two hundred feet of water. It was hardly the type of ocean depths the boat’s designers had in mind. But the submarine was safest in close to the Iranian shore for the moment as, inside, her crew learned their new boat.
The Iranian Navy had yet to rechristen the latest ship to join their fleet, wanting to wait until the new crew of the Borei was finished their training. But this fact didn’t stop Captain Param Ahadi from feeling a great sense of pride in his command. Of course, he wasn’t completely in command, yet. His Russian counterpart, Captain Zuyev, still commanded and would do so until Ahadi and his crew were ready to take over from the remaining Russians on board.
But Ahadi let himself revel in his accomplishment. In his twenty-seven years of naval service, he’d never hoped to command such a boat except in his dreams. Previously he’d commanded one of Iran’s aging Kilo class submarines, and he’d been totally outclassed by the American submarines routinely entering the Persian Gulf. But not any longer; now he would have the upper hand. How his government had brokered such a deal with the Russians was a mystery, and he really didn’t care. The Iranian Navy now had real teeth and was no longer just a paper tiger.
“Once the reactor is dormant,” Captain Zuyev explained, regaining Ahadi’s attention, “the Borei becomes completely undetectable. Even the most advanced submarines in the world will be unable to hear us, especially with all the other manmade noises in the Persian Gulf for you to hide in.”
Ahadi understood the potential of the revolutionary new submarine. Properly handled, the Borei would help reshape the political landscape of the globe.

Chapter Two

USS Seawolf, Sasebo, Japan
Kristen cursed her perfect memory.
Without it, the last week off the Korean coast might have been something she could forget about, or at least put behind her. Vance’s suicide, the mission into North Korea, Dr. Dar-Hyun Choi’s interrogation, subsequent death, and, finally, the incident between her and Brodie in his cabin all seemed too surreal to be true. Yet, the visceral, gut-twisting emotions she felt every time she closed her eyes and recalled the events told her they had been only too real.
She ran a hand over her winter service uniform, checking her reflection in the mirror. They’d just arrived in Sasebo after their escape from the Korean Peninsula following Dr. Dar-Hyun Choi’s death. She’d slept for much of it after receiving — at Brodie’s insistence — a sedative to help her rest. She’d slept so long in fact, that she’d barely finished her report on everything that had happened in Korea before they arrived at the naval base.
The orders recalling the Seawolf to Sasebo had been accompanied with a list of witnesses to be prepared for a board of inquiry regarding Dr. Dar-Hyun’s death, and, from what she gathered, a fact-finding board to determine whether or not Brodie — by initially disregarding the EAM ordering him to prepare for an immediate nuclear strike — had violated protocol regarding nuclear weapons.
The boatswain’s pipes sounded over the 1MC announcing the arrival of COMSUBPAC — her old boss Admiral Beagler — as well as the Commander of Naval Intelligence. They’d barely been tied up in Sasebo thirty minutes, and the admirals were already coming on board, highlighting the fact they wanted answers, and answers quick. Kristen left her cabin and reached the control center as Admiral Beagler was shaking Brodie’s hand.
“Welcome aboard, Admiral,” Brodie said with a hint of a smile.
“Dammit, Sean,” Beagler chastised him. “You could have at least gotten a damn haircut.”
“Yes, sir,” Brodie replied with his smile expanding somewhat. He looked completely unruffled by the fact these men might be on board to relieve him of his command.
Behind Beagler were a handful of unfriendly looking civilians, several of whom studied her with interest. Kristen did her best to ignore them, focusing on Brodie. Kristen was one of the few people who’d been present during Dr. Dar-Hyun’s death, and her testimony could very well be used against him.
“Would you like to continue this in the wardroom, Admiral?” Brodie suggested with a surprisingly confident smile.
Beagler nodded and Kristen watched Brodie lead Beagler, the second admiral, and their entourages down to the wardroom. She paused, taking a few last seconds to once more run a smoothing hand over a few perceived wrinkles in her uniform, wanting to be as presentable as possible before heading to the Wolf’s Den where all the witnesses were gathering.
She entered the crowded mess deck and saw, besides a covey of witnesses at the far end by the passageway leading to the wardroom, every officer, chief petty officer, and nearly half the crew squeezed in to the space, apparently hoping to lend moral support to their shipmates. She was about to begin squeezing her way through the sea of humanity when she heard COB’s gravelly voice. “Make way!” he barked from where he stood near the passageway to the wardroom. At COB’s order, the men parted at once and made a clear path for her.
Kristen felt a bit embarrassed as she walked through the narrow lane, receiving a combination of polite nods and kind words from most of the crew. She thanked them as she moved across the mess deck, uncomfortable with the attention she was garnering from everyone on board ever since returning from Korea. She reached the small group of officers and nodded courteously in response to their greeting.
“Good morning, gentlemen.”
She then noticed the table where the SEALs, Hamilton and Hoover, were hunkered down, looking as prickly as ever. But although they glowered at any other crewmen who approached them, they gave Kristen a friendly nod of greeting, and she responded with a slight wave of her hand. She then saw the XO, dressed in his own Class-A uniform, with three neat rows of ribbons, the gold dolphins, and SEAL trident proudly displayed. “How’s it going in there, sir?” Kristen asked as she looked toward the wardroom door not far up the passageway.
“The skipper’s been in there for about twenty minutes,” he whispered. “But just how it’s going, I don’t know.” Graves then patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Lieutenant. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”
“It’s not me I’m worried about,” she told him honestly. Kristen felt anger welling up inside of her as she thought about Brodie’s career being ruined because of what had happened. He’d done what he had to do. It hadn’t been pretty, and Dar-Hyun had died. But nuclear war had been averted. “What are they going to do to him?”
“I don’t know,” Graves replied honestly.
“This is bullshit, XO,” Doc Reed muttered.
“Shh!” Graves warned.
However Hamilton, who had overheard, agreed with Reed. “You got that right, Doc. This is bullshit.”
Kristen glanced at the commando as he sat cockily, calmly chewing on a piece of gum. His left arm was in a sling, but this impediment in no way diminished his intimidating appearance. Most of the crew gave him a wide berth, but Kristen no longer saw him as some mindless killing machine. After being ashore with him and getting a brief glimpse of the world Hamilton lived in, she felt she understood him better. Hamilton thrived where most people could never survive. So it wasn’t so much what Hamilton did that caused people to fear him, it was what those people who couldn’t imagine being in his shoes knew about themselves that caused their apprehension. “And don’t tell me to keep it down, sir,” Hamilton said bluntly to Graves. “Because they can all line up and kiss my ass.”
“Cool it, Trip,” Hoover advised.
Kristen waited, wishing they would get on with it. Soft murmurs and whispered conversation continued for the next hour before the door finally opened and Beagler’s aide appeared. The young officer summoned Graves, who stepped forward and then, a few steps later, disappeared into the wardroom.
“This could take hours,” Kristen whispered as she removed her glasses and wiped them off. Brodie’s interrogation had lasted over an hour, and if everyone spent as much time being grilled as the captain, they’d be there all day.
A few minutes later, Gibbs approached with a cup of tea. “Here you go, Miss,” he offered. “Earl Grey. I just made a fresh pot.”
She was about to accept when the wardroom door opened and Graves appeared after only fifteen minutes of questioning. He looked solemn and walked aft toward where the witnesses were waiting anxiously. “Lieutenant,” Graves called to her, “you’re up.”
Kristen thanked Gibbs for the tea and then unconsciously ran her hands over her uniform, not noticing her right hand shaking again. She took a deep breath and stepped forward.
“Miss,” Hoover offered as she stepped past the SEALs.
“Yes, Mr. Hoover?”
“If it gets ugly in there, just give a shout,” he offered with a playful grin, but was only half joking. “We’ll be right here.”
“Fuckin-A,” Hamilton grinned with some enthusiasm at the possibility.
“Thanks, guys,” Kristen replied and stepped into the passageway leading to the wardroom and the marine sentry standing at the door.
* * *
Rear Admiral Beagler was seated next to a slender, bookish looking man she didn’t recognize wearing the rank of a Vice Admiral. A small group of civilians was seated along the far side of the wardroom table. She assumed the other admiral was the head of Naval Intelligence. She didn’t recognize any of the civilians, but as she looked down the long row of stern faces staring at her, she saw Brodie seated at the end of the table, unflappable as ever.
“Lieutenant J.G. Whitaker reporting as ordered, Admiral,” she said formally as she came to attention.
“Please be seated, Lieutenant,” the vice admiral ordered with equal formality.
Kristen took a seat across from the two admirals and the civilians. She shot a nervous glance at Brodie.
“It’s good to see you again, Lieutenant,” Beagler began with a pleasant smile.
“Thank you, Admiral. It is good to see you, too,” she replied automatically. Beagler was a no-nonsense commander and an uncompromising taskmaster. When she’d first arrived at his command over a year earlier, she’d assumed he would treat her as poorly as her previous commanders had. He’d surprised her with his kindness and fairness. “Although I wish it were under better circumstances.”
“Indeed,” Beagler agreed and then introduced the vice admiral seated next to him.
As she suspected, he was Vice Admiral Marcus Malone, the head of Naval Intelligence. He’d flown out to Sasebo with the small squad of civilians from various government agencies. Two of the civilians were introduced. One was from the Defense Intelligence Agency, and another was from the National Security Council. The others were not introduced, but they watched her as they calmly made notes on legal pads in front of them.
Admiral Malone, who was in charge, began by explaining the inquiry was simply trying to determine the circumstances surrounding the death of Dr. Dar-Hyun Choi. He then handed her the original copy of the report she’d written regarding the incident. “Is this your report, Lieutenant?”
“Yes, Admiral, it is,” Kristen answered, noticing that her report was now stamped “Top Secret” on the top and bottom of each page.
Malone took it back and slipped the report into a thick classified briefing folder. “Okay, Lieutenant. Let’s get right to it,” he began as he looked down at his paperwork. “You were present the night Doctor Dar-Hyun Choi died from a heart attack while on board the USS Seawolf. Is that correct?”
“Yes, Admiral. I was in the sickbay when he died.” She looked sideways at Brodie, fearful she was hurting him. He gave her an ever-so-slight reassuring nod, which helped to settle her frazzled nerves.
“What were you doing in there, Lieutenant?” One of the civilians who hadn’t been introduced asked abruptly.
Kristen felt a sudden hint of annoyance. “Might I know your name, sir?”
The vice admiral answered, “This is Mister Jones, he’s with an,” he paused for a moment and said, “other government agency.”
Kristen heard the term “Other Government Agency” and took this to mean he was some kind of spook or intelligence analyst. Of course she doubted his name was Jones but let it pass and answered the question, “At first, I was translating for the corpsmen who were attending Dr. Dar-Hyun.”
“And then?” Jones asked.
“Then I translated for the captain when he asked Dr. Dar-Hyun some questions.” Kristen assumed this was all about finding someone to punish for Dar-Hyun’s death. But she changed her mind when, from the other side of the room, another man who hadn’t been introduced began speaking to her in Mandarin Chinese.
“Where did you learn Mandarin?” he asked abruptly in flawless Chinese.
“At Annapolis,” she replied, now speaking in Mandarin as well. “And who are you, sir?”
“None of your business,” he replied bluntly, still speaking in Mandarin. “What makes you qualified to act as an interpreter?”
“I never said I was qualified to be an interpreter,” Kristen replied instantly, still in Mandarin. “I said I interpreted for the captain.” She then added, “There weren’t exactly a lot of others on board who could understand the doctor.”
The man leaned back slightly and nodded approvingly toward her. He then looked down at the admiral and spoke in English, “Her Mandarin is excellent, gentlemen.”
Kristen was a bit annoyed at being tested in such a way as the questioning went from determining her fluency in Mandarin to the interrogation itself. They pummeled her with question after question about Dar-Hyun’s responses to what Brodie had asked. It seemed they wanted to know every discernible eye movement, every bit of inflection in the doctor’s voice for every question. When they were not satisfied with an answer she gave, they pressed her for ever more details. The bombardment of questions went on without end, and she soon felt the shirt under her dress coat soaked in sweat.
Finally, after what she was certain had to be three hours of nonstop questions, they got to the crux of it. They specifically wanted her to explain what Dar-Hyun’s words were just before he died. Apparently the doctor’s last words were too weak to be picked up on the microphone Horner had been holding.
Kristen thought for a moment. But for the first time in her life, her flawless memory failed her. She’d been such a mental, emotional, and physical wreck during the interrogation, the last words Dar-Hyun spoke didn’t come to her. “I’m not sure,” she answered honestly.
“Think, Lieutenant,” the man calling himself Jones interjected. “We need you to remember. What did he whisper to you?” he asked. “The last thing you said to him was a translation of a question your captain asked pertaining to why the North Koreans would threaten a nuclear war if they knew they had no capacity to fight even a limited one.”
Kristen vaguely recalled the question and only remembered he died right after she asked him. She closed her eyes, struggling to remember. But as soon as her eyes closed, the painful memories and images were waiting. Dar-Hyun’s accusing eyes still stared at her from the grave. She saw Alvarez’s lifeless body floating in the icy surf. She heard Chief Grogan’s last words about his radio, and then his own lifeless eyes haunting her. She once again felt the gut wrenching fear she’d felt while trying to get away from the rocky shore. The taste of salt water in her mouth, the smell of gun powder…. She’d promised him he’d be okay, and then she’d helped kill him. She thought hard, trying to remember, but the painful images, and the powerful emotions accompanying them, were the only things she could recall.
“I don’t remember.”
“Lieutenant, that is unacceptable,” Malone told her bluntly. “In case you haven’t noticed, this is a matter of extreme importance. We have to know what he told you.”
Kristen looked at the table, straining to remember, frustrated with herself for not being able to recall the conversation. She could clearly see license plate numbers of cars she’d walked by in downtown Groton, Connecticut years earlier. She could recall instantly the exact turn of phrase a second year midshipman had used during her first year at the Academy when he’d tried to ask her out. She remembered everything from the most mundane to the most significant details of her entire life. But as she thought about Choi’s final moments, her mind was drawing a blank. “I can’t remember,” she answered in frustration.
The man calling himself Jones loosened his tie and appeared to be growing annoyed with her. “Dammit, Lieutenant. Think!” Jones demanded harshly.
Kristen looked at him in shock.
But, before she could say a word, Brodie snapped angrily, “Hey!” She’d almost forgotten he was in the room. He’d been sitting quietly throughout her interview until that point. He was now leaning forward in his chair with a threatening finger pointing toward Jones. “That’s enough,” he told the man bluntly, a cold edge in his voice. The veins in his neck bulged and she could clearly see the anger in his face. His eyes were almost glowing at Jones.
“Captain Brodie,” Vice Admiral Malone interrupted. “We haven’t time to simply wait for the lieutenant to remember what happened six months from now.”
Kristen willed Brodie to be quiet. He was in enough trouble already, and she didn’t want to be the cause of any more for him.
“She does remember,” Brodie told them flatly and then looked at Kristen. As he looked at her, his eyes soften slightly. “She remembers everything.” There was a slight pause as they looked at one another. “Don’t you, Kris?” he asked using the name for only the third time. She’d never liked it before when people shortened her name, but it sounded right coming from him.
“I’m trying.”
The assembled group of men stared at Brodie as he, unimpressed by the mass of naval and civilian officials sent to grill him and his officers, stood calmly and turned to the swinging door leading to the galley.
“Where are you going, Captain?” Admiral Malone demanded.
“I’m going to help her remember, Admiral,” Brodie replied simply and stepped through the swinging door and disappeared. Beagler cringed a bit, and Kristen could almost feel Malone losing his patience. Beagler knew Brodie, so Kristen assumed he was familiar with the captain’s eccentricities. But Malone just assumed Brodie was being uncooperative.
With Brodie gone, all of the eyes were again on her. She looked back at them, feeling as if she were back before Congress during the hearings regarding women serving on submarines. The only thing missing was the television cameras. They were all watching her. But instead of looking her in the eye, they were staring at her right hand. She looked down and saw it trembling on the table. She withdrew it and placed it in her lap, determined not to show these men how much she was struggling to maintain the thin veil of calm.
The door to the galley opened, and Brodie reappeared carrying the serving tray Gibbs always delivered her tea on.
“Sean?” Beagler warned.
But Brodie wasn’t deterred as he set the tea service down on the table beside Kristen. “Please, Admiral,” he explained briefly, “the lieutenant and I just need a few brief moments.” He then pulled the chair beside her out and sat down. Kristen watched nervously as Brodie took a creamer of milk and poured a small amount in a teacup. “Just a splash, right?”
“Yes, sir.” She hadn’t realized he’d ever paid attention when she’d prepared her tea. It was such an unimportant thing for him to have noticed. But the realization that he had noticed was comforting. He lifted the simple pot and poured the tea into the cup, careful not to spill any. The men across the table fidgeted with annoyance.
“Captain Brodie…” Malone started to protest, but the civilian beside him hushed Malone with a steadying hand on the admiral’s forearm.
“Ignore them, Lieutenant,” Brodie directed her as he poured his own cup of tea and then handed her cup to her on a saucer. “It’s just the two of us having a little talk, all right?”
Kristen took a sip of the tea, more out of politeness than because she thought it might jog her memory. “Yes, sir,” she answered automatically having no idea what he hoped to gain by this, but at the same time relishing the fact he was trying to help her.
Brodie took a sip and then set his cup down on his saucer. He leaned back with the same relaxed grace she’d seen before in his cabin when the pressures of command had waned. “What do you want to talk about, Lieutenant?”
Kristen might have laughed at the question if the room hadn’t been filled with the men staring at the two of them. There were so many things she wanted to say to him, she hardly knew where to begin. They’d only spoken briefly in the last few days since Korea. Once when he told her to prepare her report, and a second time when he’d made it clear he expected her and the other witnesses to speak nothing less than the complete truth. Thus, the chance to speak with him was something she’d been hoping for, but hardly in front of a group of strangers. Kristen forced her personal thoughts aside, knowing what he was referring to. She desperately wanted to remember, if for nothing else than because he wanted her to. “I can’t remember, I’m sorry.”
Brodie nodded in understanding. “That’s all right, Lieutenant. I can’t remember what we had for breakfast this morning,” he said soothingly. “But, maybe we can start with what you do remember.”
Kristen glanced at the men across the table. They were no longer squirming but watching intently. She hated the feeling of being under the microscope but had endured it before when necessary. However now, with Brodie next to her, she felt the usual discomfort somewhat lessened. He would protect her; she knew it instinctively now.
“Kris,” he said softly. She turned her eyes back to him, loving the way those four letters sounded as they came off his lips. “Don’t worry about them,” he reminded her gently. “It’s just you and me.”
Kristen nodded, her hand trembling in her lap. “Okay,” she replied with a voice sounding suddenly small.
“We were in sickbay,” he prompted after several moments of silence.
Kristen lowered her eyes and noticed his right hand resting on the table and the fingers rubbing the table top absent mindedly. He was perfectly calm. He was always so calm…
Not quite always.
She recalled seeing him angry a few times before. She then remembered their all too brief moment together in his cabin…
“Doc Reed and Hoover were there,” she recalled softly. “We had Dr. Dar-Hyun on oxygen…”
“And you could hear the hissing of the oxygen flowing through the mask,” Brodie offered softly.
“Yes,” she paused thoughtfully, her nervousness fading. “The heart monitor was beeping erratically,” she added and looked up at him. “You had two EAMs in your pocket.”
“That’s right.” His voice was gentle and soothing. “Your hair and clothing were still soaked from the SDV.”
“I remember water dripping on the table and not wanting to get it on his face as I leaned over him,” she said as the images washed over her again, but this time without the emotional baggage that normally accompanied them.
“You were cold,” he said easily. She could feel him leading her right back to the exact moment in time. It was as if he himself could recall every detail as he guided her to the memory waiting somewhere in her subconscious.
“I was cold…” She admitted, not having remembered the sensation. “How did you know?”
“You were trembling with the chills,” he explained. “The water was in the fifties and all you had was a wetsuit to protect you. Your lips were almost blue.”
“He was scared,” she whispered. “I think he knew he was dying.”
“You were scared, too,” he reminded her. “But not for yourself,” he added. “You were scared for him because you knew he was frightened he would die alone.”
Kristen looked at him incredulously, remembering thinking exactly those thoughts. She cocked her head slightly, her eyes questioning. “How did you know that?”
“Because you took his hand so he would feel a human touch,” Brodie responded, his eyes warm and gentle. “You wanted him to know he wasn’t alone.”
Kristen stared into his eyes and for a moment thought she would never be able to look away. The usual harshness in his eyes was gone and replaced by something far more comforting. Kristen felt warmth filling her up, only like a warmth she’d never quite known. But, at the same time she was looking into his eyes, she was afraid to let him do the same. Her usual carefully controlled exterior had been badly shaken over the last few weeks, and she hadn’t had time to rebuild it. As a result, she felt vulnerable, as if her emotions were on display for all to see. The others were watching, and she couldn’t allow her true feelings to show.
“I leaned down to hear him; he was whispering.”
Brodie nodded, saying no more.
“He knew he was dying. He could feel his heart giving out…” she uttered softly, her eyes once again transfixed on Brodie’s hand gently caressing the table top. “He told me goodbye, and thanked me for getting him out of North Korea. He said something about enjoying the free air.”
Across the table, the men watched in fascination as she remembered.
“He said the UN Security Council would never approve military force against them. They had assurances from the Russians there would be no war.”
Pencils scribbled feverishly as the men resumed writing.
She looked at Brodie, again with a questioning eye. “He told me his people needed fuel oil to heat their homes. They had none in their country, and every year thousands died from the bitter cold. Then he mentioned a general named…” she hesitated as she tried to remember.
The pencils stopped. The men’s eyes stared at her intently, but they were now just fixtures on the wall. Her entire world had shrunk down to just her and Brodie.
“Cheong,” she suddenly remembered, and the pencils resumed scribbling furiously. “General Cheong-In,” she hesitated. “I couldn’t understand his full name, but the general told the doctor it was important to maintain the illusion of progress with their rocket program to keep the United States preoccupied with what the DPRK was doing on the peninsula.”
She looked at Brodie who sat calmly. She saw the warmth and pride in his eyes.
“There was more, but…” she shook her head, “he couldn’t finish.”
Brodie nodded and lifted his teacup and took a sip. “That’s good, Lieutenant,” he said regaining some of his professionalism. “Thank you.”
“Did he say anything else?” Jones asked sharply, wanting more.
Kristen didn’t have to answer. Brodie’s eyes turned hard almost instantly as he looked across the table at the man. “No,” he told him flatly. “That’s all he said.”
“We need more,” Jones insisted. “She needs to dig deeper.”
“There is no more,” Brodie replied and set the saucer down, clearly growing agitated again. “Now how about you go back to wherever you came from and figure the rest out for yourself.”
Beagler gave Brodie a warning glance. “Sean…”
But Brodie was fuming, tired of the questions and all of the second guessing. He leaned forward and once more was pointing at Jones accusingly. “If you assholes at the CIA could ever get your shit together then—”
“Captain,” Kristen said softly. Without thought, her left hand came to rest on his forearm. “It’s all right, sir.”
Brodie had been on the verge of coming out of his chair, but he calmed down almost at once. Kristen hadn’t realized she’d touched him, and when she did, she withdrew her hand immediately.
“Admiral,” Jones insisted, “we need to make certain she doesn’t have anything else locked up inside that head of hers we could use to piece this together.”
“That’s all there is,” Beagler said, his eyes watching Brodie cautiously.
“How can you be certain?” Jones demanded.
“He told you already,” Beagler snapped as he looked at the civilian with annoyance, “she remembers everything. You read her file. You know!” he added angrily. “Total recall of everything she sees, hears, smells… absolutely every detail!”
Realizing they would get no more out of her, the review board dismissed Kristen. She exited the wardroom reeling. No other witnesses were called, and Kristen joined her fellow officers in the control room to wait to hear what the board of inquiry decided. Graves sat in his chair, and Kristen took a seat at one of the tactical displays. Several of her fellow officers had questions for her, but neither Graves nor Kristen could answer them. The hearing was classified, and they were each under orders to discuss none of it.
After another hour, the civilians and Admiral Malone departed the submarine. A few moments later, the officers saw Brodie as he walked with Admiral Beagler. Everyone was waiting to learn the “verdict,” although Kristen was no longer worried Brodie would lose the Seawolf. She’d seen the way Beagler had intervened to keep Brodie from going too far. Brodie’s value was clear to those who had the power to relieve him. He was the best they had, possibly the best they ever would, and although they might not want to admit it, they needed him at the helm of the Seawolf a little longer.
“Attention on deck,” Graves barked, and everyone snapped to their feet and came to attention as Rear Admiral Beagler appeared in the control room.
The admiral paused and looked in her direction. “Lieutenant Whitaker,” Beagler called to her.
“Yes, sir?” Kristen replied automatically.
Beagler then asked Brodie, “Might I borrow the lieutenant for a few moments, Captain?”
“Of course, Admiral,” Brodie agreed.
Beagler led Kristen aft. She fell into step behind him until they reached a passageway where they had some privacy. “How are you, Lieutenant?” he asked her, a bit of concern in his eyes.
“I’m fine, sir,” she lied, having no earthly idea how she was feeling. Her emotions were a jumble of confusing and competing thoughts which was unsettling to say the least. For years her emotions had been kept strictly in check. She’d never allowed confusion or disquietude into her perfectly ordered mind. In fact, she’d assumed she was immune to regular human emotions.
Until recently.
“I’m worried about you,” he told her bluntly. “Sean says you’ve been through a veritable hell the last few weeks.”
Kristen looked forward to the control room and then back at the Admiral. “Did the captain ask you to talk to me, sir?”
“No, of course not,” he said honestly. “I wanted to make certain you’re okay, and you haven’t had too much trouble from the crew.”
Kristen realized he was offering her a chance to get off the Seawolf. She just had to say the word, and he would quietly transfer her back to his staff. In fact, she didn’t even have to speak. If she allowed a few tears to fall, she would be packing her bags for sunny Hawaii and leave the Seawolf behind forever. But she shook her head. “No, Admiral, this is where I belong.” She then added, “And forgive me for saying so, but would you ask me this if I were a man?”
“No,” he admitted. “But the fact is you’re a woman, and this boat is filled with one hundred and forty men. The entire crew has been under incredible stress since leaving Bremerton. I just want to make certain you’re getting along okay.”
“Never better, Admiral,” Kristen answered without thought.
After the admiral departed to the sounds of bells and whistles, she returned to the control room and found an impromptu officer’s meeting already underway. Brodie was going around the control room and receiving status reports and repair needs from each department. Once these reports were complete, he addressed his assembled officers, “Gentlemen, I don’t know exactly what’s going on, and I’m not certain anyone else on our side does either. But I’m certain our problem is not with North Korea. I’m also reasonably certain trouble is coming, and wherever it starts it will be someplace where the National Command Authority isn’t expecting it, which means we can expect fresh sailing orders at any given moment.”
“Sir,” Ryan Walcott asked, “if North Korea isn’t where our problem is, then why have we dragged battle groups from the Pacific, the Persian Gulf, and the Indian Ocean to the Sea of Japan?”
According to message traffic they’d received recently, the National Command Authority, fearing a nuclear exchange on the Korean Peninsula, had redeployed three separate carrier battle groups from their normal patrol areas and ordered them, with all expedience, to the Sea of Japan.
“Answer that one and they’ll make you an admiral tomorrow, Ryan,” Brodie replied with a shake of his mane. “That’s why, although I want to run a regular liberty schedule and get everyone off the boat for some time ashore, we have to hit it hard and see to our repairs. Not to mention get the DDS off and, as soon as possible, remove those two TLAM-Ns from the torpedo room.” He shook his head, clearly not liking the two nukes being on board. “Those damn things are giving me ulcers.”
“Captain, what about the SEALs?” Graves asked.
“Our guests will be departing within the next few days,” he said simply. “Or so I’ve been told.”
Brodie looked around for any other questions. Everyone except for Kristen and the XO looked at him expectantly, assuming he would explain what had occurred over the last few hours in the wardroom. He unbuttoned his dress coat and loosened his tie, finally looking uncomfortable in the formal clothing. “Anything else?” he asked, offering no hint as to what occurred in the wardroom between himself and the review board. There were no more questions, and he departed, keeping whatever thoughts he had concerning the visit by the admirals and the civilians to himself.
Several of the junior officers shook their heads in disbelief after he departed. “Not so much as a word,” Terry whispered to Kristen. He’d conveniently stood next to her, as he always tried to do in such meetings. “He didn’t say a damn word about the meetings.”
“Perhaps we’re better off not knowing,” she told him and, without another word, returned to her cabin.

Chapter Three

The Kremlin
Smoke from multiple cigarettes and cigars rose above the assemblage of Russian power players gathered around the long mahogany table forming a bluish cloud above their heads. On the table were several serving trays with alcohol and water. Almost all had chosen the former. The Russian President was seated at the head of the table. Flanking him along each side of the table was the rest of his Security Council. Although not part of the government according to the Constitution, the Security Council was truly where all decisions in the Russian Federation were made. As the head of the Council, the President’s thoughts held considerable influence, but he valued the opinions of the power ministers he’d selected for the Council.
“The American Navy has responded as predicted to the crisis on the Korean Peninsula,” the Minister of Defense explained. His name was Sergei Sokolov. At fifty-three he was one of the younger men present. Unlike most of the others, he’d chosen to drink only water, and the President trusted his council more than most. “Of their ten operational carrier battle groups, three are currently either in the Sea of Japan or in Japanese ports undergoing emergency repairs.”
“What about the other seven?” the Foreign Minister asked nervously. Everyone in the room was privy to the grand scheme, and the Foreign Minister was one of the more cautious of the group. Her name was Veronika Puchkov, and at sixty-two she’d been involved in foreign policy longer than anyone else at the table. But she was another trusted councilor who was willing to offer a difference of opinion the President often found refreshing. More importantly, her loyalty was unquestioned.
The Defense Minister explained, “One of their carriers is currently in dry dock at Newport News undergoing a lengthy refit and will not be available for service for at least another eighteen months. That leaves six. The USS Theodore Roosevelt is preparing to leave Norfolk with her escorts. We believe she is heading to the Persian Gulf to fill the gap left in their usual patrol areas after they redirected the Nimitz and George Washington battle groups in response to the crisis on the Korean Peninsula.”
“And how long will it take before they reach the Gulf?” Puchkov asked, knowing the presence of even one American carrier could ruin the carefully laid plans.
“If they left today,” the Defense Minister estimated, “they wouldn’t arrive for at least four weeks.”
“And the rest of their carriers?” the President asked, understanding that it was America’s fleet of nuclear aircraft carriers that allowed them to project military power. Neutralizing their carrier force was absolutely essential to success.
“They maintain five of their carriers on each coast,” the Defense Minister explained. “Normally one from each are forward deployed. The others are involved in either maintenance or training for the next deployment, so the fact they have surged three carriers to Japanese waters to face the crisis on the Korean Peninsula is a significant effort on their part. Two of these carriers are from their Pacific Fleet, leaving three still in port on their west coast. It is believed none of these could be ready for sea in less than three months.”
“And their carriers on the east coast?” The Foreign Minister inquired cautiously.
“The Roosevelt’s battle group is a potential threat to the operation, but if the Iranians move quickly, by the time the Americans arrive, it will be too late,” the Defense Minister assured her.
“And their amphibious groups?” The President inquired, knowing the Americans had a significant force of amphibious assault ships that could deploy — besides land forces — significant air assets to include strike aircraft and helicopters.
Once more, the Defense Minister answered confidently, “As with their strike carriers, the Americans have been forced to scrap their usual patrol pattern to respond to the Korean threat. The two amphibious ready groups they normally have at sea are now both in Japanese waters.”
The President lit a fresh cigarette, knowing he needed to quit. He’d been able to back off the vodka in recent years on advice from his doctor, but he hadn’t been able to go without the nicotine yet. The plan was working. There’d been some problems getting equipment moved. The Iranians were slower than expected, but they also had more time than the North Koreans. On the other hand, the North Koreans had almost played their part too well. War still appeared imminent on the Peninsula. The Americans were still building up their combat power in and around the Sea of Japan, and all indications were that the Western powers still believed war was looming on the Korean Peninsula.
As he took another drag on his cigarette, he looked down the table to the youngest member of his inner circle. A rising star in the government, his name was Vitaliy Shuvalov. Of all his advisors, the President kept the closest eye on this young man in particular. He ran the SVR, the Foreign Intelligence Service, which was quite a feat considering he was only forty-three. “Director Shuvalov, what can you tell us about their submarine deployments?”
The young man didn’t drink or smoke. As far as the President knew, he was faithful to his wife — who he’d married for political reasons. They had two children. He carried no personal debt. His education was exceptional, and he’d gotten a post graduate degree in England. The young man was ambitious, ruthlessly so, and his ruthlessness was one of the things that endeared him to the President. He could count on his Intelligence Director to act without compunction to protect the current regime.
The sharp eyes settled on the President as he formulated his answer. “As expected, the Americans detected our submarine deployment and have responded with a similar surge focused on finding and shadowing our ballistic missile submarines. As with their carriers, this unexpected deployment to match our surge of activity, has strained their ability to project power. The result is their forces are spread very thin along their normal patrol areas. Most of their Los Angeles and Virginia class submarines are under the polar icecap shadowing our Typhoons or searching for them.”
“And their ballistic missile boats?” the President inquired.
“We have detected no change in their normal patrol pattern,” the youth answered with certainty. “They could, of course, deploy several of these if they needed to, but apparently they are holding these forces in strategic reserve.”
The President was satisfied thus far, but now got to the most critical point, “And their forces in the Persian Gulf?”
Shuvalov kept his eyes fixed on the President. His eyes were strangely unemotional. The President wondered vaguely if the youth was a sociopath. He certainly gave no indication he cared for anyone else, and the President didn’t doubt that the young man would use whatever means necessary to advance. It was a trait the President admired greatly.
“Since their retreat from Iraq, the Americans have maintained mercenaries in the country, but these forces can in no way interfere with our plans. The American Fifth Fleet headquarters is located at Bahrain, right in the middle of the Gulf. But the command has no offensive assets permanently assigned. It is a paper tiger that can do nothing to check our next move.”
The President already knew this, but wanted to be certain there’d been no change. Satisfied, he looked back at his Foreign Minister. “Minister Puchkov, make an overture through the UN. We need to stabilize the Korean front. Let the Americans know we might be able to exert some influence over our DPRK friends and prevent further escalation. I will contact my counterpart in the DPRK and let him know they have done enough.”
“And the aid shipments to the DPRK?” she asked dutifully.
“They have fulfilled their part of the bargain,” he responded thoughtfully, well aware that several trains filled with coal, food, and fuel oil were already loaded and ready to enter North Korea. “We must fulfill ours.”

Chapter Four

USS Seawolf, Sasebo, Japan
“Are you serious?” Terry asked, caught off guard. He’d phrased the invitation in such a way as to make it sound as innocent as possible, telling her there would be several other officers with them, and they would simply be going as friends. But Terry had made multiple attempts to break through Kristen’s hard, uncompromising exterior since they first met, and he’d been shut down each time.
“Sure,” Kristen replied, “why not? COB and the XO have been trying to get me off the boat anyway.”
“Great,” Terry answered quickly to her unexpected willingness to go out with him. “How about thirty minutes after liberty sounds? We could meet on the pier.”
“Can I bring a friend or two?” she asked innocently enough.
“Uh, sure,” he told her. “The more the merrier,” Terry replied numbly, still recovering from not having been turned down.
* * *
That evening, precisely thirty minutes after liberty sounded, Terry stepped onto the pier. He was dressed in casual attire, with a button up shirt — open at the collar — slacks, and jacket. There were a few crewmen from the Seawolf already on the pier waiting for some of their buddies while others were heading toward the wharf where a liberty bus would soon arrive to take sailors out in town. Terry ran his hand carefully over his perfectly combed hair, feeling the slight spikes he liked to put in it with a touch of hair gel. He glanced around, not seeing Kristen yet, and slipped a breath mint in his mouth just to be safe.
Two SEALs appeared at the foot of the gangplank. The Dry Deck Shelter had been removed earlier in the day, along with the two TLAM-Ns, but the two survivors who’d gone ashore with Kristen were still on board. Terry glanced around at the crowded harbor, seeing a huge Nimitz class carrier and her escorts tied up not far away. It meant there would be thousands of sailors in town, but Terry had already picked out a place for his date with Kristen.
He checked his wristwatch and looked back at the SEALs as one of them reached down through the open hatch and offered a hand to someone coming up. A moment later Terry watched as Hamilton helped Kristen up on deck. She was followed a moment later by Petty Officer Gibbs.
“Oh, you have got to be shitting me,” Terry whispered and chuckled at his own foolishness as, surrounded by the SEALs, Kristen ascended the gangplank to the pier. Her “friends” were dressed in faded jeans, practical shoes, polo shirts, and jackets against the cold. Kristen was dressed similarly with designer jeans, comfortable shoes, a shirt, and her leather flight jacket. Hamilton had an arm in a sling, plus the two SEALs and Kristen still had deep scratches on their faces caused by… he could only guess.
“You’re so wrong for this,” he told her lightheartedly as she reached the pier and flashed him a playful smile.
“You’ve met my friends, haven’t you?” she asked.
“Good evening, Lieutenant,” Hoover smiled at him and offered Kristen a hand down from the gangplank.
“Thank you, Mister Hoover,” Kristen replied and gave Terry a knowing smile. “I promised the boys I’d treat them to a steak and a beer. I hope you don’t mind?”
“I’m gonna get you back for this,” he warned her, slightly concerned by the growing affection he was gaining for her. Terry had been a skirt chaser for years, enjoying the pursuit of his chosen prey almost as much as the capture. But with Kristen, he was feeling things for her he’d never experienced. Unlike all the others he’d pursued in the past, Kristen had so far been immune to his charm, forcing him to work harder than usual. This had led to many sleepless nights thinking about her. She was unlike any other woman he’d ever known, and her self-disciplined nature, combined with a prim and proper appearance, intimidated and intrigued him at the same time.
They went to a dance club with a reputation for a mean Japanese steak. Terry, despite being a little uncomfortable around the SEALs, soon learned that once he got past the frosty persona they worked hard to maintain, they were pretty normal guys. Gibbs didn’t seem the least bit uncomfortable around the two trained killers and chatted nonstop with Hoover. The club was hopping by the time they arrived, and they had to wait a few minutes at the bar where Kristen bought her “friends” each a beer, reminding them that the limit for the evening was just “a few beers each.”
“You’re not drinking?” Terry asked, seeing she didn’t order anything for herself.
The music was loud and she had to almost shout to be heard as she shook her head. “I don’t do well on alcohol,” Kristen admitted.
But the SEALs, who’d been about to raise a toast, paused. Hoover noticed Kristen was empty handed. “Hey, Ell-Tee, what’s up with that?” he asked. “We’re good enough to fight with, but not drink with?”
Kristen shook her head defensively. “You know better than that,” she tried to explain. “I just don’t drink.”
But a few seconds later, Hamilton placed a tall red drink in her hand.
“No, guys. Please,” she pleaded, but they were already raising their glass.
Hoover offered the first toast, “To Chief Grogan, the best team leader anyone ever had.”
Hardly able to resist, Kristen raised her glass and took a sip. “What’s this?” she asked Hamilton.
“I don’t know what the Japs call ’em,” Hamilton told her as he handed her a second one before she’d even taken a second sip of the first, “but back home we call them hurricanes.”
“They aren’t ‘Japs’, Trip.” Kristen pointed out waving away the second drink, “They’re Japanese.” She took a second sip and asked, “Is it strong?”
“Nah!” Hamilton replied and motioned for her to drink up. “Come on, Ell-Tee. You gotta drink one for the Chief. It’s tradition.”
She did as instructed, draining the drink in a couple of minutes. “That’s really good,” she admitted. “It tastes like fruit punch.”
Hamilton directed her to drink the second one.
“No, no, no,” she shook her head. “I already have one tattoo too many.”
“Come on, Ell-Tee,” Hoover chimed in, already having finished his second beer and encouraging her to take another sip. The powerfully built sailor raised his third beer and Hamilton joined him as they faced Kristen. “To Alvarez,” Hoover said solemnly.
Again, unable to refuse, Kristen drank. She paused after a few seconds as Hamilton and Hoover slammed their empty beer mugs on the bar. “Drink up, Ell-Tee. We’ve gotta send our shipmates off properly.”
Terry was drinking with each toast as well, but like Gibbs, he was more of an observer. Neither of them were a part of the tiny clique Kristen was now a part of. As he watched, Terry noticed another patron move up to the bar alongside of Kristen. The man was clearly interested in her, but before he could introduce himself, Hoover interjected himself between Kristen and the interloper. The SEAL corpsman then explained, “Trip and I figured once we tie one on here, we’ll find an ink shop and get you branded.” Hoover flexed his right arm and showed off a SEAL tattoo, “You need a trident.”
“What is it with you guys and the tattoos?” she asked as she took another sip.
“Show her, Trip,” Hoover encouraged Hamilton, who promptly pulled his arm from the sling and stripped down to his bare chest right there in the bar.
Terry could see that the two SEALs, now off duty, were out of control. Or at least not under the control of Kristen. In fact, he was beginning to get quite the opposite feeling as Hoover surreptitiously removed her half empty glass and placed a fresh hurricane next to her. Kristen, who was focused on Hamilton’s antics as he — besides showing off the most impressive set of pecs and abs Terry had ever seen — pointed out his various tattoos.
The SEAL showed several tombstone tattoos which he explained represented friends he’d lost in Afghanistan and Iraq. He then pointed at a clear spot, “And here’s where the Chief and Al are gonna go.”
Joining in, Hoover raised his own shirt and pointed out a couple of other tattoos on his own torso that represented particular qualifications or training programs they’d gone through.
“So basically, you two are walking record books?” Gibbs asked as he studied several of Hoover’s tattoos more closely.
“Something like that,” Hoover admitted.
Terry stayed quiet, a bit amused by the way the SEALs were handling her. While on the Seawolf, Kristen was always so stiff, so proper. He’d never seen her relax, but Hoover and Hamilton seemed to be managing the feat, especially after they managed to slip yet another drink onto the bar without her notice.
After several more drinks, they were led to the table where they ordered and the good-natured camaraderie continued. Steaks were brought as well as another drink for Kristen who was clearly beginning to feel the alcohol. Her usual controlled demeanor was slipping away. Around her though, Terry noticed the two commandos had all but stopped drinking and were now nursing their beers. Gibbs had also cut back, and Terry realized he was overlooking something.
After her fourth hurricane, Hoover managed to get Kristen out on the dance floor, and Terry felt a little uncomfortable as he watched her dancing with her “friend.” Hamilton joined them a few minutes later, and between Hoover and the broad-shouldered Hamilton, they created a cordon of sorts around her. Occasionally, a man on the dance floor would move closer, wanting to join in, but the two commandos kept them back.
“You fellas planned this, didn’t you?” Terry asked Gibbs who was sipping a cosmopolitan.
Gibbs replied with a thin smile.
“Was it your idea, or did the XO put you up to it?” Terry asked the tightlipped petty officer.
“She needed a break,” Gibbs admitted, “and COB figured we could keep her out of trouble.”
It made perfect sense. It was no secret that Gibbs had adopted Kristen as one of his favorites, and there was no chance he would allow too much harm to come to her. The SEALs appeared to have the situation well in hand and would prevent any would be suitor interfering with her letting her hair down, and — Terry admitted — if anyone needed to relax, it was Kristen.
After about twenty minutes, Hoover returned to the table to finish his beer, but he kept his eyes on Hamilton and Kristen who remained on the dance floor.
Terry watched them dancing. Her normally perfect coiffure had come loose, and her hair now seemed alive as it flowed about her, creating an intoxicating image as she moved with the music. The alcohol, as the SEALs intended, had relaxed her. “Wow,” he murmured, “I wouldn’t have believed it.” Her normal stoic and cold façade had disintegrated as she let the music take her.
“What do you mean, Lieutenant?” Hoover asked. The pretty-boy SEAL was seated across the table next to Gibbs.
Terry wasn’t sure how to phrase it, but said, “She just always acts so prim and proper. You know, totally in control…”
“You can’t judge a book by its cover, Lieutenant,” Gibbs reminded Terry.
Terry looked over at the two men. They were both looking back at him with amused expressions. Again Terry had the feeling he was missing something, then Gibbs looked at Hoover oddly and said, “Isn’t that right?”
Hoover nodded with the same whimsical smile. “That’s right.” With that, the two men stood and joined Hamilton and Kristen on the dance floor.
Terry watched her, as an unfamiliar uneasiness grew inside of him. He couldn’t help but reconsider his entire opinion of Kristen as she danced with the three men. Until that moment, she’d had the personality of a mannequin, always in complete control. But now he realized the woman he saw everyday while on board the Seawolf with her fastidious attention to every conceivable detail and annoying habit of being nearly perfect at everything, came with a price. He’d thought Kristen had been just naturally hard working and socially introverted, but now realized the rigidness, the stoic nature, the perfection came with a terrible price he’d never considered. But as he watched her dancing and saw her move with reckless abandon — unchained from the expectations of the world around her — he saw the free spirit she truly wanted to be.
He swallowed hard, feeling a strange desire like he’d never known before.
* * *
Kristen awoke and her first thought was that someone was mining for gold in her skull with a pickaxe. She slowly opened her eyes. The overhead was spinning. She closed her eyes and groaned as realization struck her about what she’d allowed to happen. She and alcohol had never been a good mix, so she tried to avoid it. But the SEALs had gotten her to drink, and after her third hurricane the night had become a blur.
“Oh, no,” she groaned.
Her hand managed to turn off the blaring alarm clock beside her pillow. She then lay for a few moments, willing her pounding headache away. But it seemed a permanent feature now. Slowly, she climbed from her bunk and gripped the edge of it to steady herself, wondering how she could possibly make it to her division’s morning muster without everyone realizing she was nursing a raging hangover. She moved slowly, knowing she had to get a shower before getting dressed.
She looked down and saw she was still dressed in her liberty clothes from the previous evening. The last thing she clearly remembered was being around the dinner table in the restaurant and laughing about how she’d tried to calm Dr. Dar-Hyun by speaking English. After that, it was all a bit hazy.
Kristen made it to Brodie’s cabin, thanking God he was not in. Stumbling into the head, she turned on the red light to avoid the bright white light hitting her eyes. She knew she was going to vomit and went ahead and got it over with immediately before stripping down and stepping into the shower. She stuck her head under the water, turning it down until it was so cold she was certain ice cubes might shoot out of the showerhead.
She let the water run over her for a good ten minutes. It helped to clear her head, as she tried to remember the events of the evening. She didn’t even recall making it back to the boat and wondered how they’d gotten her aboard. The possibility she’d been carried aboard like a sack of potatoes over Hoover’s shoulder was too depressing to think about. The entire crew would know about it by now, and she cursed herself for being a fool. She dried off, stepped out of the shower, and began dressing. But, as she pulled on her underwear, she noticed something odd reflecting in the mirror.
“Oh, shit!” she swore and clicked on the white light frantically. “No, guys. Please!” she pleaded. She turned her left shoulder to the mirror and saw, in the middle of her shoulder blade, a trident tattoo. “Oh, come on!” Kristen said in disbelief. “Please tell me that’s not real ink.”
Kristen, now feeling worse than before she’d taken the shower, dressed and then made her way to the deck for morning muster. She hardly noticed the unusual quietness permeating the submarine, more concerned about the very real possibility of throwing up in front of her division than why it was so quiet on board.
She came up on deck, expecting to see the crew lined up for muster, but the aft deck was empty. Other than a handful of men on watch, the crew was nowhere to be seen. She glanced at her watch, seeing that she’d arrived a couple of minutes early, but by now the deck should be awash with men.
“Good morning, Lieutenant,” she heard COB’s deep voice from the sail. She looked up and saw him leaning against a railing.
“Good morning, COB,” she managed, feeling the need to vomit again.
“You’re up a bit earlier aren’t you, Miss?”
Kristen squinted her eyes and shielded them with her hand against the bright sun. “What do you mean?”
“Well,” he replied with a knowing smile, “it is Sunday after all.”
Kristen closed her eyes tight and cursed her stupidity. On Sunday there were no muster formations, and the crew was normally on liberty. “I must have forgotten.”
“Maybe you should go back to bed, Lieutenant,” he suggested.
Kristen replied with a slight wave of her hand and went back below.
* * *
COB watched her disappear with an amused smile and then sat back down beside Brodie on the sail. COB had been awake when the SEALs brought Kristen back just after two in the morning. She’d clearly been intoxicated as she staggered aboard between Hamilton and Hoover, singing, and carrying her shoes. But at least, she’d been able to blow off some steam, which was what COB and Graves had hoped would happen. He took a sip of coffee and looked out at an aircraft carrier just visible on the horizon.
“Who’s coming in?” he asked Brodie.
“The George Washington and her battle group,” Brodie replied. “They’re due in today.”
COB raised a questioning eyebrow. “I thought they were in the Med?”
“They were,” Brodie answered. “Her entire battle group left the Med several weeks ago when all this nonsense in Korea seemed to be blowing up.”
“They must have burned out every bearing in their engineering plants getting here so fast.” COB had never been on a surface ship in his life but was aware, from his experiences on submarines, that every ship and piece of machinery had its limits. The Seawolf could sprint, potentially, for years at thirty-five knots off the power provided by her uranium pile, but this was only in theory. In reality, the turbines, the reduction gears, shaft seals, shaft bearings, and other equipment couldn’t handle such speeds for more than a short time before failures would occur. During their brief forty-knot-plus sprint to escape the torpedo a week earlier, the precision machinery in the engineering space had taken a beating, and the crew had spent every day since then replacing parts showing signs of either damage or — more often — metal fatigue from the stress placed on them.
“They didn’t want to miss the big show,” Brodie explained, a hint of sarcasm in his voice.
COB watched his friend as Brodie continued to stare out to sea. COB knew something was troubling him. Up until recently, COB had chalked it up to this being Brodie’s last patrol. With each day gone there was one less day of command he would have. But recently, COB had become worried by Brodie’s increasing isolation. The two of them used to spend hours on the bridge when in port, sipping coffee and talking about nearly anything. But his captain had become increasingly moody, and their morning routine was no longer a given.
“How did she look?” Brodie asked, breaking the silence.
COB hadn’t expected the question. He knew Brodie took a personal interest in the welfare of everyone aboard, but assumed he’d already dismissed their hungover lieutenant. She was hardly the first young officer to return to ship drunk, and COB hoped she wouldn’t be the last. “She looks like she’s been out all night partying,” he replied honestly, watching Brodie out of the corner of his eyes as his friend exhaled a great flood of thoughts instead of speaking them as usual.
“I imagine she’ll finally get a good night sleep,” COB added, hoping to provoke Brodie to respond more than with a brief nod or a short quip. “But I think this might take more than just a one night’s drunk.” There was still no response from Brodie, and COB watched him for a few more seconds, not even certain his long-time friend was listening. “She hides it well, but I think she’s still pretty shaky.”
“Wouldn’t you be?” Brodie asked pointedly.
“Maybe,” COB admitted. “But I think this might be a little more than some combat fatigue.”
“What’re you talking about?”
COB didn’t immediately answer, not certain if Kristen would appreciate him saying anything.
But Brodie insisted. “Spike?”
COB wished he’d kept his mouth shut. He shook his head in anger with himself. “Her father,” he said simply, “I knew him.”
“So?” Brodie asked. “What’s her father got to do with what she’s been through?”
“Maybe you should ask her.” COB felt like he was betraying an unspoken trust.
“I’m asking you.” An edge had returned to Brodie’s voice, something COB had heard a thousand times but never directed toward him. Brodie clearly didn’t understand what COB was driving at.
COB hesitated, cursing himself for not keeping his mouth shut. But he’d never held anything from Brodie before, even though he hated revealing what he knew of Kristen’s past. She was one of the two finest Nubs he’d ever seen. Brodie had been the other.
“Spike?” Brodie pressed in the direct and special way only he could.
COB lowered his voice and then said softly, “Her father and I served together on the Memphis nearly twenty years ago.”
COB saw that Brodie, who’d been preoccupied all morning, was now listening intently. COB again glanced about the sail to make certain he wasn’t being overheard by someone who’d climbed up without his knowledge. “I didn’t know him well. I was a junior petty officer in engineering, and he was the Sonar Chief.” COB hesitated again, feeling he’d already said too much. “Sir, maybe you should talk to her about this.”
“Dammit, Spike,” Brodie demanded harshly, “what happened?”
COB looked at Brodie with a hint of surprise, not accustomed to Brodie displaying such emotion. “All right,” COB relented. “We were in New London, just back from a patrol. One morning her father wasn’t in formation,” he explained uncomfortably. “Well, like I said, I didn’t know him too well. I’d seen him around the boat, but we didn’t know one another…”
“What happened?” Brodie asked with a growing seriousness in his voice.
“The Chief of The Boat and a couple of petty officers from the sonar shack drove out to the apartment he had off base.” COB lowered his voice even more and leaned closer to Brodie and whispered, “They found him lying in his bathtub, still in uniform, with his brains splattered all over the fucking place.”
“He killed himself?” Brodie asked, the shock clear in his voice.
“Used an old twelve-gauge shotgun,” COB explained. “A sonar operator who was there described the scene. Blood was everywhere, like one of those Hollywood slasher films. But that’s not the worst of it…”
“Damn, Spike,” Brodie asked incredulously, “how the hell can it get any worse?”
COB pointed down into the hull of the Seawolf. “She was there with him,” he whispered. “She was only seven fucking years old and had spent the entire night trying to figure out how to put her father’s damn head back together.”
COB saw the realization on Brodie’s face. Kristen had seen a repeat of her own father’s death in the torpedo room when Vance had killed himself. Then, if that hadn’t been enough, she’d been involved in what had been a harrowing experience during the incursion into North Korea.
“That explains it,” he whispered.
But COB wasn’t certain they were thinking exactly the same thing. “That’s what I mean when I say I think you might want to talk to her,” he suggested. “You know… do that thing you do.” COB had seen Brodie help hundreds of troubled seamen get over things from bad childhood experiences to messy divorces. He knew that among Brodie’s many talents, his ability to handle his men and take care of them was his greatest strength.
“I’m not a psychiatrist, Spike,” Brodie told him abruptly.
“No shit,” COB replied. “But you’re the captain and…”
“I’ll have Jason talk to her,” he said flatly, his eyes turning back toward the sea.
“What?” COB asked incredulously, not quite sure he heard correctly. “I didn’t tell you this so you could hand it off to the fucking XO like some damn report to finish up,” COB said, growing angry with Brodie, something that seldom happened and always behind closed doors. “I told you this so you would help her.”
“The XO can handle it,” Brodie snapped curtly. “I’ve got a boat to run.”
“Since when do you turn your back on one of your people?” COB asked, hardly believing he was speaking to the man he’d served with for the better part of two decades.
“Listen,” Brodie said showing rare frustration, “I’m sorry she’s got problems. But everyone on this boat’s got problems. If she didn’t want to swim with the big boys she should have kept her ass in the shallow end of the pool, shouldn’t she?”
COB blinked his eyes as if he’d been struck deaf and dumb. He shook his head as he slipped off the sail and stood on the bridge. “Someone fucking pinch me,” COB swore to the air in disbelief. He looked up at Brodie incredulously. “What the hell has gotten into you?” COB asked, forgetting about Kristen. He’d known something was eating at Brodie for several weeks but had assumed it was world events. Now he was having second thoughts.
“I’m fine,” Brodie snapped, his fingers white knuckling the edge of the sail.
“The hell you are,” COB said as he pointed an accusing finger at his captain’s chest. “You ain’t sleeping. Gibbs says you ain’t eating. You work out on that fucking machine in your cabin like you’re trying to torture yourself. Now, what the hell is going on?” COB had never spoken to him like this before, never imagining he would have to, but he was beginning to fear that after four years in command of the Seawolf, Brodie was finally succumbing to the pressure. It couldn’t be easy commanding a submarine with one hundred and forty men at the best of times. And this was hardly the best of times. Not to mention because of his reputation, the Navy had been feeding the hairiest, most sensitive and critical jobs to the Seawolf for several years now — jobs that had kept Brodie on the ragged edge for a very long time. Perhaps too long.
“Just worry about the crew, Master Chief,” Brodie said, not looking at his friend.
COB again blinked his eyes, not recalling Brodie ever calling him anything other than Spike. It was like an invisible wall had descended around Brodie. COB could see Brodie’s powerful forearms tense. He looked angry and he appeared to be literally fighting to control himself. “I am worrying about the crew, Captain!” COB said more formally than he could recall ever having spoken to Brodie when they were alone together. “But I don’t understand you anymore,” COB told him bluntly, trying to jar some sense back into his friend. “Three days ago you tell me and the XO to lookout for her, maybe get her off the boat and let her blow off some steam. Now you’re going to sit there like a fucking statue and tell me you don’t give a shit?” COB again jabbed an angry finger at Brodie. “Well, I ain’t buying it.”
COB had expected many possible reactions. He’d even anticipated Brodie’s legendary anger bubbling over and punching him in the jaw. He would have welcomed that reaction, knowing that if anyone on the Seawolf needed to blow off steam, it was the captain. But Brodie’s response was the exact opposite of what COB had hoped for.
He slipped off the sail and glanced at COB. “Best get back to work, Master Chief,” Brodie advised coolly, the mask of command he wore around everyone else descending across his face. “I’ve got a boat to run.”
COB watched disbelievingly as Brodie, without so much as another word on the subject, climbed down into the sail, disappearing. COB had been worried about Brodie before, now he was nearly frantic to get down below and find Graves, hoping that between the two of them they might figure out what was eating away at their friend.
* * *
COB found Graves in the wardroom. The two of them went forward into the empty torpedo room where they could talk in private. Graves listened intently as COB explained what had happened, finishing with, “I’ve seen the Blade fiery mad, I’ve seen him drunk as a skunk, I’ve seen him in the control room under attack, and I’ve seen him quietly comforting a sobbing midshipman who just learned his mother’s dead. But, I’ve never seen him like this, Jason,” COB explained in worry. “Something’s wrong, and he won’t talk to me.”
Graves nodded his head thoughtfully, and COB had the distinct impression Graves had been worrying about Brodie, too. “I’ll talk to him.”
“I was thinking we might take him out and pour some booze into him. Maybe get him laid or something,” COB offered, knowing Brodie wasn’t a whore chaser, but COB was feeling a bit desperate at the moment.
“No,” Graves replied thoughtfully. “I think I might have an idea what this is about.”
“Do you mind cluing me in?” COB asked in frustration.
The three men had been together a long time, and secrets weren’t something they generally kept between one another. Graves looked around the torpedo room, making certain they were alone. Then, in a hushed voice, explained his concerns to COB.

Chapter Five

USS Seawolf, Sasebo, Japan
Kristen pulled her heels back on once she reached the deck. She preferred loafers instead of the regulation pumps, but the uniform for the formal dinner called for mess dress. So, considering she was now in a floor-length skirt, pumps were the order of the evening. Once the uncomfortable heels were in place, she crossed over to the pier where the rest of the Seawolf’s officers were gathered alongside a fourteen-passenger van. She greeted the others who were looking a bit uncomfortable in uniforms that, for most of her fellow officers, hadn’t seen a tailor shop in about twenty pounds.
Graves, whose uniform fit perfectly, was checking a couple of his officers, adjusting a few ties and making certain everyone looked as presentable as possible.
“Good evening, sir,” Kristen greeted him with a salute.
He was working on Ski’s bowtie and apparently having no luck. “Are you any good with ties, Lieutenant?” he asked.
“I’ll see what I can do,” Kristen answered with a smile and took over. “Good evening, sir,” she said politely to Ski as he lifted his chin so she could work on the drama dangling from his collar.
“Good evening,” Ski replied as he fidgeted in a uniform that looked a size too small.
The tiny harbor was absolutely packed with naval vessels that had sped from their various patrol areas across the globe to reach the Sea of Japan. Many of these vessels were undergoing necessary repairs before, potentially, heading into battle off the coast of Korea.
“Why the hell do we have to wear these damn monkey suits,” Ski grumbled as Kristen finished.
“Admiral’s orders,” Graves reminded him. “Admiral Griffith has a thing for formal occasions, and with so many ships in port, he thought it a perfect time for a gala.” Officers from every ship had been invited to a formal dinner at the officers’ club overlooking the anchorage.
Kristen looked around the harbor, seeing the dozens of brightly illuminated ships, knowing that most of them had come from halfway around the world to reach the region in the event of war. But, because of what the Seawolf had learned from Dr. Dar-Hyun, she knew the North Koreans had no intention of invading the South and had simply been bluffing. Therefore all of these ships had made the journey for — what appeared to be — nothing. The reason behind why North Korea had decided to bluff on such a grand scale was still a mystery to her.
“Is the skipper coming?” Ski asked Graves. “I haven’t seen him in days.”
The captain had been spending an inordinate amount of time ashore at the base headquarters. Kristen wasn’t privy to just what these meetings entailed, but speculation in the wardroom was that it had to do with the real reason the North Koreans had risked war.
“He should be here,” Graves replied. “Unless he got called away again.”
Several officers looked around for their missing captain before Terry motioned toward the end of the pier. “There he is.”
Kristen was now helping Ryan Walcott with his tie and turned her head reflexively to see her captain. Brodie, in his own mess dress uniform, was walking up the pier out of the darkness. A smoldering cigar was tucked between two fingers of his bandaged left hand, and his right hand was tucked away jauntily in his trouser pocket. She hadn’t expected him to wear the regulation cover like everyone else, and he wasn’t. Kristen turned her attention back to Ryan’s tie. Despite her best effort, Brodie was still a distraction to her, but she was determined to suppress whatever it was she was feeling regarding him.
“Everyone here?” Brodie asked after receiving a flock of salutes from his officers and responding with a polite nod of his head.
Kristen turned after finishing Ryan’s tie so she could face her captain, but at the same time she avoided eye contact with him. He took a few puffs on the cigar and reminded his officers there would be a “butt load” of admirals and other senior officers who would not think too kindly of a submarine load of drunken officers throwing up all over the head table, so they needed to watch their manners and “be on their best behavior.”
The officers’ club was brilliantly illuminated with electric and torch lighting. A massive main hall was positioned along the rear of the club and, beyond a series of large glass doors, was an equally expansive patio. The club was built on a hill overlooking the anchorage, with a gentle slope leading down to a road at the base of the hill. So with so many vessels in port, the view was spectacular for anyone who loved the Navy.
The evening began with a cocktail hour, which consisted of nothing but water over ice for Kristen despite her fellow officers encouraging her to tempt fate with a cocktail. But she managed to avoid having alcohol without too much trouble. Brodie had been drawn away from his officers almost immediately by a group of half a dozen ships’ captains, and she soon lost sight of him, for which she was thankful. Although she suspected he might be avoiding her, she knew she was doing her best to stay away from him. Simply put, she didn’t trust herself to think objectively around him anymore.
“You look nice tonight,” Terry offered her as they waited together for the doors to the banquet hall to open.
“So do you,” she offered with a friendly smile. “You clean up pretty good for a rogue.” She looked around the crowd wondering if he’d already found a date for the evening out of the handful of female officers present. “I would have thought you’d be out hunting already.”
“What makes you think I’m not?” he answered with the same devilishly handsome smile Kristen had come to expect from him.
“Won’t you ever quit?” she asked as she rolled her eyes, no longer taking him seriously.
“Hey, I am what I am,” Terry shrugged innocently.
Graves joined the other Seawolf officers, and with him was a British Navy commander. Everyone turned to greet the British officer as the XO introduced him. “This is Commander Alec Gardener of Her Majesty’s Ship, Audacious,” he explained. He was several inches shorter than Kristen and portly with flaming red hair.
Kristen nodded politely as Graves introduced her, “And this is the lady I was telling you about, Alec,” Graves said in a hushed tone.
Gardener clasped her hand with both of his as he shook her hand in greeting. “Indeed?” he asked. “It’s a great pleasure to meet you, Miss.”
Graves then lowered his head and explained to Kristen, “It was the Audacious we picked up heading out of Korea.”
“Jason tells me you heard our power plant signature,” Gardener said with a hint of skepticism.
Kristen nodded, remembering their encounter with the Astute class British submarine being shadowed by the Korean diesel electric boat. “Yes, sir,” she replied modestly. “We got lucky.”
“In my experience, my dear,” Gardener replied, “there is no such thing as luck.” He then spoke to Graves, “Tell Sean to hold on to this one, Jason. Otherwise I’ll steal her away.”
Graves chuckled. “No chance, Alec.”
“Bollocks!” Gardener replied with an engaging smile. “What are you drinking, my dear?”
“Water, sir.” More officers from the Audacious came over to meet Kristen and her fellow Seawolf officers.
“Water?” Gardener asked. “Good heavens, dear child!” he said scandalized. “Haven’t you heard, fish fornicate in water.”
Kristen was about to protest as Gardener ordered one of his junior officers to “fetch her a real drink,” but the XO intervened on her behalf. “The lieutenant has watch later tonight,” Graves explained with a polite lie.
“How do you know the captain, sir?” Kristen asked Gardener, liking the chubby Englishman.
“You mean Brodie?” he asked as he rolled his eyes.
“Yes, sir,” Kristen replied politely.
“I taught the bastard everything he knows,” Gardener told her pointedly.
Kristen raised her eyebrow at the defaming reference to her captain but Gardener continued, “We were students together at the Perisher Course, my dear,” Gardener explained as Brodie appeared in their midst. Gardener turned on Brodie with a mischievous grin. “And I’d have graduated at the top of my class if you hadn’t shown up, you dirty bugger!”
The Perisher Course was the Royal Navy’s submarine command course that any aspiring captain had to pass. It was generally accepted that Perisher was the most difficult command course in any Navy, and it routinely flunked out twenty-five percent of students, making the small number of qualified British submarine captains a truly elite breed.
“Hi, Alec.” Brodie shook his friend’s hand. “How’ve you been?”
Gardener wasn’t satisfied with a simple handshake and gave Brodie a hug, keeping his arm around Brodie’s neck as Kristen asked, “I wasn’t aware we sent officers to the Perisher Course, Captain?”
Gardener answered, pointing a finger in Brodie’s face, “You’re looking at him, Lassie. The one and only!”
Brodie was clearly enjoying seeing his friend again but shrugged off the attention. “Whatcha been up to these days?”
Kristen, recognizing the old friends probably wanted to catch up, extricated herself from the conversation. She joined her fellow officers, listening to their usual banter. But she couldn’t help overhearing the conversation between her captain, XO and their British friend.
“Still not married yet, Sean?” Alec asked.
“Nope,” came the curt reply from Brodie.
“I’d have thought by now you and that little Italian minx you were seeing last year would’ve settled down and started building that house,” Alec offered.
Kristen felt her face flush slightly as she tried to focus her attention on a story Terry was telling everyone.
“No such luck,” Brodie replied.
“Too bad,” Gardener replied. “That’s an awful pretty spot you picked out, Sean ol’ boy.” The Brit took a sip of his drink and then asked, “What’s the name of that damn mountain next to your property?” he asked innocently and then added, “You know, we went fishing up there last year.”
“Mount Olympus,” Brodie answered.
“You couldn’t have picked a nicer view, Sean,” Graves agreed. “The Pacific on one side and the mountains on the other…”
Kristen was no longer listening. In fact, she wasn’t certain she was capable of any conscious action at the moment. Images of the motorcycle ride with Brodie back in Bremerton came to mind, and the realization that he’d taken her to a spot he’d picked out for some future home was a startling revelation. He’d made no mention of owning land there with plans to ever build a home. He could have taken her anywhere, yet he’d taken her there…
As Terry continued his story and the others laughed, she stood in silence, trying to make sense of it all. There was nothing between them. There never would be, and to contemplate the reverse was illogical and foolish. Two things she’d never been.
“You okay, Kristen?” Terry asked, jolting her out of her deep thoughts.
She hadn’t realized it, but she’d been standing motionless for several minutes and the doors to the banquet hall had opened. She looked at Terry dumbly for a few seconds, and then nodded. “I’m fine,” she lied.
He didn’t believe her, but nodded his head anyway. “All right, well…” he began, watching her carefully. “We can go in now.”
Kristen walked in, still struggling with what she’d just learned and with thoughts and feelings she didn’t want to consider. Terry led her to a pair of tables reserved for the junior officers from the Seawolf, with Graves and Ski seated not far away at a table with mid-ranking officers.
Despite herself, Kristen found her eyes wandering over the massive crowd, searching for Brodie. She expected to see him with Gardener, but the British captain was nowhere in sight, and the rest of his officers were at a table next to her own. She finally spotted Brodie near the end of the long line of officers entering the hall flanked by two admirals. Gardener was still with him, and the four of them were conversing intently as they entered.
There weren’t many mere commanders who had admirals actively seeking them out, but Brodie and Gardener were clearly two of the few, and she watched from across the hall as they stopped inside the doorway and continued their conversation as the rest of the guests entered. Kristen assumed the admirals were questioning them about what had happened off the coast of North Korea. Rumors about the Seawolf’s actions had reached the shore-based sailors despite their mission’s top secret nature.
She’d just managed to regain her composure and was about to take her seat when she heard a familiar voice behind her, “Krissie!”
Kristen turned and saw her dearest friend in the world rushing up to her from a few tables away. Kristen was caught completely off guard but held out her arms automatically. “Trish!” Kristen said with joy as they embraced, ignoring the crowd around them.
Lieutenant Junior Grade Patricia Young was a hair shorter than Kristen, had a wild side she never tried to reign in, and had — during her Naval Academy days — a wicked backstroke. Patricia and Kristen had met during their Plebe year, were both on the varsity swim team all four years, and had roomed together. But despite their mutual love of swimming and choice of college hinting they were of similar personalities, there’d seldom been more incompatible friends than Kristen and Patricia.
Whereas Kristen was fastidious in her cleanliness and neatness, Patricia was a self-proclaimed slob. Kristen had entered the Academy with the unstated goal of graduating at the top of her class, whereas Patricia had broken every rule in the book and had almost been expelled for too many demerits. Kristen had wanted nothing more than to be in a submarine diving to the deepest depths, and Patricia had wanted to fly the fastest and highest soaring jet the Navy had. Kristen had been the consummate workaholic staying up late virtually every night in her dorm room studying, while Patricia had stayed up late planning pranks, sneaking off campus to visit the local bars, and having a good time. Although their personalities seemed to clash, inexplicably, they’d become the closest of friends.
Patricia had accepted Kristen’s relentless drive for excellence and had always gone out of her way to make certain Kristen felt welcome at any of the parties Patricia was always attending or organizing. Then, when Kristen started the relentless pursuit of her goal to serve on a submarine and the rest of her — so called — friends deserted her, Patricia had kept in touch and maintained their friendship even as their careers took them down two different paths.
Kristen loved Patricia for everything Kristen felt she’d never been strong enough to be. While Kristen had spent countless hours with her nose in a book, Patricia and the rest of the “Black Ns”—as the Naval Academy appropriately nicknamed a select group of the truly rebellious midshipmen who routinely maxed out their demerits — had sneaked out of the dorms to pull a prank or head into Annapolis for a party. Each time Patricia had invited Kristen to go on one of her adventures and Kristen had refused, there’d been a secret, rebellious voice within, prodding her to go. But Kristen had squelched the radical within her, knowing as a woman, she could never reach her goal if she let the secret rebel within herself out. So while Patricia had lived for every moment, Kristen had forsaken everything else for her goal.
“I was assigned to the Nimitz last month,” Patricia replied proudly as she thrust her ample bosom out to show off her golden aviator wings. “Check it out,” Patricia said proudly. “And what are you doing here?” she asked, hardly pausing to catch a breath as she slipped her arm through Kristen’s and led her back to Patricia’s table. “I heard you finally got on board one of those disgusting little sewage pipes.” Patricia rearranged a few place cards and repositioned Kristen next to her. Then, as usual, the fiery redhead immediately started talking, pummeling Kristen with a barrage of questions about life on board a submarine. “We heard rumors your boat was involved in an incident off the coast of North Korea,” Patricia whispered.
“I can’t really talk about where we’ve been,” Kristen responded with a soft whisper.
But the fact Kristen couldn’t talk about where they’d been or what she’d done wasn’t a problem, since Patricia’s favorite topic was herself. It was just another of the differences between them that worked to make them fit well together. Whereas Kristen was quiet and reserved, Patricia was outgoing and talked constantly. Her call sign, Kristen soon learned, was quite appropriate.
“Aren’t you gonna introduce us, Gabby?” one of Patricia’s squadron mates asked using Patricia’s call sign and offering Kristen an appreciative smile.
“Forget it, Snapper,” Patricia replied. “I’d sooner introduce her to Jack the Ripper,” she added like a big sister protecting Kristen from a pack of college frat boys. Patricia then leaned close to Kristen and — always more than willing to give unwanted dating advice — explained, “You can forget pilots honey, they’re all the same. Big clocks but little cocks.”
“Trish!” Kristen nearly choked on a mouthful of water. Then, when Patricia motioned toward the assembled pilots around the table, Kristen saw that they were all wearing huge wristwatches, and she started laughing again.
“I told you,” Trish giggled as she drank her wine, never one to worry about drinking too much.
Kristen was thankful more than she could have expressed for the fortuitous interruption. Patricia was able to take her attention completely away from her recent revelation about Brodie. They caught up throughout the meal, with Patricia hoarding Kristen all to herself despite several attempts by other pilots to get Kristen’s attention.
Following the dessert course, a small quartet started to play music in one corner of a large dance floor. The pilots at her table, realizing there would be no action with Kristen as long as Trish was around, moved off, leaving the two old friends to catch up. And once alone, Trish did her best to pry out of Kristen everything she’d gone through since arriving on the Seawolf. Kristen had to be necessarily vague, but the information Patricia was truly interested in had nothing to do with military secrets. “So, tell me the truth, sweetie,” Patricia asked conspiratorially. “What’s it like being the only woman on a submarine with a bunch of horny-ass men?”
“It’s not like that,” Kristen replied with a shake of her head as she sipped her water. “They’re all very professional.”
“Sure,” Patricia rolled her eyes skeptically. “You just keep telling yourself that dear while they’re all thinking about humping your brains out.”
“Trish!” Kristen chided her friend, giggling at the same time. “Keep it down.” Kristen glanced back to her original table where most of her fellow Seawolf officers were still seated and hoped none could overhear her conversation.
Patricia leaned forward and studied the men at the table, giving each an appraising eye. “Is that them?”
“Most of them,” she admitted happily, liking pretty much everyone on the boat, even Ski whose obnoxious attitude had defrosted some since Korea.
Patricia screwed up her nose distastefully. “They look like a bunch of stiffs,” she said bluntly and leaned back in her seat, striking a dismissive pose. “Probably great with a slide rule but they’d have no idea where to stick it.”
“Trish!” She elbowed her friend easily. “They’re my friends.” Kristen was trying not to laugh out loud and hurting her side in the effort to stop.
“Well, the guy on the far right isn’t too bad,” Patricia said referring to Terry.
Kristen leaned closer and confided to her, “You would like him. You two have a lot in common.”
“You mean he’s a slut?” Patricia asked, her eyes now sparkling.
“Well, I wouldn’t put it quite that way,” Kristen chuckled and saw Jason Graves standing with two other commanders and motioned toward him. “Over there is our XO.”
Patricia looked at the three men about thirty feet away. “Which one?” she asked. “The fat one or the one with the sausage for a nose?”
Kristen felt like she might split her side open as she continued giggling with her friend. “No,” she corrected, “the tall one in the middle.”
Patricia’s eyes homed in on Jason Graves like a sidewinder missile locked onto an afterburner as a mischievous smile crossed her face. “Oh, yes. That’s more like it,” she offered approvingly. “Now we’re getting warmer.”
“He’s married Trish and has three kids.”
Patricia shrugged her shoulder in disappointment. “A man like that oughta learn to share all that lovin’.” Patricia, now on the prowl, sat up like a prairie dog scouting the area. Someone caught Patricia’s eye, and she nudged Kristen and motioned with a slight nod of her head. “Tally-ho,” she offered hungrily, licking her lips slightly. “Inbound smoking hottie, three o’clock.”
Kristen shook her head, trembling with laughter as she turned and looked to where Patricia was staring and saw Brodie approaching the table where the rest of the Seawolf officers were seated. Kristen stopped laughing almost immediately. Seeing and visiting with Patricia had briefly allowed Kristen to think of something else. But upon seeing Brodie again, all of the thoughts and unwanted feelings once more thrust themselves to the forefront of her thoughts. She turned her head back to Patricia.
“Who’s that?” Patricia asked. “And can I please give him a haircut?”
Kristen forced an innocent smile on her face. “He’s my captain.”
Patricia raised an eyebrow, and her face registered her pleasant surprise. “Oh,” she said teasingly, “so that’s what you’ve been up to.” Patricia gave Kristen a gentle nudge in the ribs and whispered in her ear, “You little scamp. I didn’t know submariners came in that packaging.” Patricia stared across the room without any hint of modesty. “It kind of gives a whole new twist to the meaning of ‘going down’ if you know what I mean.”
Kristen shook her head a little more seriously now. “It’s nothing like that, really. He’s really good, probably the best in the Navy.”
“I bet,” Patricia giggled as her eyes sparkled with unhidden lust. “The question is do you have any proof?”
Kristen lowered her voice as she chastised her friend, “That isn’t what I meant, and stop staring, he might look over here.”
“That’s the whole idea, sweetie,” Patricia explained as if giving a class. “You have to bait the hook if you want to reel in the big one.” Patricia’s eyes smoldered as she followed Brodie across the room. “Oh, yeah,” Patricia offered hungrily, “he’s good in bed.”
“What?!” Kristen felt her cheeks redden in embarrassment. Afraid Brodie might walk over, Kristen tried to get Patricia to stop staring. “How can you possibly know something like that?”
Patricia looked back at Kristen with a capricious smile. “I have a sense about these things,” she replied as if there was no doubt about what she was saying. “Look at the way he moves,” she added pointedly. “Trust me, he’ll curl your toes for sure.”
“He’s not like that…” Kristen answered hastily as she dared a quick, secret glance at Brodie.
“Like what?”
Kristen looked back at Patricia. Her friend’s smile had faded somewhat, and Patricia was now watching her carefully. “What?” Kristen asked doing her best to hide any thoughts that might cause Patricia to suspect anything.
“You and him haven’t been playing a little hide the torpedo in the mile-under-the-sea club have you?” Patricia asked as her eyes lingered on Kristen.
“No, never!” she replied hurriedly, but felt herself flush with embarrassment. “That’s crazy,” she whispered forcefully.
There was a long pause as Patricia’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. Kristen looked down at her hands to avoid making eye contact. Patricia knew her too well, and Kristen feared her friend would see right through her thin veneer. “Krissie?” Patricia asked as she leaned a little closer and placed a hand on Kristen’s forearm. “Are you okay?”
“Yes, of course,” Kristen answered as she looked back up. She didn’t want to talk to Patricia about Brodie. In fact, she didn’t want to talk about him with anybody. But try as she might, she couldn’t hide what she was thinking from her oldest friend.
“Is he married?” Patricia asked with a hint of seriousness in her tone.
“He was,” Kristen replied and — despite herself — hazarded another glance toward Brodie. “His wife left him when he was overseas.”
“Stupid bitch,” Patricia said loud enough to be heard by the adjacent table. Several officers looked over at the two women. Patricia shot them her best “mind your own business” smile and returned to studying Kristen. “He hasn’t…” Patricia paused as she continued to watch Kristen. “He hasn’t come on to you, has he?”
“Lord no!” Kristen insisted. “He’s my captain, for goodness sake.” Kristen glanced over to where Brodie had paused by Graves and was whispering something in his ear.
“Krissie?”
Kristen looked back quickly, not having realized she was staring at Brodie. “What?” she asked with a weak attempt at innocence.
“Are you?” Patricia hesitated. “You aren’t sleeping with him are you?” she asked in a soft, very serious tone. She then quickly added, “Not that I’m judging you or anything. But I mean…” Patricia looked back across the room at Brodie, “if you were…” she looked back to Kristen with her most devilish grin. “Wow!”
Kristen shook her head vigorously. “No, no, no,” she assured her friend. “It’s nothing like that.”
Patricia nodded her head as if to agree, but her expression remained skeptical. “But something happened?”
Kristen considered a lie. But she’d never been a good liar, and she knew Patricia would see right through it. She found herself momentarily uncertain as she looked back down at her hands resting in her lap. “I…” she hesitated, hiding her face from anyone who might be watching, “I sort of kissed him.”
“You did what?!” Patricia exclaimed in shock so loudly that several officers at another table looked at the two women. Patricia shot them a dirty look and then returned her attention to Kristen and lowered her voice, “You did what?”
Kristen fidgeted slightly. “I didn’t mean to,” she whispered. “We were under a lot of stress… things had… things had happened…” she paused and glanced up at Patricia. “I was tired, he was there and…”
Patricia’s face registered complete shock and surprise. Despite her reputation for talking endlessly, she was struck speechless and could only manage to mouth the word “Wow” again. Recovering her faculties a few moments later, Patricia grinned playfully. “Did he kiss you back?” she asked, wanting all the details. “I mean, was it just a peck on the cheek, or did you go for it and really mug him?”
Kristen ran her hand over her perfect French twist, shaking her head at her stupidity for admitting anything like this to Patricia. “I think he kissed me back.”
“You think?” Patricia asked with a hint of disappointment. “Girlfriend, you’ve got to get out more,” she concluded taking vicarious pleasure from Kristen’s dilemma. “Was it good?”
Kristen nodded and then offered her friend a slight, playful smile, blushing slightly. “It was the best,” she assured Patricia. “I couldn’t feel my toes.” Kristen giggled to herself, remembering the feeling, and looked up at Patricia to see the pleasant surprise on her friend’s face. Patricia, still clearly in shock, just stared back at Kristen for nearly a minute with her mouth agape, unable to speak.
“I wish you would say something,” Kristen said nervously.
“Damn, Krissie,” Patricia managed with surprise still clear in her voice. “I mean, in four years at the Academy you never kissed anyone I know of. And now, on your very first ship, you kiss your captain.” She blinked in disbelief. “I would say that’s quite a leap.”
“I didn’t mean to,” Kristen insisted. “It just happened.”
“So do pregnancies,” Patricia replied and scooted her chair closer to Kristen’s.
“What do I do now?” Kristen asked as she squirmed slightly.
Patricia thought for a few moments and then, unexpectedly, her face flashed angry. “He didn’t force himself on you did he?” she demanded. “Because if that prick did, we’re marching over to the admiral’s table right now and getting you the hell out of there.”
Kristen understood why Patricia might think the worst. Kristen had been the quintessential prude for years, shunning boys at the Academy routinely, whereas Patricia had partied like there was no tomorrow for all four years. Patricia, naturally assuming the worst, had come halfway out of her chair, and Kristen gripped her friend’s hand tightly to stop her from standing and storming up to the head table.
“No, no,” Kristen said sharply and settled Patricia down. “No, he’s never…” she paused and again glanced down at her hands in her lap. “He’s never even looked at me like that.” There was another long, uncomfortable silence. Kristen glanced up and saw, of all things, worry on Patricia’s face. “What?” Kristen asked in what she felt was a very small voice.
“My God, Krissie,” she exclaimed. “I mean, damn, girl. I knew you’d fall for some guy eventually. But I assumed he’d be some uptight stock broker or dorky computer programmer.” She motioned toward Brodie, “Not that!”
“What do I do?” Kristen asked nervously.
“Krissie,” she lifted Kristen’s face slightly and lowered her own so she could look into her friend’s eyes, “have you… you know… really fallen for this guy?”
Kristen wanted to say no. Every logical fiber of her being was screaming at her to say no. She’d been denying it to herself for weeks now. She didn’t even want to contemplate any other answer since in her perfectly ordered world any other answer was impossible. But Patricia saw right through Kristen’s confusion.
“Wow,” she whispered once more.
Kristen hadn’t wanted to admit it to herself, let alone anyone else. But now that Patricia had asked, and Kristen was forced to consider the question, she knew the answer. “What do I do now?”
Patricia clearly understood the seriousness of the situation and pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I mean, you’ve really fallen for this guy, right?” she asked. “This isn’t just you hoping to get sweaty together a couple of times, maybe make a few bad decisions…”
Kristen rolled her eyes in embarrassment, but then shook her head and looked at Patricia with all seriousness. Kristen had been thinking of Brodie almost exclusively for several weeks now, ever since the motorcycle ride. She’d denied her emotions, refused to consider what her undisciplined thoughts might mean. But now, with Patricia prodding her, cold, clear realization hit her. “I don’t know,” she said, trying to deny it.
Patricia looked at her skeptically. She knew Kristen too well.
“Yes,” Kristen admitted finally. “Head over heels. Fireworks. I want a white picket fence in front of a house…” she admitted with a hint of sadness, not really having acknowledged to herself what she was feeling until that moment. There was another long pause before Kristen again asked, “What do I do now?”
Patricia shrugged her shoulder sympathetically, trying to empathize with her friend. “I don’t know, sweetie,” she admitted honestly. “I mean if it were me, and I had the chance to party with that guy,” she motioned toward Brodie. “I’d buy a roll of tickets and hold on for the ride as long as it lasted.”
“I’m on a submarine, Trish,” Kristen whispered. “You can’t have a relationship with someone on a sub.”
“Why not?”
“Because a submarine isn’t an aircraft carrier, Trish!” Kristen said too loudly and attracted the attention of two men at another table. Patricia shot them a “kiss off” look, and the two men went back to what they were doing.
Kristen lowered her voice again. “You guys are on a floating city with thousands of men and women everywhere. A submarine is different. I mean, you have no idea how small it is,” she explained. “If you sneeze in the bow the guy in engineering says, ‘bless you.’ You can’t hide something like…” Kristen let the thought drift off, but then let her fears out, “Not to mention he’s a captain and I’m just a stupid Nub. I’m twenty-five and he’s forty-one, he’s my commanding officer and I…” she shook her head at the mind numbing impossibility of the situation.
“Does he know how you feel?”
Kristen exhaled deeply, “God, I hope not.” The idea of trying to work near him was awkward enough without him realizing what she was thinking.
“Has he said anything or given you reason to think he might feel the same way?” Patricia asked with genuine concern in her voice.
Kristen considered every second she’d spent with Brodie. She’d already analyzed every moment countless times, searching for the significance of each word he’d ever said and every action he’d taken regarding her. “I thought maybe… I mean for a brief time I thought he might…” Kristen shook her head, “but ever since I…” She paused and glanced around to make certain no one might be listening. She then whispered, “Ever since I kissed him, he’s hardly spoken to me.”
Then Kristen recalled the Board of Inquiry and the tender and almost intimate way Brodie had helped her remember what Dr. Dar-Hyun had said. She looked up at Patricia and felt her face flush happily. “But at times, out of the blue, he’ll do the sweetest thing you could imagine.” Kristen then dropped her hand across her face sharply. “Then wham! Once again he’s as cold as ice.”
Patricia groaned, “Ouch.” She patted Kristen’s hand tenderly and added, “I don’t imagine there’s any chance you could forget about him, is there?” she asked hopefully.
“That’s just it,” Kristen replied. “I’ve tried, but I… I can’t.”
A good looking officer paused by their table and was about to speak when Patricia shot him an annoyed look. “Move along, Ace,” she advised.
Once he moved away, Kristen resumed her explanation, “The crazy thing is,” Kristen was almost laughing at the painful irony, “all I ever wanted was to be treated the same as everyone else.” Kristen now understood how foolish a hope that had been. “I wanted my commanding officer to look at me as just another officer and not at the size of my chest,” she explained. “But now… with him….” she shook her head sadly. “He’s doing exactly what I always wanted and treating me like everyone else. I’m just one of the boys.”
“And you wish he’d go for the tits.”
“What can I do?”
Kristen understood some of the most complex machinery systems in the world. She was possibly, academically speaking, the most intelligent officer in the entire Navy. But she had absolutely no experience dealing with such emotions. For years she’d considered herself too emotionally damaged or, at the very least, stunted emotionally to ever have a relationship with anyone. “I mean, sometimes I feel like I’ll suffocate if I can’t tell him how I feel; if I can’t show him.”
Patricia sat thoughtfully for several seconds before answering with a shrug, “So, tell him. What’s the worst thing that can happen?”
Kristen was shocked by what she considered a ludicrous suggestion. “Are you nuts? He could laugh in my face! He could throw me off the boat…”
“Do you think he might?” Patricia asked. “Laugh at you, I mean. Is he that callous?”
Kristen thought she knew Brodie well enough and answered, “No, I don’t think he would laugh,” she admitted thoughtfully. “He’s not like that,” she explained and then added, “But he could put me off the boat with a snap of his fingers.”
“He’s a captain, Krissie,” Patricia reminded her friend. “He just can’t reassign you. He’s not God.”
“Oh, yes he is,” Kristen answered with a firm nod. “At least as far as the submarine forces are concerned,” she assured her friend. “Do you think they would let just anyone have two command tours on a nuclear submarine if they didn’t think he was irreplaceable?” Kristen then motioned across the room at Brodie who was again engaged in a conversation with a rear admiral. “I mean look at him!” she offered as if pointing toward a titan and not just a man.
After a long pause Patricia asked, “Is there anyone on the boat you can talk to about this?”
“Are you trying to be funny?” Kristen nearly laughed at the thought. “Tell this to one of those guys?” she asked as she jerked her thumb toward the table where the Seawolf’s officers were still seated. “I can’t talk to them about this kind of stuff.”
Patricia glanced back at the table where Kristen’s friends were drinking and talking. “The one on the far left might be gay. You could try him.”
Kristen chuckled again, feeling better after having told someone about how she’d felt since her first days on the Seawolf. She looked back at her fellow officers and saw who Patricia was referring to. She rolled her eyes and turned back to her friend. “I’ve met his wife,” Kristen told her. “She’s beautiful, and I can assure he’s not gay.”
Patricia shrugged it off. “He might be. You can never quite tell these days.” She then cleared her head and returned to Kristen’s problem. “Well, if you can’t tell him then you only have a couple of options,” Patricia concluded.
Kristen raised a hopeful eyebrow. “I’m listening.”
“You can stay on the boat and be miserable, but at least be able to see him occasionally and maybe one day things will change…” Patricia offered but then paused, her facial expression accenting the unpleasantness of her conclusion.
“And the second option that doesn’t involve being miserable?”
“Get off the boat and get away from him,” Patricia told her simply. “Trust me, I’ve been where you’re right now, and if you have to be around him all the time and yet not act on what you’re feeling, you’re going to go crazy.” She then added, “You’ve got to move on and find greener pastures.”
Kristen looked down at her hands, wishing Patricia had been able to offer something a little more appealing. “The really sick thing is all I ever wanted was to be on a submarine.” Kristen then added, “I mean since I was a little girl, it was all I wanted. Sure, I thought about a family, and I knew one day I would want to get married. But I never dreamed about those things.” Kristen glanced back over her shoulder and saw Brodie across the hall speaking with a fellow captain. The strange emotions and feelings she’d struggled with were now clear and she knew — for the first time — exactly what she was feeling. “But now, all I want is him.”
A lieutenant commander walked by and looked at Patricia as he pointed at his wristwatch. Kristen gave Patricia a questioning look.
“I have a flight in the morning and have to get my mandatory crew rest,” Patricia replied as she quickly knocked back the last of her wine. She then leaned closer to Kristen and squeezed her hand gently. “Krissie, I think you’ve got to tell him.”
“I wish it were that easy.”
Brodie, as her captain, had to appear to be fair and even handed with all his officers and men. She couldn’t possibly profess her love to him. If she did, and he responded in kind, then they’d be faced with an even greater dilemma: the two of them could never serve together, certainly not on a submarine. Not to mention their age difference, and the fact — as she feared — he might not share her feelings. If she told him, and as she suspected he didn’t have feelings for her, then this would lead to an intolerably embarrassing working situation, and her perfect little world would come crashing down. Finally, for the first time in years, she’d found a home, a place where she felt her fellow officers looked beyond her passion for her work and her idiosyncrasies and accepted her for who she was. Kristen was certain she wouldn’t easily find the same elsewhere.
Then, lurking in the recesses of her mind, was what Penny Graves had told her about how Brodie, since his divorce, had never allowed himself to become seriously involved with anyone. He’d forsaken the entire concept of marriage and love. How could she expect him to act in any way other than scorn should she reveal her heart to him?
Patricia patted Kristen on the shoulder. “Baby girl, you’ve got to tell him. If you don’t, you’ll tear yourself up inside.”
Kristen shook her head, feeling certain it was impossible. “Why him? Why now?” Kristen asked rhetorically.
Patricia shook her head sadly. “You’re still afraid to live in the present, aren’t you?”
“What?”
“You know what I mean,” Patricia stated bluntly. “You’ve always buried yourself in your work and with plans for the future, but ignored the here and now.” She then motioned toward where she’d last seen Brodie. “Krissie, he is here, and he is definitely happening right now. If you don’t take a chance, you’ll regret it the rest of your life.”
“But what if everything I thought he might feel was nothing at all, and he tells me he doesn’t care about me?” Kristen asked, enunciating her greatest fear.
“Then he’s a fucking idiot,” Patricia told her bluntly, “and you’re better off without him.”
Kristen offered a wan smile in response. Patricia made it sound so easy. But Kristen had never dealt with her emotions. It had always been easier to ignore them, or, when they were too painful, lock them away.
Patricia stood in preparation to leave, and Kristen joined her. They embraced warmly. They’d been talking for several hours, and despite all that had been revealed, Kristen felt better for having finally talked to someone about it. She just wished she could drag Patricia along with her back to the Seawolf.
“What matters,” Patricia advised, “is you give it a chance. Life is too short to spend every second living for tomorrow. You’ve got to seize the moment sometime. Otherwise, before you know it, all the moments will be gone, and you’ll be looking back at your life regretting having never lived.”
Kristen knew Patricia was right and squeezed her friend tightly, wishing it was as simple as Patricia made it sound. But after a lifetime of structure and academics, she wasn’t certain she knew how to “live” as Patricia suggested.
“I love you, sweetie,” Patricia offered affectionately.
“I love you, too,” Kristen replied, wishing it could be as easy with Brodie.
“Remember what I said, okay?” Patricia insisted.
“I will,” Kristen answered, quite certain she would remember but doubtful she could find the strength to use Patricia’s advice. She watched as Patricia rejoined her pilot buddies, knowing wherever Patricia went she would be surrounded by people who cherished her company. Patricia had never been lonely, whereas Kristen entire life had been spent — at least emotionally — alone.

Chapter Six

Officers’ Club, Sasebo, Japan
The sliding glass doors leading to the expanse of patio were closed to keep out the cold. Kristen slid one of the heavy doors open and stepped out, having no desire to rejoin her fellow officers at the moment. Her conversation with Patricia had been both revealing and unsettling, and she needed some time alone — something she wouldn’t get on board the Seawolf— to sort out her thoughts and feelings and make certain her unwanted emotions were locked away tightly before she returned to the boat.
Kristen closed the heavy door, and once beyond, the sound from inside faded to nothing. She was all alone. Her heels clicked on the flagstone beneath her as she stepped across the windswept patio to the railing. It was cold, but the brisk night air was refreshing and would help clear her head. She reached the railing and leaned against it, looking out at the mass of assembled naval power.
Aircraft carriers, guided missile cruisers and destroyers, along with submarines and various supply ships filled the tiny harbor. The ships were illuminated with strings of lights plus spot lights on their hull numbers. Beyond, she could a see a large full moon low in the sky and the various lights dancing across the water. Off to her right was a long stairway with a railing on each side leading down from the patio all the way to a sidewalk at the base of the hill next to a road. She closed her eyes, inhaling deeply the chill night air and smelling the scent of the nearby evergreens. It was a perfect evening: a romantic view, a full moon. It was the kind of night she had dreamed about. The only thing missing was him.
She loved him.
Admitting it provided her a liberating release from the torturous mental dungeon she’d been imprisoned in for weeks. But she saw no reason to think her love was reciprocated or it ever would be.
Why him? She asked herself for the millionth time, even as her imagination wished she could wind the clock back a few weeks and for one more — awe-inspiring moment — feel his arms around her. What she wouldn’t give for that…
Kristen smiled softly, the scent of the sweet cigar he smoked tickled her nose as she imagined them together. Even for one night, dreaming of his hands on her, loving her tenderly; his lips, the lips she’d hungered for ever since the first taste of them, kissing her again; his body against hers. She could almost feel him behind her, and she reveled in the sweet fiction.
Kristen opened her eyes slowly as she heard the door behind her slide open slowly and then close softly, hardly making any noise at all. For a moment she thought she might be imagining it, but the scent of the cigar wasn’t in her imagination. It was in the air and although faint, she realized the scent was real and he was near.
Her heart began to race in her breast, and she felt her flesh tingling with excitement as warmth flooded her body. She heard the sound of his dress shoes on the stone patio directly behind her. A part of her was still afraid, but the rest of her was longing for his hands upon her flesh. She wanted to turn and fling herself into his arms and tell him to never let her go. But the small voice within her was warning her where it might lead.
They could never have a relationship and serve together. Kristen would be unable to stay aboard the Seawolf. The Navy could not afford to put him ashore — especially now — and she was nobody. A pain in the ass according to the Brass, and they would boot her onto the beach without a second’s thought.
Her left hand trembled as she felt the caress of his hand on her upper arm. Fear overwhelmed her. Fear different than the terror she recalled gripping her during her mission into Korea, but fear as palatable and nearly as debilitating. Could she tell him no?
Kristen knew the answer to the question even before she turned around to face him. The chill wind and all the rushing waves in the harbor could not extinguish the fire she felt welling up within her as she felt the caress of his hand, wanting him more than she imagined ever wanting anything.
But as she turned toward her would-be lover, instead of hot-blooded passion, she was repulsed. Her hand jerked free from his touch as if he were a poisonous snake.
“Hello, pretty,” Fitzgerald sneered, his eyes glassy from too much alcohol, his words slurred.
Kristen’s sweet dream was shattered by the cruel reality of Fitzgerald pawing her left arm with one hand while his other reached for her throat. She responded reflexively and raked her fingernails across his face, drawing blood.
“Get away from me!” She tried to drive her knee into his crotch as she’d done once before, but her long skirt made it impossible.
He lashed back, swinging his right hand around and backhanding her across the face. Kristen felt the blinding blow strike her cheek. Her head was spun clear around, and her body followed. The neat French twist came loose and her hair swirled about her head as she spun. Kristen staggered from the blow, feeling as if the side of her head had exploded. She grabbed the railing to stop herself from falling over. She tried to turn and defend herself, but her long dress and heels made any movement difficult. Before she could even turn to face him, he was on her.
“You’re not getting away from me this time, bitch!”
Kristen felt his powerful grip on the rear of her neck. His fingernails dug into her flesh cruelly as he viciously jerked her head back. His left hand went around her, grabbing her breast through her blouse. Kristen rammed an elbow back into his ribs and heard him grunt, but it wasn’t enough to weaken his vice-like grip. She struggled to free herself, but he was far too powerful, and in her long dress she didn’t have her normal agility that might have allowed her to escape.
Kristen felt his wretched claws on her, and the idea he might kill her was not nearly as unpalatable as the idea of him raping her. Realizing she couldn’t free herself, Kristen was about to scream for help, fearful no one would hear her through the thick glass. But before she could cry out for help, a sound like nothing she’d imagined struck like a thunderclap through the chill night air.
It was part growl and part roar, and whatever was making the sound couldn’t possibly be human. Kristen could feel Fitzgerald’s crushing grip biting into her flesh. But as fast as he grabbed her, his hand was torn away from her by whatever was now roaring in blood-thirsty rage right behind her. Kristen turned, gripping the railing to stop from falling to the ground and saw Fitzgerald flung into the heavy reinforced safety glass leading to the ballroom. He seemed to fly through the air, striking the glass as if thrown by a bear or a hulking gorilla. But she saw neither of these beasts.
Instead, she saw a man.
Except she barely recognized the man she loved any more. His back was to her, his hair raging in the wind, his hands clenched into fists seeming to crackle with energy as he charged at Fitzgerald with the insanity of an enraged bull.
* * *
In the large ballroom, most of the tables were empty, with only a few dozen officers and guests left. The Seawolf officers were still at their table, and Graves was with them, looking around for Brodie, wondering where his friend had disappeared to. Then he noticed Kristen was missing as well. Graves looked around, hiding his suspicion regarding where they might be. A part of him hoped his suspicion was true, but the professional in him knew it would be disastrous for both of them if they were to become lovers. He glanced at the men around the table. “Have you guys seen the skipper or Lieutenant Whitaker?”
Andrew Stahl pointed toward the patio. “I thought I saw Kristen go out about fifteen minutes ago,” he offered. “Want me to collect her, sir?”
“She’s on the patio?” Terry asked, standing up abruptly with a look of worry on his face.
Andy nodded. “I think so, what’s wrong?”
Terry stepped off toward the nearest door leading to the patio. “I saw that piece of crap Fitzgerald go out there a few seconds ago.”
No sooner had Terry finished this sentence then they all heard a loud crashing noise against one of the glass doors, and Graves saw a man’s body smash against it as a web-like crack appeared in the glass.
“Oh, sweet Jesus,” Graves whispered and bolted toward the nearest door.
* * *
Fitzgerald hit the glass door hard, hard enough to crack the heavy glass. But he wasn’t knocked out by it. Fitzgerald was not a small man, outweighing Brodie by at least thirty pounds, and he was several inches taller than the infuriated submarine captain. Fitzgerald also liked to fight; he’d always enjoyed bullying people and intimidating those smaller than he and had even boxed during his youth. So, fighting was something he was no stranger to.
Hitting the glass staggered him only briefly, and he stayed on his feet, seeing Brodie coming at him. But he didn’t recognize the murderous fury in Brodie’s eyes. If he had, he might have run. Instead, he came off the glass at Brodie and delivered a right hook to Brodie’s head. Fitzgerald felt his iron-like fist connect, taking sadistic pleasure in striking a telling blow. But, to Fitzgerald’s dismay, his “telling blow” didn’t affect the incensed beast who rammed his hands into Fitzgerald’s chest and lifted him up and back against the glass. No sooner did Fitzgerald hit the glass a second time, he felt a monstrous blow to his left lower ribcage.
He gasped as he felt the bones crack in his side and groaned in pain, feeling the air leave his lungs from the powerful blow. This first blow was followed immediately by another to his right side, and Fitzgerald grimaced as more powerful punches began to land. Fitzgerald tried to defend himself, but it was like trying to block a whirling fan blade as Brodie unleashed a flurry of strikes to the body.
Fitzgerald had known fear. He’d seen it in his mother’s face many times when his father had beaten her, and he’d seen it in the faces of those he’d bullied all his life. He’d seen it in Kristen’s face a few moments earlier. But he’d never felt fear like he now did. Despite his own considerable strength and violent past, he felt completely helpless and aware of nothing but a flurry of painful blows striking him mercilessly.
* * *
Brodie, or whatever wild animal had possessed him, was in front of Fitzgerald, his legs spread wide to provide balance and more power as he continued pounding the man’s torso. Kristen, her head still not clear after the backhand to her cheek, staggered to her feet seeing Fitzgerald all but defenseless. With each blow, Fitzgerald was lifted off the ground, and she saw the look of pain on his face. But Brodie was oblivious to everything as he hammered Fitzgerald mercilessly. Kristen shouted for help and then stepped toward them, suddenly aware of a sickening cracking noise accompanying each blow struck.
“Captain, stop!” Kristen pleaded as she stumbled toward him. She was reaching for him as a door nearby slid open and the XO, followed by Terry, Ryan Walcott, and the rest of the Seawolf’s officers appeared.
“He’s killing him!” she cried out, afraid what might happen if they didn’t manage to pull Brodie off Fitzgerald. Kristen had briefly seen the look of blind rage in Brodie’s eyes. She recalled a similar expression on Hamilton’s face when blood lust had overcome the SEAL while in North Korea. Except this was far worse; Brodie was berserk. Kristen remembered the story Penny Graves had confided about Brodie’s temper. She thought she understood what Penny had meant, but she’d never imagined anything like this.
Brodie grabbed Fitzgerald and, unceremoniously, spun around and flung the bigger man into the patio railing. Fitzgerald hit the railing and fell over it onto the wet grass of the hill. Kristen, just a few feet away, saw Brodie’s face again. For a brief moment, she thought it was over. But one look at the terrible ferociousness in her captain’s face told her differently. She tried to grab him as he charged past her toward Fitzgerald, but she might as well have tried to grasp a flying cannonball.
“Captain, no!” she shouted as he tore through her grasp and vaulted the railing.
“Sean!” Graves shouted as he leapt over the railing, followed by other officers.
Kristen reached the railing in time to see Graves grab one of Brodie’s arms, only to be flung aside like a ragdoll. Brodie then grabbed Fitzgerald and threw him against the metal railing running alongside the steps leading to the base of the hill.
“Tackle him before he kills the son-of-a-bitch!” Graves shouted to the other officers as he rolled and came back up on his feet.
Kristen reached the steps and paused to kick off her heels, which made running impossible. But as she paused, she saw Fitzgerald looking more like a bobblehead doll as Brodie held him against the railing with one hand while striking with the rhythm of a jackhammer to Fitzgerald’s face with his other fist.
“Captain!” Kristen shouted, fearful it was already too late. Blood and teeth exploded from Fitzgerald’s mouth as Brodie pounded him relentlessly.
Kristen, now in her stocking feet, ran down the steps toward Brodie as Terry leapt on Brodie’s back. But even with this impediment, Brodie only paused for a brief moment, shrugged off the full-grown man as if he were a child, and then resumed pummeling Fitzgerald.
Graves, once more on his feet, hit Brodie hard from the side, tackling him as he’d directed the others to do. The two friends went down briefly as more officers arrived. “Grab him!” Graves shouted to the others as he struggled to hold Brodie down.
Kristen slipped under the railing and ran across the few yards separating them as Ski, Walcott, and Andrew Stahl leapt onto Brodie. But no sooner had Stahl grabbed Brodie’s leg than Brodie kicked him clear as he continued to struggle. Terry joined the fray as the other officers grabbed their captain as he continued to rage, fighting to free himself.
“Captain!” Kristen shouted, trying to get him to hear her and maybe calm him down, but she could see in the moonlight the berserker fury had yet to subside. He was growling like a wild beast, and his eyes were still filled with a burning rage. The men struggling to hold him down seemed to be losing the fight until Andrew Stahl finally managed to pin Brodie’s left arm by flinging his entire weight down on it.
“Hit him with something,” Ski shouted as he struggled to hold Brodie’s right arm.
“Dammit, Sean!” Graves grimaced as he fought to hold onto the angry beast his friend had become. “It’s me, dammit!”
“Captain!” Kristen cried out as she reached the pile of men and got a closer look.
It wasn’t pretty. Brodie was struggling insanely.
“Captain, it’s me!” Kristen shouted at him as he continued to fight. She knelt down and gently placed her hands on each side of his head, looking down into the infuriated eyes. “Captain, please!” Kristen pleaded. “Please stop.”
His face was a mask of fury, and she saw years of pain and suffering expressed there. He roared words she didn’t recognize. She knew she should be afraid, but at the same time knew he would never harm her.
“Sean!” she said again, “It’s me.”
She didn’t think it was working, but then Graves, who was under Brodie and had his arms around the captain’s waist holding him tight, shouted to her, “Keep talking to him.”
“Sean…” she said again, her hands holding his head and looking down into his eyes as she moved her face a couple of inches from his, “It’s okay…calm down now, it’s all right. Fitzgerald is gone. You can relax now.” Kristen then added, “I’m all right. I’m okay.”
Kristen saw the fury fading from his eyes, and his struggling lessened as the enraged beast began to leave him. He had a deep cut on the left side on his head that bled freely, the right sleeve of his dinner jacket was torn off, his shirt was ripped, and she could see his chest heaving with each breath.
“Captain?” Kristen asked, seeing the bare semblance of humanity once more in his eyes, “Captain, can you hear me?” she asked softly. The struggling ended as sanity returned. He looked up at her.
“Someone check that Fitzgerald asshole,” Graves ordered from where he was lying under Brodie, still holding him down. He then asked, “Sean?”
Kristen cared nothing for Fitzgerald. In her heart she didn’t care if he was alive or dead, but she knew if Brodie had killed him — which was certainly a possibility considering the viciousness of Brodie’s attack — then her captain would be in enormous trouble. She looked up, hoping Horner, who was the first to reach Fitzgerald, would find the man alive.
“He’s alive all right,” Horner called out after he briefly checked Fitzgerald’s body lying against the railing. “But he sure isn’t going to like what he sees in the mirror come morning.”
“Thank God,” Kristen whispered and looked down, seeing Brodie had calmed down. His eyes were blinking as if waking up from a trance. Her hair, which had been stylishly held up, was now hanging down loosely and brushed against his cheek.
“Are you all right?” Brodie asked her.
She nodded her head and answered, “Yes, sir.”
Graves cautiously lessened his grip and the others let go. All their faces registered the shock at the fury that had overcome their usually mild-mannered captain.
“Sean, I’m going to let you go,” Graves told him cautiously. “You stay cool, okay?”
“I’m all right,” Brodie replied, still breathing hard.
Kristen pulled her hands away from the side of his head, and Graves released him. Brodie rolled off Graves and slowly got to his feet, his uniform jacket and shirt in tatters, his chest still heaving. Brodie offered Kristen a hand, and she took it. He helped her up and then turned toward Jason and the others. Graves had moved, positioning himself between Brodie and Fitzgerald. Brodie looked to have calmed down, but Graves kept one hand up defensively, just in case.
“Sean?” he asked tentatively. “You okay?”
Brodie had blood trickling down from the cut on his left temple where Fitzgerald had landed the first blow, cutting him with a ring on his right hand. In his rage, he’d bitten his own lip, from which he wiped blood with his bandaged left hand. Brodie nodded his head, but his eyes still showed smoldering anger as he looked past Graves toward Fitzgerald, who was groaning in pain. “Yeah,” he answered with the barely contained rage he still felt evident in his voice. “I’m all right.”
Kristen, hearing what sounded almost like a low, guttural growl come from him, gripped his arm tightly as he took a step toward Fitzgerald.
“That’s enough, Sean.” Graves warned as he placed a hand against Brodie’s chest. “You made your point. Let the MPs handle it from here.”
On the patio above, the balance of the remaining officers and party guests stared down at the spectacle as the first of several military police cars arrived. Kristen had no idea what would happen to Brodie. Certainly, Fitzgerald had assaulted her and struck her, but Brodie had come within a hair’s breadth of killing the man.
Two ambulances arrived, and Fitzgerald was placed on a stretcher and carried away. Kristen caught a brief glance of the once beautiful face and knew Horner had been right; Fitzgerald would be beautiful no more. She was just thankful he was still breathing.
Brodie led her across the frosty ground to the sidewalk and helped her back over the railing. Terry, clearly worried about her, brought her the shoes she’d discarded. Brodie leaned against the railing, holding a piece of his tattered shirt against the cut on his temple. Kristen stood beside him, neither saying a word. A corpsman approached and offered her an ice pack for her cheek. She took it thankfully, and then noticed Brodie’s hands. His knuckles were laid open and bleeding, the bandage on his left hand was torn and bloody. Without a word she took the ice pack meant for her cheek and placed it on his lacerated knuckles.
“Jesus, Sean,” Graves whispered as he walked up after speaking to a pair of MPs.
“Sorry, Jason,” Brodie said with a hint of embarrassment. He then glanced at Kristen, “Are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital, Lieutenant?”
Kristen shook her head. “But you should go, Captain.” She motioned to the cut by his left eye. “That might need a few sutures.”
Brodie didn’t respond but instead motioned toward the duty van that had been brought around and was now waiting for them at the base of the hill. “You’re going to freeze to death out here. Why don’t you wait in the van with the others?” His voice and demeanor had returned to normal, except for the tattered uniform, the gash to the side of his head, and bloody knuckles.
“No, sir,” she insisted. “I want to do something I should have done eighteen months ago.”
Kristen had always regretted never reporting Fitzgerald for having tried to rape her while she’d been at Corpus. Since that night, she’d often wondered how many other women he may have assaulted since he attacked her, and if those assaults might have been prevented had she’d spoken up then.
The Provost Marshall, a full commander, walked up, and Kristen and Graves greeted him politely. But the grumpy commander — recently dragged from a nice warm bed — ignored the others and dealt with Brodie. “Did you have to beat him half to death?” he asked as he looked Brodie over.
Brodie appeared unmoved, and Kristen got the impression this was not his first time speaking to the police. “He assaulted one of my officers.”
“Then you should have called me,” the commander told him. “Bad business, officers fighting officers. We have enough trouble keeping the enlisted men around here in line without this kind of nonsense.” The Provost Marshall was basically the base commander’s chief of police and responsible for good order and discipline on Sasebo.
Kristen could see he was planning on arresting Brodie but saw no hint of concern in her captain’s eyes. “I couldn’t agree more,” Brodie concurred. “Just as long as no one puts a hand on one of my officers.”
The commander nodded and looked at Graves. “Whom did he allegedly assault?”
“Me, sir,” Kristen interjected, determined to do what she could to keep them from placing handcuffs on Brodie.
The Provost Marshall’s annoyed expression changed dramatically when he looked at her. Kristen didn’t know how bad she looked, but she could taste blood from a cut lip, and her cheek was already swelling. Plus, her normally perfectly coiffured hair looked like a haystack. She then realized, as she saw a flash of anger on the Provost’s face, that two men pounding on each other was one thing and fairly common, but there still existed a bit of a chivalric code enforced in the military. Spousal abuse and physical abuse against women ranked up there with child molestation on the maggot ladder among most in the military, and the Provost Marshall was no different. “Are you okay, Lieutenant?” he asked as his tone of voice changed dramatically upon seeing her. “I can have one of my patrol cars take you to the hospital and have the ER check you out.”
“No thank you, sir. I would like to stay with my captain.”
The Provost nodded thoughtfully and then motioned toward an ambulance where Fitzgerald was being loaded up for transport to the hospital. “And the guy with his face beat in, he assaulted you?”
Kristen nodded and then pulled back some of her thick hair to show the gouge marks where Fitzgerald had dug his fingers into her slender neck. “Yes, sir.”
The Provost Marshall’s tune changed rapidly as he saw the fresh gouge marks on her neck, and his jaw tensed angrily. But just as Kristen thought everything was calming down, she heard a low growl beside her as Brodie moved off the rail. He’d seen the fingernail gouges on her neck and the berserker fury was returning.
“Sean!” Graves warned and grabbed Brodie’s right arm as Kristen gripped his left.
The Provost Marshall stepped in between Brodie and the ambulance and held up a restraining hand. “Hold on there, Galahad,” he cautioned.
Brodie swallowed his rage and stood, a dangerous scowl on his face. He cut his eyes away from the ambulance and now glared at the Provost Marshall. “Well?” Brodie demanded through gritted teeth.
The Provost eyed Brodie cautiously and then looked at Kristen. “Excuse me, Lieutenant, but do you believe there was a chance your attacker may have intended to…” he paused and shot a nervous eye at Brodie who looked about ready to go off again.
“I don’t know for certain if he was intent on raping me,” she admitted, no longer afraid that people wouldn’t believe her or that they might use such an incident against her. Brodie and Graves would stand by her. She was certain of it. “Thankfully, this time there was someone around to make certain it never got that far.”
“This time?” the Provost asked.
Kristen could almost feel the beast just below the surface as she continued to grip Brodie’s arm. Graves apparently noticed it too, because he kept his hands firmly on their captain.
“Lieutenant Commander Fitzgerald tried to rape me eighteen months ago when he was my Officer-in-Charge.”
The Provost rocked back on his heels. For a junior officer to accuse a senior officer was a serious matter. But the Navy was working hard to clean up a tarnished legacy when women were not always treated properly. Any such allegation was no longer quietly swept under the rug, and if she persisted with her charges, there would be a full investigation. “Are there any witnesses to this, Lieutenant?”
Kristen knew without any witnesses there was no chance of Fitzgerald being convicted of anything. “Not eighteen months ago,” she admitted. “We were in his car and alone.” She then added, “But there were others.” Kristen explained how there had been other women in the unit, and she believed she wasn’t the only one accosted by Fitzgerald.
“Would you mind coming down to PMO and filling out a report, Lieutenant,” the commander asked.
Kristen glanced at Brodie who responded with a slight nod, “Whatever you want to do, Lieutenant.”
“Absolutely,” Graves agreed earnestly. “Whatever you need, Kristen.”
Kristen welcomed the support of her two senior officers. It was a far cry from what she’d become accustomed to elsewhere. “Thank you, gentlemen.” They were simple words but were said with heartfelt sincerity.
The three of them went with the Provost Marshall to his office in the same building with the base police. Brodie and Graves stayed with her as she filled out the first report about what happened that evening. Then another, reporting what had occurred eighteen months earlier in Corpus Christi. It soon became clear there would be no charges against Brodie, and Kristen breathed a sigh of relief, having feared they might lock him up. The Provost Marshall explained an investigation would be started in Corpus, and she’d eventually have to testify against Fitzgerald, which she was more than willing to do.
“But I wouldn’t worry too much about it, Lieutenant,” the Provost informed her as he walked with the three of them out to a MP van waiting to take them back to the Seawolf.
“Why’s that?” Brodie asked.
“I’ve seen pieces of shit like him before,” the Provost explained as he opened the sliding door for Kristen and Graves to get in. “They look tough on the outside, but they’re just bullies. Once we set them down and make them stare at twenty to thirty years in Leavenworth, they usually piss themselves and beg for a plea deal.” He then shook Brodie’s hand, “Just do me a favor next time.”
“What’s that?”
“Try not to leave so many scars on the bastard’s face, would you?”
* * *
The van returned them to the Seawolf where they were met by a rather startled pair of sailors on watch. After all, it wasn’t every day the captain of the boat returned after a night of brawling. The three of them came on board and said goodnight. Kristen returned to her cabin and Brodie, after Graves put his foot down, went to sickbay to have a sleepy Doc Reed check the gash on his temple and redress the bandage on his left hand.
“Damn, Sean,” she heard Graves utter as she walked forward toward her cabin, her heels in hand, “for a moment there, I thought you were going to kill the son of a bitch.”
She heard Brodie’s reply as he disappeared down a ladder well, “For a moment there, I was.”
Kristen grabbed a change of clothing and went down for a shower. She showered quickly, not wanting to get distracted from getting in and out before he returned by thinking too much about everything that had happened during the evening. But it was impossible to block out the images of Brodie flinging Fitzgerald off her. His eyes, showing the full fury he was capable of, had been both terrifying to behold as well as — she admitted with some embarrassment to herself — exciting at the same time.
Plus there had been the lengthy conversation with Patricia. It had helped Kristen make sense of exactly what she was feeling. Unfortunately, Patricia’s advice had not solved her problems; it had only made her recognize how impossible the situation was. If she wanted to be around him, even with the limited contact they were currently having, she had to stay on the boat. But Kristen could not stay on the boat and let her feelings for him show. If Brodie, or anyone else, were to learn how she felt, then she’d be unable to function on board. The already awkward relationship between them would grow intolerable.
No, her secret would have to stay locked deep within. Kristen knew it would be hard, perhaps even painful. But any pain was more desirable than being apart from him. She shut off the water, realizing she’d overstayed her usual hasty shower routine. Kristen toweled off quickly and dressed rapidly, leaving her wet hair loose about her shoulders. She wiped everything down hurriedly, hoping to be gone before he returned from sickbay. But then she heard the hatch leading to the passageway open followed by voices.
Shit!
She wasn’t quite ready to see him again. But she couldn’t simply hide in the small bathroom and hope he didn’t notice. She paused for a few more seconds, hearing the XO and Brodie’s muffled voices. Kristen gathered her toiletries, clothing, and towels. Then, summoning up her courage and planning to slip out of the cabin without a word, she opened the door and stepped out.
His back was to her, providing her some comfort except for the fact he was stripped to the waist, his ripped shirt tossed into a trash bin, and his suspender straps hanging loosely about his waist. He was facing the XO who was seated in a chair.
“Good morning, Lieutenant,” Graves said pleasantly. “I hope you’re feeling better.”
“Much better, thank you, sir,” Kristen replied as she took the two steps necessary to reach the door leading into the passageway and be gone before the captain spoke to her.
But she didn’t make it as he turned slightly, his tattooed arm facing her as he looked at her. “Are you sure, Lieutenant?” he asked, concern evident in his voice. “Doc Reed is up and in his office…”
Kristen nodded, giving her best “I’m okay” smile. “No really, sir. I just want to hit the rack,” she explained as she jerked her thumb over her shoulder but stared at the ripped knuckles on his hands. A knock on the door behind her interrupted any more conversation.
“Come in, Spike,” Brodie said showing either omniscience or the ability to see through doors. The hatch opened and COB, a look of anger on his face, came in.
“What the fuck did you…” COB caught himself as he saw Kristen standing before him, her back against the bathroom door. The anger vanished instantly from his face as he paused, concern on his face as he looked her over. “Are you all right, Miss?” he asked. “That bastard didn’t hurt you, did he?”
Kristen shook her head, wishing she could simply slip by and return to her cabin. “I’m fine, thank you, COB.”
“We’ve all heard,” he told her with fatherly affection as he continued to study her with concern, his eyes flashing briefly with anger when he saw the dried blood on her lip and red welt on her cheek. “If there is anything…”
“Right now I just want to get some sleep,” she told him. “But thank you again.” Kristen slipped past him and he gave her a reassuring gentle pat on the shoulder as she passed by.
“Sleep well, Miss,” COB said to her as she stepped away and then turned angrily toward Brodie. “I sure as hell hope you killed the cocksucker!”
“He sure tried,” Graves replied to COB as she closed the door and made good her escape.

Chapter Seven

The Kremlin
The Russian president stood from behind the desk in his private office. Considering his responsibilities, the office was quite small. He had a formal office in which he received dignitaries and foreign leaders which was ornately decorated with paintings, a few small statues, fine rugs, hand-crafted wood molding, a huge desk that — he assumed — was meant to impress people. But he preferred the small office for serious work.
Vitaliy Shuvalov, his Foreign Intelligence Director entered. With the Korean phase of the operation now stabilized, and the Americans distracted, the president was focused on the final phase but had insisted Shuvalov keep an eye on the situation in Japan.
“Good evening, Mister President, I apologize for disturbing you so late,” the Director said politely, but without feeling. The youth had gone bald prematurely, and the president thought his head somewhat bullet shaped.
“Not at all,” he replied as he directed the youth to a seat. The president’s personal secretary offered drinks which both men refused, before she exited, leaving them alone. The president lit a cigarette as he got settled in his chair, and then got to the point, “What can you tell me about the Americans?”
Shuvalov opened a small briefing binder as he slipped his glasses on. His voice was steady, almost emotionless as he explained, “The USS George Washington and USS Nimitz are both in Sasebo harbor undergoing repairs. Our agent in the docks believes neither carrier will be ready for sea for at least a week.”
“What can you tell me about the American suspicions regarding North Korea?”
“Their president has welcomed our overture to act as an intermediary to stabilize the situation, and the western press is hailing our move as a possible peaceful solution to the crisis. This has certainly calmed the situation somewhat, but the Americans are moving cautiously. There is no indication they are redeploying their forces back to their original patrol areas.”
“How long before they could?” the president asked, knowing it was essential to keep the Americans occupied with Korea until the next phase was complete.
“The Americans appear to be uncertain about the possibility of peace. Their forces in the region are on high alert, but they do not appear to be leaning toward preemptive offensive action.”
“How can you be certain?” the president asked, not necessarily afraid of the Americans attacking the DPRK. It would certainly keep the westerners occupied.
“Our man in Sasebo reports that other than an increased maintenance tempo, the Americans are showing no sign of preparations for offensive action. In fact, he reports a recent gala of sorts for the naval officers in port.”
“A gala?” the president asked.
“A party, Mister President.”
The president smiled thoughtfully. As a KGB officer, he’d been taught that the Americans were lazy, but when riled could act decisively. Certainly he’d seen this during his presidency when the Americans had invaded Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003. He’d witnessed their military easily crush all opposition in both countries. But, if the Americans were relaxed enough to hold a party…
“Perhaps we should press our Iranian friends to move faster.”
Shuvalov nodded his head in agreement. “I believe it wise, Mister President. They are behind schedule as it is, and our sources say the USS Roosevelt will be leaving port within the next week heading toward the Mediterranean.”
“Not the Persian Gulf?” the president asked, knowing they couldn’t be certain of anything the Americans might do.
“Their crew has been told to expect liberty in the Mediterranean and the American consulate in Spain and Italy have each started coordinating port calls for the fleet. But, once in the Mediterranean…”
“They could be in the Persian Gulf in a week.”
“More likely ten days, sir. But, the Iranians must move soon.”
The president was anxious, knowing the unpredictable Persians were not quite ready. “And we’re still watching the American base?”
“We have a submarine just outside the harbor reporting all ship movements.”

Chapter Eight

USS Seawolf, Sasebo, Japan
“Take her out, Lieutenant,” Brodie said simply.
What?!
“Excuse me, Captain?” Kristen asked from her lookout position on top of the sail.
The Seawolf was ready for sea, and Kristen was once more assigned to the bridge crew. The XO had just cleared the bridge in preparation for getting underway, and Brodie was in his customary perch on the sail with his feet dangling in the bridge.
Brodie looked at his lit cigar. After contemplating it for several seconds, he flicked it over the side and into the water. “Take her out, Lieutenant,” he repeated casually, as if he were handing over the keys to a Ford Pinto instead of a three-billion-dollar submarine.
Kristen had commanded a submarine out of harbor a million times before in her dreams, but she’d never even been on the bridge when one was taken out to sea for real. So his unexpected order caught her off guard. She looked at Reynolds and Collins, both of whom didn’t appear to think Brodie’s order at all unexpected. “Aye-aye, Captain,” she replied, unable to say anything else.
Beside her, looking a little surprised, was the Japanese harbor pilot. But he said nothing as she took a deep breath and brought up the mental checklist of things she had to do in order to safely get the Seawolf from pier side and out to sea. “Communications check, gentlemen,” Kristen ordered in — what she hoped — was her most professional and confident tone.
“Communications check, aye, ma’am,” Reynolds and Collins echoed automatically.
The complete checklist for getting underway was imbedded in her memory, and she went down it with strict obedience to regulations well aware that if she made a mistake, embarrassment would be the least of her concerns. But forty-five minutes later, the Seawolf had been gently nudged away from the wharf and was in the channel with the tugboats nearby and awaiting further instructions if she felt it necessary. The entire evolution had been nearly flawless, except for an urgent course correction to deal with an unexpected drift caused by a sudden change in the current she hadn’t anticipated. The entire procedure had been almost routine, but for the fact that she was a lieutenant junior grade and didn’t have her dolphins yet.
The nervousness she’d first felt upon his order to take control had been replaced by pure exhilaration as she found herself deftly handling the nine thousand ton killing machine as they headed toward open water. The sea state was low and they were moving with the current, making her task significantly easier. But even though things had gone well, she’d been surprised that Brodie had never so much as raised an eyebrow to question or countermand any of her orders. It had been incredibly bold of him. But after seeing the way Reynolds and Collins had reacted to his order for her to take command, she realized this wasn’t the first time he’d turned the reins over to a junior officer for what was — in Kristen’s case — the thrill of a lifetime.
As she stood on the sail behind the bridge, with the crisp salt air and chill wind in her face and the bulk of the submarine rocking gently beneath her, Kristen couldn’t help but wish the moment would never end. She had dreamed of this. She had worked for this. She’d fought for this, but she had never truly thought she would get this far. She imagined her sense of accomplishment was similar to those mountain climbers who reached the summit of Everest, and she relished the feeling. Unfortunately, despite her desire to stay on the sail forever, the Seawolf was a creature of the deep and didn’t belong on the surface. As they headed into deep water, she knew her time had run out.
“All right, Danny. Break down the railing,” she ordered Martin who was also on lookout duty on the sail. He immediately began breaking down the safety rail set up on the sail.
Kristen took a seat on the sail next to Brodie, where she would be out of the way. She immediately realized why he normally sat there. The view was exceptional, and while seated she was far less likely to fall overboard. Once the railings were broken down and the Seawolf was prepared to submerge, she secured the other watches and deck crews, then waited for Brodie to once more take command.
Except he didn’t.
Instead of ordering everyone below and taking the Seawolf under the waves as she expected, Brodie was quite content to stay on the surface a little longer which was unusual but also fine with her. Kristen slipped back down to the bridge, having enjoyed the view from the sail but finding his close proximity a bit unsettling. Since the night of the incident at the officers’ club, she’d managed to suppress all her emotions regarding him, but didn’t want to push it. She hazarded a glance at him, but Brodie continued to sit calmly on the sail, looking out to sea, and showing no sign of wanting to submerge as the Seawolf headed toward the Tsushima Straits.
Kristen continued to wait, quietly taking in the view. But as the minutes turned into an hour, she kept wondering when Brodie would order everyone below. But he didn’t, and with each tick of the clock the fact they weren’t submerging became more and more unusual. “Should we prepare to clear the bridge, Captain?” Kristen finally asked, wondering why they’d stayed on the surface so long.
Brodie checked his wristwatch before answering, “Not yet.” He then added, “Just relax and enjoy the view, Lieutenant.”
Kristen watched him for a brief moment. He looked so relaxed, so utterly content it wasn’t difficult to imagine him sitting in a comfortable lawn chair, looking out over the Pacific from a porch he’d yet to build alongside the house that was still just an unrealized dream on the land she now knew he owned. It was clear to her, given the chance, he would stay on the sail for the rest of his life.
She took his advice and turned her own attention back to the sea around them, enjoying the chill breeze on her skin and wishing they might stay on the surface to watch the sun go down in a couple of hours. But they’d entered ever deepening water, and the Seawolf certainly wouldn’t stay on the surface much longer.
A thermos of coffee was delivered up to the bridge for the watch standers as well as a small thermos of tea for her. She gripped the steaming cup, warming her numb fingers. Reynolds and Collins were apparently not as excited as she about being on the bridge in the chill wind coming into the channel from the Sea of Japan. “Sir, should we begin securing the communications equipment?” Reynolds asked, clearly cold and realizing they could submerge at any moment.
Brodie didn’t immediately answer. She thought she saw a brief moment of sadness in his eyes. The image of him sitting there on the sail, where she knew he was happiest, and yet seeing a hint of sadness troubled her. Then she remembered that this would likely be his last patrol, and these rare moments were rapidly running out for him.
Despite what was probably a desire to stay on the bridge, he nodded. “Very well, boys,” he told the two communications men, who clearly weren’t needed any more. “Prepare to clear the bridge.”
“Prepare to clear the bridge, aye.” Collins and Reynolds responded immediately and broke down the various pieces of communications equipment as well as the windscreen. Once all was stored below, they requested permission to leave the bridge and Brodie simply nodded. The two enlisted men went below, leaving the two officers behind on the bridge.
She looked off to the west, watching the sun still well above the horizon. Kristen expected she would have to go below soon and felt the desire to hold onto the moment a little longer. She then heard him slip off the sail. It was time to go below and return to the forty-foot diameter steel tube that made up their world. She turned toward him, expecting to see him directing her down; instead, he assumed a position on the bridge beside her, relaxing against the starboard side, his right arm propped up on the edge of the sail and a cup of coffee in his left hand. He didn’t look like he was going anywhere anytime soon.
Kristen almost asked why they were staying on the surface but stopped herself. She didn’t really care why. Instead — for once in her life — she ignored the procedures, along with the consequences, and just enjoyed the moment. She knew better than to think he was just up here enjoying the view. He had a reason to stay on the surface longer than needed. Everyone said he always had a reason for everything he did, and she knew he must have one for this, too.
She remembered the stories her father told her about being at sea, and how much he’d loved it. They were her oldest conscious memories and all she had left of her father. She recalled his descriptions of being on the bridge and watching a sunrise while cruising on the surface in the middle of the ocean. His love of the sea was imparted to her almost from birth.
“Are you getting cold?” Brodie asked, interrupting her reminiscence.
Kristen’s parka was no longer keeping out the frigid cold and biting wind, but she didn’t want to complain. “I’m fine, Captain.”
She feared if he knew she was cold he would send her below and the moment would be lost forever. But, Kristen was rewarded with a gentle nod of his shaggy head. She turned her attention back toward the west. She secretly glanced at him every few minutes as they continued on their course, but she saw no indication he was inclined to go below and submerge the ship.
They were now well out to sea with several hundred feet of water beneath them. The islands of Japan were hazy memories on the horizon, and the only sounds she heard were the wind and the water rushing over the hull and crashing against the sail. He said nothing and it seemed fitting to her to stay quiet as well. It felt almost sacrilegious to disturb the immense beauty now surrounding them.
He moved slightly and she turned, once more expecting the order to go below. Instead, he simply lifted his hand microphone and spoke to the control room below and ordered a course change to the north toward the Sea of Japan.
The setting sun was now on their portside, the side of the bridge where Kristen was, and she couldn’t help putting her back to him and watching the sun as it began its dive into the horizon. She had no idea why they were still on the surface but wasn’t about to complain. She watched as the last glimpse of the sun slowly dipped below the horizon, leaving the fiery orange horizon as a backdrop. She exhaled deeply and turned her attention back to where they were going, wiping at a lock of hair misplaced by the wind. It was then she realized he was watching her. Kristen turned her head toward him. “Sir?”
“I was just thinking, Lieutenant.”
Kristen wished he would call her “Kris” again. They were all alone and no one else would ever know. But as quickly as she considered this, she cursed her foolishness. If she were going to stay on board, she had to stop thinking about him. But it was hard. The rapidly advancing night had now cast his face in shadow, and she could no longer see his eyes, but she could feel them looking at her.
“I don’t imagine you’d be willing to share those thoughts, sir?”
Brodie smiled in the dim light. “Some of them perhaps,” he said whimsically and then explained, “I wanted to apologize for the other night.”
Kristen dismissed the apology as unnecessary with a brief shake of her head. “You have nothing to apologize for, Captain. On the contrary, I wanted to thank you,” she added as she motioned toward his hands. “I’m sorry you hurt your hands.”
Brodie’s shoulders lifted in light laughter as he glanced down at his scarred knuckles. “Bastard had a head like an anvil.”
Kristen chuckled, too. “I guess you’d know.”
“Spike’s always telling me to go for the body and stay away from the head,” Brodie explained, saying more in ten seconds than he’d said in the last four hours. “I guess I oughta listen to him more.”
“He’s a good man,” Kristen agreed. Then, not sure why, she asked, “What happened, sir?”
“Lieutenant?” Brodie asked, a bit surprised by the question.
“I…” she paused and then explained, “I meant, I was a little surprised by your reaction.”
Brodie nodded and then said softly, “We all have our demons, Lieutenant. Some of us just aren’t as good at hiding them as others.”
Kristen briefly saw an image of her father, lying in the bathtub of his apartment and felt the same terrible sickness that always accompanied the image. The perfect memory so many people admired was her secret curse. Silence once more engulfed them, and Kristen found herself filled with questions for him. But the walls of etiquette between them were as strong as ever.
Thus she was surprised when she heard a voice ask, “What are yours, Sean?” The sound of her voice startled her. It was as if someone else had asked the question.
Brodie’s head turned slightly back toward the bow. She caught a glimpse of his face in the lingering light. His eyes narrowed and his square jaw tensed slightly. It was clearly something he didn’t talk about; something deep within him he kept hidden away. She could almost feel the struggle within him.
“I’m sorry,” she offered, “it’s none of my business, sir.”
For the next few minutes, the wind and the sea were the only sounds reaching her ears. She regretted saying anything to him now, feeling she’d overstepped the line between them. But then he spoke, his voice calm as it normally was, but at the same time it sounded almost distant, as if he were somewhere far away. His face was shrouded in darkness except for his eyes which were still visible as he stared out into apparent nothingness. “My old man,” he told her, “was an oilrig worker. A roughneck, if you know the meaning.” Brodie glanced at her. She nodded without comment. “He’d go into the oil fields for weeks at a time and when he finally came home his favorite pastime, when he wasn’t swilling beer, was using my mother as a punching bag.”
Kristen could hear the pain lingering even now after so many years. His distant, almost ghostly voice continued, “By the time I was in junior high school he’d learned better than to do it in front of me. But every now and then I’d come home from ball practice and find her banged up pretty bad and him long gone.”
Kristen could feel physical pain within her as he told the story, empathizing with him, and wishing she could take some of his pain away. Without his saying it, she knew he was sharing a particular memory from his past he’d never shared with anyone else.
“One afternoon, I came home late. He’d been there. I guess there wasn’t enough beer in the fridge or some other foolish thing. Well, he’d beaten her so badly she was never the same.” Brodie paused for a few seconds, and she could almost feel him struggling to keep his emotions in check. He took a deep cleansing breath to calm himself before resuming. “She spent a few weeks in the hospital, but they said he’d caused some sort of cerebral something or other and after then it was just a matter of time.” He cleared his own throat and finished, “I lost her a year later during my first semester at the Academy.”
“I’m sorry.” Kristen could think of nothing more useful to say. Given a different time and place, she might have embraced him, willing him to lean on her. But that option was not available to her, despite how she felt. The walls of etiquette that they’d briefly allowed to slip between them had been rebuilt and she would not allow them to slip again. She’d convinced herself it was the best thing, the logical thing to do.
Brodie shrugged his shoulders and looked toward her, ending his tale with a perfunctory, “Anyway, I guess in too many ways I’m a lot like him.”
Kristen stood stoically, ignoring the chill wind and aghast at the glib way he compared himself to his wife-beating brute of a father. She carefully formed her words, trying to hide her emotions, “You,” she began sternly but paused as her voice cracked slightly. She felt her anger growing, and she forced calmness she didn’t feel into her voice. “You are nothing like that.” She swallowed her anger and allowed her sympathy to replace it. “Please don’t even think it for one second.”
Brodie didn’t appear to believe her, but he said no more about it, concluding a few moments later with simply saying, “Well, that’s my demon. I live with it every day and do my best to keep it locked away.”
Kristen heard his statement, but also heard a gentle invitation as well.
She’d never spoken about her father to anyone, not even the counselors who’d stayed with her until her mother came and got her after his death. Grief counselors and two different psychiatrists had tried to get her to talk about the event, hoping that through talking and venting her emotions of the terrible night, she might be able to find some release from the horrific images plaguing her. But no one had ever heard a word pass her lips regarding the long night when she’d sat calmly in the bathroom with her father’s body.
Could she tell him? Could she dare bare her soul to anyone? Even him?
No!
But no sooner had she determined she would stay silent about the subject, she heard herself speak, “My dad,” she whispered softly, “was a great guy.” It was a strange sensation as a part of her she had denied for too long began speaking. It was as if the rest of her was just an unwilling participant. “He took me sailing, hiking, backpacking; we did everything together whenever he was in port. He took me on base and gave me tours of whatever submarine he was stationed on. Some of my earliest memories are playing with some of his fellow shipmates on board. He was just wonderful.” She turned her face to the breeze, feeling it might somehow cleanse her of the grief and pain she’d carried for so long. “He was a chief petty officer and was gone a lot, and I guess the few months a year my mother had with him weren’t enough for her.”
Brodie watched her in the darkness. His sharp eyes upon her normally unsettled her, but she no longer felt the piercing gaze she’d always found so debilitating. “He came home from an Atlantic patrol and found out that my mother had left him.” Kristen paused for a moment, remembering the utter devastation on her father’s face when he learned his wife had deserted him. “I was staying with him for a couple weeks while they were going through the divorce. I knew my dad was hurting, but I didn’t know how to fix it. I thought it was my fault they were breaking up and really didn’t understand it… I mean, I always thought marriage was this permanent thing and parents stayed together forever. But I guess my mother didn’t quite see it that way.”
There was another long pause. She looked off into the black night, remembering every detail of the event as if it had just happened. Brodie said nothing, nor did he move. It was as if she weren’t even aware of him any longer as her soft, distant voice continued to speak to the wind. “I’d been at one of those day camps. You know the type where they have activities and swimming for the kids while their parents are at work during the summer.” Kristen hesitated as she felt the anguish rising up within her and the pain washing over her. But unlike the past, she didn’t fight it. She let the pain and anguish come. Her voiced cracked as she resumed, “I came home and saw my father’s car in the driveway and knew he was home. But when I came in the house and called to him… he didn’t answer.”
She could feel the same sense of loss come over her, the same feeling of confusion and fear, the sense of total loneliness she’d experienced on the terrible day so many years earlier. “I could smell something,” her voice was now barely audible, “a sickening, strange, metallic odor. It was like nothing I’d ever smelled before. It filled every room in the house.”
Kristen paused again, her thoughts remembering every detail of each room, seeing his lunch pail in the kitchen, a briefcase, a note on the kitchen table telling her he was sorry. “Then I went into his bathroom and found him…” she closed her eyes tight, trying to blot out the images flooding her thoughts. They were still too real, too painful.
She felt the gentle hands touch her side tentatively, and she leaned forward into the arms she longed to feel around her. Kristen felt the cold fabric of his foul weather jacket. The jacket was not zipped — he never zipped it up — and her head found the warmth of his uniform beneath as his arms enfolded her. She could feel the awesome strength lying just beneath the fabric of his uniform. But the raw power she’d seen unleashed on Fitzgerald was now just incredible tenderness encircling her with the promise of her never having to feel alone again.
Kristen felt her insides splitting open as the grief, the pain, and the sadness she’d always kept bottled up finally burst forth. And with the sudden outpouring of grief, the tears she didn’t think she could shed came in a seemingly endless flood. But along with the outpouring of pain for her father, came the rest of the emotional baggage she’d kept damned up for nineteen years. Raw memories of her mother drinking and leaving her alone for days on end, more recollections of being ostracized as a teenager because she was weird and unattractive, more tears for the torturous and painful years she’d spent fighting what felt like the whole world to serve her nation. Grief and shame for Chief Grogan and Alvarez, whom she’d left behind in North Korea. Their families wouldn’t even have bodies to bury. Two decades worth of bottled up pain and suppressed emotion came out in a great torrent.
Kristen trembled slightly as his arms held her gently. “He was just lying there,” she cried, “still in his uniform and staring at me.” She trembled as she struggled even now to make sense of it.
“Go ahead, Kris,” he offered warmly, “let it out. Just let it all out.”
“Why?” Kristen asked, her hands on Brodie’s chest. “I kept asking him why he did it. I wanted to know what I had done wrong. How had I made him so mad he would hurt me like that? I begged him to tell me, but he just stared at me all night…”
Kristen felt a gentle shudder in the man holding her and felt his arms tighten slightly, rocking her gently. “It wasn’t you,” he whispered understandingly. “It wasn’t you.”
Kristen cried into his chest until she felt there couldn’t possibly be any tears left in the whole world. But with each tear shed, she could feel her father’s memory releasing her from her self-imposed obligation to be good enough for him. Her whole life had been about trying to make up for what she’d failed to do to please him. She’d been forced to be the best. She had to not just be in the Navy but go to Annapolis. She simply couldn’t graduate or finish near the top, she had to be number one. She couldn’t simply serve, but she had to do the one thing she couldn’t do: be in the submarines he’d loved. She couldn’t let anything stop her from proving to her long-gone father she was deserving of his love.
How long the tears flowed she wasn’t certain, but he held her as the years of pent up emotion were released and with it the guilt for something she’d never done. Slowly the tears stopped and a blessed peace came over her. Only like no peace she’d ever imagined. She was finally free. Free of the self-doubt that ruled her life. Free of the constant need to prove herself worthy of a father’s love she’d never lost. The pain, the remorse, the regrets of so many years sacrificed no longer plagued her. She had cried it all away. She hadn’t realized the weight she’d been carrying until she was finally free of it.
She wanted to stay on the bridge with him forever. She wanted to ignore the rest of the world, to ignore their duty, ignore everything but him. She didn’t want to let go. She never wanted to let go. Her head rested against his chest as comfort she’d never believed possible engulfed her, filling her and chasing the demons away. But, the fantasy was one they couldn’t embrace. Kristen reluctantly moved her hands away from his chest, and as she did, he released her and slipped a clean handkerchief into her hands.
Kristen stepped back, feeling the cold walls of the bridge behind her and the icy wind against her face. The same errant lock of hair swept across her face, and she brushed it aside with one hand as she looked across the few feet separating her from the dark silhouette facing her. She briefly considered telling him what he’d come to mean to her. But although the physical distance between them was less than four feet, the chasm existing between who they were felt larger than ever.
Kristen loved him, but the love came at a terrible price. She could see him, she could be around him, she might briefly brush against him and catch his scent. But there would be — could be — nothing more.
“They’re going to think we fell overboard,” she muttered softly as she wiped her eyes free of tears. The brief, precious moment they’d shared passed. Whatever fantasy world she might desire was pushed aside by the cruel reality of their situation.
He didn’t reply. Instead, he gave an understanding nod of his head. He then knelt down and lifted the hatch for her. Kristen saw the red glow of the tunnel and stepped toward it, bending down to the hatch.
“Watch your step, Lieutenant,” his voice was once again as cold and professional as it had been the first day they met.
“Yes, sir,” she replied dutifully.

Chapter Nine

K-335 Gerpa, Sea of Japan
Senior Captain Andre Konolov was puzzled. He’d spent his adult life studying American submarine tactics. He knew their ships and senior officers. He’d read everything the Russian Navy had on their operations, and he was considered an expert on everything involving American submarine operations.
As captain of the Gerpa, the only Akula III class submarine yet built, Konolov had much to be proud of. His submarine was — in his opinion — the finest yet built by the Russian Navy and, he believed, capable of handling anything the Americans might throw his way. It was because of this fact that he was here. His boat had been dispatched to the Sea of Japan as part of the major deployment by Russian submarine forces around the globe. But unlike most of those submarines, his mission was more than quiet observation.
The Gerpa was here because the Seawolf was here.
Russian intelligence had reported the Seawolf’s presence when she’d arrived in Sasebo over a week earlier carrying a heavily damaged Dry Deck Shelter. The Gerpa had been redirected from her patrol area in the Sea of Japan to shadow the Seawolf when she left Sasebo. They’d waited patiently for the American boat to emerge, and he’d spied her hull number earlier in the day and began his careful pursuit. The challenge of taking on the American was one he welcomed. He knew the Seawolf’s characteristics and had even read an intelligence report on the American captain. A bit eccentric, Konolov considered the American commander to be like a cowboy in the American movies — a bit reckless. But the boat, like the captain, was considered the best the American Navy had, and Konolov was anxious for the encounter to test himself against the best. Regardless, Konolov was supremely confident in his boat and crew. He had the advantage of surprise, and was determined to latch onto the Seawolf’s acoustic signature and not let her go. He’d anticipated every move and planned his countermoves far ahead and had been certain he was ready for whatever the American tried.
But then he’d watched and listened, quietly shadowing the American boat, as it moved steadily westward into the Strait of Tsushima before entering the Sea of Japan, never submerging. There was nothing in the textbooks that offered a precedent. Normally, American submarines submerged once far enough off shore to do so safely. It was only logical since modern submarines weren’t designed for travelling on the surface, so the Seawolf’s activities caught him off guard.
A puzzle to be certain, and he didn’t like it.
His boat was operating deep and in ultra-quiet mode. No unnecessary personnel were up and moving about. Men on duty moved in their stocking feet to eliminate the sound of their boots on the deck. All hatches were closed, and there was no movement between the compartments. He’d taken every possible measure to make his submarine as quiet as possible, knowing the Seawolf was — quite probably — the most capable submarine the Americans had ever made.
“What do you think, Captain?” his executive officer whispered quietly.
They’d received an intelligence report about the Seawolf having been damaged in an “incident” off the North Korean shore, but while observing the American through his periscope, he’d seen no sign of damage. Konolov shook his head thoughtfully, wishing he knew why the Seawolf was still riding on the surface. It made no sense, even if it did make his job easier. Riding on the surface as she was, the Seawolf was only too easy to keep track of. “Strange,” he admitted softly, aware that every sound could potentially give his boat’s position away. “Very strange.”
“Maybe she can’t submerge?” his XO asked foolishly. “You know, because of damage, maybe she’s heading home.”
“If she were going home, she wouldn’t be heading into the Sea of Japan,” Konolov answered simply, “Besides, if she were so badly damaged she couldn’t submerge, they never would have let her leave port.” He shook his head thoughtfully.
“Then what?” his XO asked in annoyance. He, too, didn’t like the riddle.
“I don’t know.”

Chapter Ten

Control Room, USS Seawolf
“Lieutenant Whitaker down,” Kristen reported as she stepped off the ladder from the bridge. She glanced about self-consciously, expecting everyone to be staring at her and wondering what she and the captain had been doing alone together for so long on the sail. But other than the officer of the deck making an entry in the log indicating she was back inside the pressure hull, no one seemed to notice. She removed her foul weather gear then glanced at the ladder, expecting to see Brodie appear right behind her.
But there was no sign of him. Kristen stowed her gear, but then lingered in the control room, a bit uncomfortable leaving him alone on the bridge by himself.
What if he wanted to talk to you some more, you idiot? What if he thinks you don’t want to be around him?
The thought he might hurt himself never crossed her mind, but she wanted to make certain he made it down safely before going forward.
“Here you go, Miss,” Gibbs said as he delivered a cup of tea. He’d also brought coffee and sandwiches for COB and Graves who’d been in the control room all day. Graves glanced at the ladder leading to the bridge, and she could see he was a bit concerned.
“Thank you, Mister Gibbs,” Kristen told the steward and then asked the XO, “Sir, maybe I should go back up on the bridge until the captain is ready to come down?”
Kristen saw a dark expression of worry on Graves’ face as he looked up toward the sail. For a moment, she thought he would agree with her. But then he shook his head. “No, he’ll be down soon enough.”
Kristen and Gibbs lingered nearly a full hour with no sign of Brodie. She was becoming concerned, but then the sound of the pressure hull being sealed reached the control room and a few moments later, Brodie arrived.
“Captain’s off the bridge,” he said simply as he appeared.
Kristen didn’t know just why he’d stayed at the surface so long, or why he’d remained on the bridge alone for the past hour. He’d violated just about every standard operating procedure since leaving Sasebo. But, as he stepped onto the periscope platform his expression was all business. Kristen saw his cold expression — the deadly serious eyes — and realized whatever part of him she’d been with on the bridge an hour earlier was now gone. He was once more the steady sea captain.
Brodie looked through the Rig for Dive Status book to make certain all compartments had been checked and reported their readiness to submerge. Brodie then glanced at Ryan Walcott. “Ryan, do you have a solid position fix?”
“Aye, Captain,” the navigation officer replied. “We’ve passed through the Tsushima Straits and are entering the Sea of Japan.”
Brodie turned back toward the control center where COB was standing by expecting to dive the boat at any moment as he’d been for several hours. Brodie pulled down a microphone. “Sonar this is Brodie, any contacts?”
Kristen watched, sensing there was a reason for Brodie’s sudden seriousness. Certainly he was not concerned about being attacked. The Seawolf had been on the surface for half the day and would have been photographed by several spy satellites, plus numerous small boats including what Chief Miller reported as a Russian surveillance ship in the area. All would have seen the submarine riding on the surface.
“A Russkie picked us up when we came out of Sasebo and has been keeping us in radar range ever since,” Miller reported.
“What’s a Russian doing out here?” Graves asked Brodie.
Brodie hung up the microphone and whispered to his friend with an amused smile, “I guess the news that the Cold War was over was a bit premature.” Brodie raised the scope and did a quick turn in preparation for submerging the ship, then snapped the handles up and spoke to Terry, who was on duty in the control room, “Officer of the deck, submerge the ship.”
Terry responded as he turned to COB, “Submerge the ship, aye, sir.” Terry then addressed COB, “Diving officer, submerge the ship.”
COB depressed the microphone button on the 1MC. “Dive, dive, dive,” he announced and then sounded the dive alarm, followed by another announcement, “Dive, dive.” COB’s hands were already running over the ballast control panel and Kristen heard the ballast tanks opening forward and knew they were also opening aft as well.
Seawater rushed into the main ballast tanks, making the boat heavier at the same time Brodie fed instructions to Terry, “Ten degrees down angle on all planes. Diving officer make your depth six-zero feet.” His commands were immediately echoed as he again pulled the microphone down from the overhead. “Sonar, this is Brodie, report all new contacts.”
There was a short pause before Miller reported three more submerged contacts, “They are all at a pretty good distance, Captain. We should be able to lose them no sweat.”
Brodie returned the microphone to the overhead and thus far he’d not even glanced her way once. But she felt she was clearly missing something. They’d stayed on the surface long enough to be noticed by anyone with even a passing interest in where they were heading, and he hadn’t seemed to care in the least. But now, the possibility they were being followed had become his main concern.
None of it really made sense to her, but she trusted him implicitly and knew he had a reason. Their lengthy stay on the surface had not been so the two of them could watch the sun go down, she was sure of it. He’d kept the Seawolf exposed on the surface with a specific purpose in mind. Brodie checked with the radio room who reported multiple search radars on the surface.
“How many?” Brodie asked. “What’s their bearing and wavelength.”
The information was reported and Kristen watched Brodie and Ryan Walcott plot the bearings on a chart. Meanwhile, COB made some fine adjustments to the trim tanks, making the boat perfectly level prior to diving any further. At the same time, Graves focused on having each compartment checked for any unexpected trouble before they risked going deeper.
Kristen waited calmly out of the way, watching, learning, and admiring the way Brodie managed everything in the control room with apparent ease, processing the mass of information coming from the boat’s sensors and his officers. Again he called the sound room, “Sonar, this is Brodie. I need an oceanographic report.” Kristen knew this meant he wanted a report on the water around the boat including thermoclines, increasing or decreasing salinity levels, and ocean currents at various depths.
“Skipper, we’ve got a thermocline at four hundred feet and another at six hundred, over,” Miller reported.
Kristen could feel the unease growing in the control room. Just a few minutes earlier everyone had simply been puzzled about the reason for staying on the surface for so long. Now everyone realized their captain knew something none of them were yet privy to.
Brodie finally glanced at Kristen, his expression hard; the same uncompromising mask he always wore in the control center. He tapped his right ear with his hand and then pointed her toward the sonar shack. Kristen understood what he wanted and moved forward. As she did so, Brodie ordered the towed array reeled out.
Throughout the boat, men were going on about their daily routine, unaware that something ominous was at hand. She reached the sound room and quietly entered.
“Good evening, Lieutenant,” Miller welcomed her curiously. “What can I do for you?” He mopped his sweaty brow, his skin clammy and perhaps a little paler than usual.
“The captain would like me to have a listen, Senior Chief,” she answered easily, aware that the sonar shack was still an enlisted man’s domain, and she would always be an interloper. But to her surprise, Miller didn’t offer any sign of displeasure at having her arrive in his kingdom. Instead, he winced slightly at some indigestion then snapped his fingers at the sailor manning the spectrum analyzer.
“Step aside, Anderson,” he ordered. “Let the lady have a seat.”
Kristen slipped past the Chief, noticing the food stains on his belly and smelling the chilidog-flavored belch he let out. She wrinkled her nose slightly as she took a seat at the spectrum analyzer. She made some adjustments to the equipment, having no idea what Brodie was looking for or expected her to hear. She then heard his voice over the 1MC, “Rig the ship for ultra-quiet.”
The current sonar watch team hadn’t worked with her before, but they were just as curious about what was going on as she was. Then the submarine began to dive slowly as they reduced speed. Normally the boat’s quiet speed was twenty knots, but Brodie ordered a speed reduction to five knots. At such a speed the Seawolf was quieter than the natural ocean sounds around her. But it also caused the towed sonar array to angle down sharply, sinking significantly lower than the Seawolf.
They leveled off at three hundred and fifty feet. At that depth, the lengthy towed array actually dipped below the thermocline at four hundred feet, and she realized this was his plan all along. He wanted to know what was happening beneath them. The thermocline below reflected noise energy and could potentially hide a submarine trailing them. Of course, why Brodie suspected a submarine might be following them she had no idea.
Kristen refined her search, focusing her entire system on the towed array as the Seawolf leveled off. She had to wait a few minutes for the lengthy towed array, now trailing them by nearly a mile, to sink below the thermocline. Kristen closed her eyes, concentrating, clearing her mind of every distraction and focused all of her significant mental energy on the sound in her headphones.
Chief Miller grimaced slightly and pounded his chest lightly to get out another burp. Kristen glanced over her shoulder and held a finger to her lips, “Shh!”
Several other sonarmen cringed, expecting Miller to reply with an angry retort to the “Nub.” Instead, he offered an apologetic hand wave. “Sorry,” he whispered.
Kristen listened intently, her fingertips gently moving the joystick to focus on a different bearing, sweeping ever so gently back and forth across the Seawolf’s baffles. Kristen felt the eyes of Miller on her, and she could sense his bulk standing just behind her. She ignored him, focusing her attention on her scan.
“Submerged contact, bearing one-eight-seven,” she announced abruptly as she heard what she took to be cooling pump noises. She glanced at Miller, half expecting him to argue, but instead, he immediately reported the contact to the bridge.
“Con, sonar. Submerged contact on the towed array, bearing one-eight-seven. Designate contact as Sierra Nine, over.”
The other sonar operators turned their attention to the bearing she’d reported. Kristen made a few fine adjustments and reported, “He’s below the thermocline. Faint plant noises…”
Miller checked the printer, expecting it to spit out a contact report at any moment, but it stayed silent as the other operators searched. One of the other operators nodded his head, hearing the noise. “I got something on the same bearing, definitely a submerged contact in our baffles, Chief.”
Kristen realized none of this could possibly be coincidental. Brodie had known they were being followed. The question she couldn’t answer was why he’d allowed their tail to stick around this long. He could’ve submerged hours earlier and shaken off the trailing submarine then. She leaned forward, as if willing the hydrophones to give her more information, then turned and reported, “Sierra Nine has seven blades, classify target as Akula fast-attack boat.”
“A fucking Akula?” Miller asked in disbelief and checked the printer. Thus far the computer had been unable to do much more than verify the trailing contact. “Are you certain?”
Kristen turned back to her console and nodded. “Yes, I’m certain.” She bristled slightly at the realization he still doubted her. But a moment later the computer finally finished classifying the target, and she heard the printer come to life.
A few seconds later, after the computer had verified her conclusion, he reported the contact to the control room. “Con sonar, classify Sierra Nine as Akula III Russian fast-attack boat, range about two thousand yards. Contact is below the thermocline.”
“Con, sonar,” Kristen heard Brodie. “Keep your ears open, we’re coming around. Let me know what he does.”
“Aye, Skipper,” Miller replied and leaned over her. “Stay on him, Lieutenant,” he whispered.
Kristen wrinkled her nose at the pong of chilidogs and cigarettes, but she put her disdain aside as the Seawolf began a slow turn to starboard. The faint sound was intermittent now as the towed array swung around slowly. Just how Brodie knew there would be an Akula stalking them, Kristen could only guess, but this was clearly no coincidence.
The Akula III was the latest and deadliest Russian fast-attack boat with a thick double hull even a MK-48 ADCAP would have a hard time penetrating. The CIA had reported the sale of three Akula IIs to India a year earlier. But she’d seen recent reports that the Russians, even though the submarines had been built for the Indian Navy, pulled out of the deal at the last minute. Since then, the CIA had released no new information Kristen was aware of indicating where the three submarines had ended up.
Kristen lost the Russian, then picked him up a minute later and nodded her head in confirmation of the earlier report. “He’s definitely an Akula,” she reported confidently. “Classic plant noises.”
The three sonar operators looked at one another as if she might be joking, and one asked, “Just what is a ‘classic’ Akula plant noise, Miss?”
Kristen answered without looking over at them. “Starting with their Akula II boats, the Russians started using a 190 Megawatt OK-650B pressurized reactor with liquid metal instead of water to transfer the reactor heat to the steam turbines. The liquid metal allows for extreme reactor temperatures, although it’s a bit unstable by our standards. Anyway, this increased heat requires powerful cooling pumps.” She glanced over at them briefly, finishing the lesson. “The water being pushed by those pumps was the loud flushing sound we heard.”
One of the sonar men leaned next to his companion beside him and whispered softly so no one would hear him, “Did she just make that up?”
The other man shrugged his shoulders, not certain.
They were both rewarded with gentle slaps on the back of their heads by Miller. “Get back to work you two,” he snapped. He then reported to Brodie that the Akula III following them had not detected the Seawolf’s turn.
“Just the same, keep your ears on,” Brodie ordered. “I’m taking her down, Chief.”
* * *
The Seawolf was now moving south in the same direction they’d come from, and for the next two hours Brodie conducted a methodical sensor search of the entire area around the submarine, making certain they weren’t being followed. The boat moved through the depths, changing course constantly and following a straight and level course only long enough for the towed array to straighten out, the sonar shack to search the area, before repeating the entire evolution over again. Finally, after a lengthy detailed search, Brodie was satisfied, and the Seawolf settled on a course due south, away from the Sea of Japan where everyone had assumed they were heading.
The boat stayed on ultra-quiet operational status, and all off duty officers were summoned to the wardroom. Kristen, with a splitting headache after over two hours of supreme concentration, gave up her seat and slipped out of the sonar shack. She headed for the wardroom and ran into Charles Horner along the way. “What’s going on, Charlie?” Kristen whispered as they took a down ladder to the lower deck. As the communications officer, he saw virtually everything sent electronically to the Seawolf, so he always knew what was going on.
But not this time.
He shook his head. “I don’t have a clue. The captain was called to the communications center on Sasebo for three different classified teleconferences yesterday, and it was after those he came back with our sailing orders.”
Kristen knew it was useless to speculate, but one thing was certain — their purpose for staying on the surface for so long was to make everyone who might be keeping tabs on the Seawolf believe she was heading back to resume monitoring the Korean crisis. But for those now looking for the Seawolf in the Sea of Japan, they would be disappointed. They’d already passed back through the Tsushima Straits and were entering the East China Sea, moving further and further away from the crisis on the Korean Peninsula.
Kristen entered the wardroom and found that everyone else was just as puzzled as she. Before leaving port, they were told they were returning to the Sea of Japan. But now it was clear this had been disinformation for whatever spies were working against the Americans in Sasebo. Kristen came in, thanking Terry for holding her seat for her, and sat down as Gibbs entered with some hot coffee and tea.
The conversation around the table was devoted to speculation about where they were going. The reigning theory was the south coast of Hainan Island where the Chinese Navy had their underground submarine base. The US Navy had kept the comings and goings of the base under constant surveillance with at least one fast-attack boat always off the coast. Kristen preferred not to speculate, having never guessed the entire time she’d been on the sail with Brodie that it had all been part of an elaborate ruse.
The door opened and Brodie came in with the XO right behind him. Brodie was unusually abrupt and all business. There was no pleasant hello or any of his usual repartee. Instead, Graves clicked on the overhead projector while Brodie connected a laptop computer to the video port for the projector and interactive screen. Gibbs stepped out discreetly, apparently wise enough to know that whatever was about to be discussed was more information than he wanted. Kristen felt a sudden increase in the tension around the table as Brodie sat down and started the briefing with a large satellite image of the Sea of Japan and the Korean Peninsula.
“Okay, let’s get down to it,” Brodie began. “Currently in Japan or in the waters around Korea, there are three carrier battle groups, seven fast-attack boats, three guided missile boats, and two marine amphibious readiness groups.” So far he’d said nothing they didn’t already know. “This represents the greatest concentration of US Naval power anywhere in the world as of this moment. To achieve this massing of combat power, we’ve stripped forces from other theaters, sending carriers from the Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf to reinforce the Pacific Fleet.”
Brodie then gestured toward Kristen, but there was no hint of a smile or the slightest familiarity in his voice or eyes. “Thanks to our own Lieutenant Whitaker, the National Command Authority is now convinced this recent atomic saber rattling by the North Koreans has nothing to do with national pride or a desire to reunite the two Koreas. But is in fact a ploy to secure permanent energy concessions from the Russian Federation.” The map changed to a greater map of Asia, centered on Russia.
“It’s believed this entire façade was orchestrated by our Russian friends in order to draw our attention, as well as our carrier battle groups, away from somewhere else and force us to do exactly what we have done, leave the rest of our vital interests stripped of their normal naval support.” Brodie paused for a moment, letting everyone consider this possibility.
“Now, the information Lieutenant Whitaker was able to provide after her brief time with the late Dr. Dar-Hyun Choi, was corroborated by a CI working for the CIA in Kaliningrad. The CI has since been arrested by the Russian Federal Security Service, which is the latest name for our old friends the KGB…”
“Excuse me, sir?” Martin interrupted.
“Yes, Mister Martin?”
“What’s a CI?” Martin asked nervously.
“Confidential Informant.”
Brodie advanced to another image. It was a satellite photograph of a naval base. “For those of you youngsters who missed the Cold War, this is the Russian base at Polyarny, near Murmansk on the Barents Sea.” He directed their attention to several slender images of submarines tied up alongside the piers. “This image was taken a year ago and shows the majority of their submarine forces tied up and rusting alongside the wharf. It gives us a pretty good image of the various subs the Russians have built over the last thirty years.” Brodie then used his finger to direct their attention toward several different types of Soviet Era submarines. “We’ve got a smattering of about everything they ever built here. There are some old Echoes, Deltas, a handful of Oscar guided missile boats, as well as some old Sierra flight Ones and Twos.”
The XO advanced the slide and they saw the same view a few days later, “This image was taken from another KH-12 Ikon surveillance satellite during an over flight less than a month after the previous image.” He directed their attention to a series of piers, previously empty, now filled with submarines. “Notice there was some repositioning here. We initially believed they were recycling some of their boats because these piers have been used to decommission and break up older Soviet Era boats.” Brodie signaled Graves who advanced the image once again.
The next image showed a close up of the pier Brodie had drawn their attention to. He then proceeded to point out various pieces of equipment and vehicles on the pier. “As you can see, these piers are swarming with activity which could be dismissed as the Russians decommissioning or stripping these boats prior to recycling except for two significant facts…” Brodie looked at everyone questioningly.
“Those aren’t old submarines,” Ski offered, his expression turning sour. “Those are Akulas and Typhoons.”
Brodie nodded toward his engineering officer. “Very good, Ski. Why on earth would they break up or decommission the latest technology when they have an entire yard of hulks less than a hundred yards away they need to dispose of before the reactor cores fall through the bottom of their rust-ridden hulls?”
Kristen adjusted her glasses slightly, feeling a sudden sinking feeling. Nothing Brodie said sounded very good, and she could see nothing to indicate this would get any better. “They were refitting them and getting them ready for sea,” she whispered thoughtfully, not even aware she’d spoken.
Brodie nodded in agreement. “That’s the conclusion the CIA and Naval Intelligence came to as well, Lieutenant. Except it took them about three months longer than you,” he replied grimly. “Similar activity has been observed in other yards including Vladivostok over the last twelve months. It indicates a resurrection of the Russian submarine forces with regard to readiness and activity.”
“What about their surface navy, sir?” Walcott asked. “Have they been refitting as well?”
Brodie shook his head. “Nope, their surface ships have been sitting pier side collecting dust and seagull crap just as they have for the last fifteen years with no sign of any change in status.” Brodie looked around the room and then added, “Also, there’s no indication the Russian Army has increased their activity either. Just their submarines.”
Kristen took a sip of her tea, watching him closely. She knew she would learn far more by how he reacted to the news, the inflection in his words, and the look on his face than by anything she might be shown from KH-12 spy satellite photograph. She’d come to trust him unconditionally with her deepest and most exclusive secrets and realized the gravity of the situation would be revealed more by his interpretation of the facts than by any black and white photographs.
Brodie nodded to Graves and another image appeared. This one was not quite as clear as the previous ones. Although taken by a satellite, the image was taken at an angle and showed what looked like a long building on the edge of the water.
“This is the Number Seven building at Polyarny,” Brodie told them and tapped the image, directing their attention to something ominous barely visible through the open doors of the building. “This is believed to be the Borei,” he told them. “Formerly known as Project 955. It’s the lead boat of a new class of boomers meant to replace their Typhoons.”
Andy Stahl interrupted, “Excuse me, sir. But I thought they cancelled the 955 program about ten years ago?”
“So did the NSA, the CIA, British Intelligence, and every other intelligence agency I can think of,” Brodie answered bluntly. “Apparently the Russians weren’t reading the same intelligence estimates we were,” he offered with sarcasm in his voice.
Again the image advanced to show the same building from a slightly different angle, except now the ominous looking bow section of the submarine was no longer visible.
“The 688 boat,” he explained referring to a Los Angeles class fast-attack submarine, “we had monitoring Polyarny reported the Borei launched nine months ago and moved to a covered fitting out wharf.”
Brodie signaled Graves who advanced the image again, and they saw a completely different image. It’d clearly been taken from a submarine periscope during a storm showing a hazy image riding low in the water, partially obscured by waves.
“The USS Albany took this photograph through its Type-18 periscope of the Borei coming out of Polyarny.” He turned his attention away from the image and looked at them ominously. “The Albany heard her coming out because of the ice breaker leading her and the usual noise associated with a boat riding on the surface. But once the Russian submerged the Albany lost her.” This was extremely unusual since the Los Angeles class submarines, although dated, were still considered finer than anything any other navy in the world possessed. “This image was taken seven weeks ago and the Borei has not been seen — or more importantly — heard from since.”
Kristen could feel the men in the room squirming uncomfortably in their seats. The Seawolf was a superior submarine to a Los Angeles class, but the differences was more in her armament, her size, diving depth, and other physical characteristics, not so much in her sonar systems. In this respect, the Seawolf was almost identical to a Los Angeles class boat.
“Since this photograph was taken, the NSA, Naval Intelligence, and every analyst we can find have studied the Albany’s digital recordings from the Borei’s sortie. No one has been able to pick up anything other than pack ice in the distance, the ice breaker moving away, and standard biologicals. No plant or pump noise, no blade sounds, no transients at all.” The uneasiness was increasing in the wardroom, infecting everyone.
Kristen nervously readjusted her eyeglasses. She didn’t like where this was leading.
Brodie allowed them to ponder the significance of a Russian boat simply disappearing right in front of an American sub. “For some time the Russian Federation has been selling off virtually anything on a cash and carry basis to just about anyone. They sold off their only aircraft carrier to China and were recently building Akula IIs for the Indian Navy. We don’t know if the Borei was part of this rummage sale and is now in someone else’s navy, or if it is quietly sitting under the Polar Ice cap. We aren’t even certain she has anything to do with whatever it is they are up to…”
“It doesn’t sound like we know a whole hell of a lot, Skipper,” Ryan Walcott pointed out.
Brodie nodded in agreement. “You’re exactly right, and I’m afraid the missing Borei is only part of the mystery.”
He again motioned to Graves, who advanced to the next image showing a different submarine yard and a boat tied up at a pier with several cranes alongside plus vans and workers moving back and forth. “This is Sevmash Predpriyatie boat yard at Severodvinsk in Archangel. It’s the old Soviet Union’s premier yard where all their Akulas were built.” He then pointed to the submarine in the photograph. “Photo intelligence analysts have been unable to determine what she is.”
The image changed to show a close up of the submarine, and Brodie proceeded to point out what could be gleaned about her hull from the image. “As you can see, this new design is somewhat longer than the Akulas by about thirty-five feet and is slightly more cylindrical.” He directed their attention to the bow where there were several open doors on top of the submarine. “We believe this is a vertical launch system for cruise missiles like on our Improved Los Angeles class, but other than this we have nothing on her.”
Kristen removed her glasses and wiped some nervous perspiration from around her eyes and brow. Others in the room were equally uncomfortable at the prospect of facing off against two entirely new classes of Russian submarines no one seemed to know anything about.
“Sir, what do we know about this boat, other than what she looks like?” Terry asked.
“We believe the Russians are calling her the Severodvinsk Class after the city where she was built, but her name is the Yuri Gagarin,” Brodie stated flatly. “That, plus the knowledge she’s been out of port twice for some short shakedown sorties into the Barents Sea and possibly work ups.”
The room was quiet, everyone thinking over all he’d said and wondering what the series of new Russian submarine developments meant. Graves brought up the next image. It showed the entire Polyarny yard once more. “This image was taken seven weeks ago.” It didn’t look any different to anyone, except for what appeared to be more activity on the docks. Brodie gave a brief nod to Graves and the image advanced.
“This picture was taken twenty-four hours later.”
Everyone leaned forward, and Kristen looked closely, squinting. “They’re all gone,” she offered.
Brodie didn’t reply, instead he motioned to Graves who advanced to the next image showing another Russian naval base. “Vladivostok,” Brodie said simply and then the image changed again. “Sevastopol.”
There was a long pause in the wardroom, and Kristen was fairly certain she could hear the heartbeats of several of her fellow officers. Everyone realized what they were seeing, but it was Ski who pointed it out. “All of their Akulas and Typhoons are at sea.”
Brodie nodded in agreement. “We’ve confirmed at least fifteen Akulas now at sea, plus six Typhoons. Not to mention the Borei and the Gagarin have both disappeared.”
“But surely our own boats have a handle on where some of these are?” Ski asked with concern.
Brodie took a seat as he replied, “We have 688 boats trailing all but one of the Typhoons, but we believe her to be under the Arctic ice pack. Of the fifteen Akulas, five have been tracked shadowing the Typhoons, three have been picked up in the Sea of Japan, and a British Trafalgar picked up two Akulas operating together in the Mediterranean.”
“That leaves five Akulas unaccounted for plus the two new boats,” Andy Stahl said thoughtfully. “It’s an awful big ocean, Captain. How’re we gonna find them?”
“Initially, it was believed this deployment was just the Russians increasing their own strategic readiness posture to match ours as we ramped up to face what we believed was a genuine North Korean threat. So we ignored them, assuming that once the Russians realized we were hunting North Koreans and not Bear they would return to port. But…”
It was now clear to everyone, that the Russians were up to something.
“Working off the premise that this whole Korean business is indeed a ruse, the National Command Authority is in the process of redeploying submerged and surface assets back to their normal patrol areas. But, with just about every battle group having burned out their shaft seals to get here in anticipation of a blow up on the Korean Peninsula, this redeployment is going to take longer than we would like. The Nimitz and her battle group will be out of action undergoing repairs for the next two weeks at least, and even then she’ll need several weeks to get back to the Persian Gulf.” He then added, “The George Washington is in Sasebo with a reactor issue they have to get straightened out before she can put to sea, and she might be down even longer than the Nimitz.”
He looked around the room, his eyes glimmering slightly, and it occurred to Kristen there might be a small part of him looking forward to the challenge ahead of them. “On both the Atlantic and Pacific coasts, there is a rush to get two more carrier battle groups up and out to sea, but this will take time and they still have to cross the ocean. So, until the surface heavies can be brought back into position, the Joint Chiefs are counting on our fast-attack boats to hold the line at several key choke points where we feel it’s most likely the Russians may pass through on their way to whatever mischief they’re looking to cause.” Brodie directed their attention to the screen and a satellite image of the Strait of Gibraltar appeared.
“Our British cousins are deploying two of their newest Astute class boats and an older Trafalgar class to patrol the critical Strait of Gibraltar covering the passage between the Atlantic and the Mediterranean.” Brodie paused as the image changed to show Southeast Asia.
“We have two 688s heading for the Singapore Straits hoping to pick up one or more of these rogue Russian subs passing through this narrow choke point between the Pacific and the Indian Ocean.”
The image changed to show the familiar shape of the Persian Gulf.
“The USS Virginia is currently sprinting across the Indian Ocean to the Persian Gulf and not far behind her are our British friends from the HMS Audacious. They’ll be keeping an eye on the Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz, monitoring the region for any threat to the oil tankers moving in and out of the Gulf.”
The slide changed to show the Red Sea.
“Another of our 688s is heading up from the southern tip of Africa to begin patrolling in and around the Red Sea. Again, to provide some cover for oil tankers transiting in and out of the Suez Canal.”
He took a seat and once everyone had digested what he’d said thus far, he proceeded, “It’s important to remember that all of this could just be precautionary, and we may end up splitting atoms and racing across the ocean for nothing. The JCS, the NCA, and the CIA don’t know anything concrete, so your guess is as good as any. But…” he offered and the word hung in the air over the table for a moment. The group of officers around the table had come to trust Brodie’s instincts, and his opinion mattered.
“But,” he repeated shaking his head, “the Russians are cash strapped. The only things they have left to sell are oil, natural gas, and a dwindling inventory of military equipment. For them to launch this kind of operation is unprecedented even by Cold War standards.” He hammered the table top with a finger, driving his point home. “There is no way this is some exercise, because they simply cannot sustain this type of operational tempo indefinitely.” He paused, going around the room, his eyes making contact with all of them. Kristen felt his gaze come to her but no longer felt uncomfortable with his eyes on her.
“The Russians are up to something big, and I’m afraid until the capital ships can get back in the fight, we’re the only ones out here who can respond to the threat.” His voice showed no hint of drama or false urgency. “My gut feeling is the Russians, having orchestrated this whole thing, know they have four to six weeks to finish whatever they’re planning before our carriers are back in their normal patrol areas.” He then concluded, “So, the clock is ticking.”
Kristen folded her arms in front of her on the table, thinking about the possibilities when Ryan asked, “Where are we headed, Skipper?”
Brodie pressed a button on the computer and a map appeared of the entire Indian Ocean. “We’ve been ordered to take up a position near the Maldives Island chain south of India. We’re basically in reserve and in a position to move east toward the Strait of Singapore, west toward the Red Sea or, if necessary, up and into the Persian Gulf. If any of the boats patrolling these areas become entangled in something they can’t handle, then we become the cavalry.”
“So, is this why we stayed on the surface for as long as we did, Skipper?” Ryan asked. “To make everyone thinks we were going into the Sea of Japan?”
“Our orders were to make certain we weren’t followed to the Indian Ocean,” he answered. “How we got any stragglers off our tail was up to me.”
Brodie changed the subject, returning to the mission ahead of them. “If the Russians could gain control of any of these strategic choke points and restrict the trade flowing through them for even a short period of time, the effects on the Western World’s economies would be catastrophic. We could be forced to negotiate with them simply out of necessity.” He then redirected their thoughts back to what they knew. “But we can’t afford to waste time speculating about what they might be up to; we have to prepare for the possibility of meeting one, some, or all of these boats in a real shooting war.”
Kristen realized it was an unsatisfactory state of affairs, especially with the US military involved in multiple theaters at once. There were still seventy thousand troops in Afghanistan, and America’s military was simply stretched too thin to properly defend all her vital interests. The result was the nation had asked her small fleet of very capable, but outnumbered, fast-attack boats to do more than they should rightfully be expected to.
Brodie offered a final bit of bad news. “All of this is bad, but the reality is potentially much worse than we realize,” he told them gravely. “The wild card in this entire poker game is for all we know the Russians have sold one, two, or all of these unaccounted for submarines to someone else. We know they’ve been unloading military hardware to anyone with trunk loads of hard currency. This includes the Syrians, the Egyptians, the Iranians, Pakistanis… we might very well run into what we think is a Russian submarine only to learn, as it’s firing a salvo of fish at us, that it’s now flying the flag of the Republic of Who the Hell Knows.”
This possibility hadn’t dawned on Kristen, and it gave all of them one more thing to add to their list of worries. Deep under the surface of the ocean, an undeclared war could be fought with the Seawolf right in the middle of it, and no one might ever know about it.
“Which means we cannot, under any circumstance, be caught with our bloomers showing,” he said flatly. “We have to move and move fast but stay hidden. If the Russians decide to start shooting, I want to make certain they don’t have us as a target until we’re in a position to shoot back.”
Brodie looked at Graves. “Jason, I want a battle and damage control training schedule drawn up so grueling it would make a Marine Drill Instructor think we’re being too hard on our people.”
“Aye, sir,” the XO responded automatically, an ink pen in his hand already scribbling across a paper tablet.
Brodie looked at all of them. “The rest of you get into your spaces and double check everything. Report any trouble you’re still having while we have a chance to address it. I don’t want to come up against an Akula only to find out the hydraulic lines in the torpedo room are down for annual maintenance or our passive arrays are off line because of a faulty ten cent fuse.”
He went around the room once more, making eye contact with each of his officers, pausing on each of them. Kristen’s turn came, and she saw the dreadful seriousness in his eyes. This was no game. It was real. He expected them to be going into harm’s way.
“Any questions?” he finally asked.
Ryan Walcott offered a question, “Sir, what about shifting personnel—”
He was cut off before he finished by the Chief Engineer. “Forget it, Ops,” Ski told Walcott as he pointed an accusing finger at the Operations Officer. “You can’t have her.”
Kristen hadn’t expected this again, and she sat quietly, trying to disappear into the chair as the two men argued over her.
“Dammit, Ski,” Ryan argued calmly, “half the officers on this boat are in engineering, and with two new submarines floating around out there somewhere, neither of which have a signature anyone can recognize, I need the best set of ears on this boat in sonar.” He then pointed abruptly at Kristen. “And that’s her!”
“I have half the officers in engineering because I need half the officers in engineering,” Ski countered. Kristen hadn’t expected to ever have Ski arguing to have her anywhere near him. But she knew this argument was well above her pay grade, so she stayed out of it. “Besides,” Ski concluded, “since when can’t Chief Miller handle sonar?”
Ryan glanced at Kristen, still pointing at her. “Dammit, Ski, Miller’s the one requesting her!”
“No,” Ski responded uncompromisingly.
“All right,” Graves cut them both off, ending the argument and sparing Brodie from having to listen to any more, “that’s enough from both of you. The enemy’s out there,” he reminded them pointing through the bulkhead at the sea beyond, “not in here.”
“Lieutenant?” Brodie asked as he looked back down the table at her. “We can’t split you in half. What do you say in the matter?”
Kristen met his gaze. Unflinching. Confident. She knew he would support her, whichever one she chose. As an officer, her place was not in the sonar room with a pair of headphones on, she should be supervising a division in engineering, which was what she was being paid for. But if she was the best pair of ears on the boat, then even though it would be taking a position beneath her rank, she wouldn’t argue. “Whatever’s best for the boat, Captain.”
Ryan interjected in his usual calm, reasoned tone, “Captain, if I may…” he motioned toward Kristen as he spoke, “Chief Miller told me she is picking shit up in the water no one else is,” he said bluntly. “The Chief isn’t certain if it’s that her ears are better than everyone else’s, or if his men have been too well indoctrinated to trust the equipment to do most of the work for them, or if she can just focus better than anyone else. But whatever it is, she’s got it and I think, considering the situation we find ourselves in, we have to make whatever personnel shifts will best enhance the combat effectiveness of this boat. And if it means I have to start scrubbing shitters, or strapping a pair of headphones on a lieutenant, then I think we have to do it.”
“And who is gonna take over her responsibilities in Engineering?” Ski asked abruptly.
Ryan held his hands open as if to offer any help he might give. “I’ll pull a couple of hours in there each rotation if it’s what you need.” He then added as he motioned around at the other officers gathered at the table. “I bet we all will if that’s what it takes to get the job done.”
Brodie nodded thoughtfully, apparently appreciating Ryan’s and Kristen’s comments. He glanced at his XO as he stood. They said nothing; not so much as a whisper passed between them, but apparently whatever communication was necessary between them was accomplished by this silent exchange. As soon as Brodie exited the wardroom, Graves settled the matter for him. “Lieutenant, you’re back in sonar,” he said simply, accepting no discussion. He glanced at Ski, throwing him a bone. “I’ll see what I can do about getting you some help back there, Ski. The rest of you might have to kick in an extra hour or two in engineering to cover for Kristen while she’s working in the shack.”

Chapter Eleven

Imagery Intelligence Section, National Reconnaissance Office, Chantilly, Virginia
Tristan Ellis had been with the IMINT section of the NRO for just under a year, having joined the NRO after leaving the military where he’d been an intelligence officer in the Air Force’s Satellite Imagery analysis department. During his time in the military and now as a civilian “spook,” he’d learned just what satellite surveillance could and couldn’t do, and he was a firm believer that the imagery the American fleet of surveillance satellites collected provided the greatest wealth of intelligence on what his nation’s potential enemies might be up to.
Ever since the crisis in Korea had started, Tristan and the entire staff at the NRO had burned the midnight oil trying to provide the kind of significant information the theater commander needed to properly respond to the growing threat. But, in the last two weeks, the focus had slowly moved from the Korean Peninsula and back toward the rest of the globe. The DPRK was still a threat, but recent negotiations led by the Russian Federation had helped alleviate the crisis somewhat. Now the American government was concerned that they had overlooked something.
Tristan was seated at an analysis bench, complete with microscope and imagery equipment as he studied the latest download from a KH-11 Ikon surveillance pass over the Persian Gulf. It hadn’t escaped the NRO’s notice that the Russians had transferred a significant quantity of military equipment to the Islamic Republic, but this in and of itself wasn’t necessarily significant since the Russians had been selling off vast stockpiles of equipment for years. Most of it was outdated and had ended up in countries like Iraq, Syria, the DPRK and other potential enemies.
Satellite imagery analysis was, from Tristan’s perspective, mostly about bean counting. Images might show a train loaded with armored personnel carriers going from point A to point B, and his job was to simply identify and count the types of vehicles and let others determine the reason for the move. Of course, he could often detect certain patterns for himself and had noticed a growing amount of heavy equipment in and around the Iranian port of Bandar-e-Abbas.
Troops, tanks, APC’s, trucks and other military equipment were steadily pouring into the city, and part of his job was to count it. After days of this, he’d become quite familiar with the — as of yet — unexplained buildup of Iranian forces in and around the city. But, once again, as he’d done for the last two weeks, he carefully examined the latest imagery looking for anything new or unexpected.
He was looking over several images of the harbor where cargo ships of all shapes and sizes were docked or anchored and was about to advance yet another frame when his practiced eye noticed something that looked… uncomfortably interesting. He magnified the image of a train car positioned alongside a small coastal freighter. He noted the armed men in military fatigues around the train and on the ship, but ignored them as he looked at the unusual shape positioned on a train car. The cargo on the other flat cars was concealed under large tarpaulins to prevent aerial observation, but the car’s tarp had been removed prior to the cargo being loaded onto the ship.
He adjusted the magnification and played with the resolution a bit to clear up the image. As he did, and the image became clearer, he felt a sickening feeling low in his abdomen. He raised his head from the eye pieces, and thought for a few seconds, trying to determine what else the unusual shape might possibly be. But nothing came to mind. He turned to his computer and brought up his imagery database where millions of pictures of every conceivable piece of military and civilian hardware was carefully catalogued. In less than three minutes, he found what he believed was a match for the image.
“Holy shit.”
“What is it, Tristan?” Aaron Connelly, a fellow analyst, seated at the adjacent workstation asked curiously.
Tristan motioned toward his station. “You tell me.” Tristan surrendered his seat and Aaron slipped into it before looking through the eyepieces. He took a few seconds to adjust the image to suit him and then, after a good thirty seconds, looked up. From the look on his face, he had come to the same conclusion. “That’s too big to be a torpedo shipping crate.”
“The shipping crate is forty feet if it’s an inch,” Tristan agreed.
“That’s too big for an anti-ship missile,” Aaron added thoughtfully. He glanced back down and then again looked at Tristan. “It’s not a cruise missile.”
Tristan tapped his computer screen. “It’s a Bulova shipping container.”
Tristan saw the look of shock on Aaron’s face as he again studied the image. The Bulova series of ballistic missiles were the most advanced submarine-launched missiles in the Russian arsenal. “Even the Russians wouldn’t sell those.”
“I wouldn’t have thought so,” Tristan agreed. “But if not, what the hell is a trainload of them doing in Bandar-e-Abbas?”
Within an hour, it was the same question everyone in Washington was asking one another.

Chapter Twelve

USS Seawolf, The Indian Ocean
Kristen hadn’t gotten three straight hours of sleep since the Seawolf left Japan. The high-speed run to the Singapore Straits and then into the Indian Ocean had taken almost a full week. From there they’d continued on, racing through the depths toward the patrol area off the Maldives to the south of India.
The combination of mounting stress and unrelenting battle drills piled on to the normal grueling work routine was pushing the entire crew to the breaking point. But for Kristen, there was something else. She couldn’t shake the sensation of being a pawn on a global chessboard, and she didn’t like the feeling. Nothing in any of the intelligence briefings had given her reason to suspect a motive for why the Koreans and possibly the Russians might be willing to risk war with the United States. There was nothing to indicate just what the Russians were planning, and this puzzle, this riddle with no readily available solution, was causing her to spend hours racking her brain in search of the answer.
She was normally obsessive and at times single minded when in pursuit of a goal. These traits had served her well in the past, but were now plaguing her sleepless hours as she tried to apply sheer reason to the enigma and find the solution. But no revelation was forthcoming. Making it worse was the growing fear that the answer was discernible if she hadn’t overlooked some apparently trivial, yet revealing, snippet of information in the hours of intelligence briefings they’d all received almost daily as they made their run from Sasebo. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but she had the most uncomfortable feeling — growing stronger each day — that she was overlooking something.
There’d been no word about the missing Russian submarines. Just what the Russians might be planning — if anything — was still a mystery, but Brodie and Graves were driving the officers and crew with the compassion of taskmasters. Every six-hour watch saw at least one battle drill or damage control exercise, which meant no one on board got much uninterrupted sleep, and Kristen was growing concerned that her captain might be going too far as more and more of the crew began to show the stress they were feeling. Haggard faces greeted her in the narrow passageways. On the mess decks, normally innocent snipes at one another were now causing brawls between sailors — a sure sign of mounting stress.
Following a two-hour damage control exercise that had interrupted her sleep period, Kristen resisted the urge to go directly to her quarters and instead went for a quick shower. The XO had just finished, and they exchanged brief, perfunctory greetings as they passed one another in the captain’s cabin. Kristen entered the small bathroom and a few moments later slipped into the shower, plunging her head under the water in an attempt to relieve the tension headache she’d had for days.
She finally shut off the water, pulled the shower curtain back, and began toweling off, unable to shake the unsettling feeling of forgetfulness. The incomprehensible yet palatable sensation that the answer was on the tip of her tongue had plagued her for days, yet she felt no closer to the answer. “Come on,” she whispered as she toweled herself off, “think!”
But no answer presented itself. Instead, the sound of the handle on the bathroom door startled her as she dried her back. She turned in horror, realizing too late that, in her lassitude, she’d failed to lock the door. The door opened and Brodie stepped in. He’d barely made it over the threshold when he saw her.
Kristen was partially covered from his view by the towel across her back reaching down to the top of her thigh. She instinctively pulled the towel tightly about her in a mixture of surprise and dismay. She saw him, briefly frozen in shock, standing inside the threshold of the head. For an agonizingly long moment, they stared at one another, each surprised and embarrassed. A million thoughts ran through her head as she considered what she might possibly say, but her usual quick mind had turned to mush, and all she could do was gasp.
The split second of realization passed. He turned his head away, averting his eyes automatically to save each of them any further embarrassment. “Good heavens,” he gasped softly as he retreated hastily and closed the door behind him.
Kristen stood, her expression of shock seemingly now a permanent fixture as she stared at the door she’d been through a couple of hundred times before and had never forgotten to lock. She closed her eyes, cursing her lack of attention to such a small and insignificant detail. “You idiot,” Kristen whispered and gently banged her head against the wall of the shower.
He’d seen nothing more of her than he might have seen if she’d been wearing her one-piece swimsuit, but the unexpected intimacy of seeing him before her as she stood in the shower with a closely grasped towel between them had caused shivers to course through her body. She’d seen his reaction, the initial expression of extreme fatigue wiped away in an instant as if he’d been slapped across the face.
She stepped softly from the shower stall onto the cotton floor mat providing her some traction on the otherwise slippery tile floor. With the towel still wrapped around her, she carefully, and as silently as possible, turned the locking latch. To her extreme dissatisfaction, it snapped shut with a click that sounded to her like a manhole cover dropping into place. She shook her head, wondering if she could possibly do anything more to embarrass herself and make the situation between the two of them any more awkward. “Idiot,” she whispered again.
She hadn’t seen him more than in passing since that night on the sail as they entered the Sea of Japan nearly two weeks earlier. She didn’t know if he was avoiding her or if the grueling work schedule simply prevented any regular contact. She knew he was spending an inordinate amount of time in the control center running battle drills with the tracking parties. But one look at his drawn face was all she needed to know that the burdens of command were weighing especially heavy now. He hid it well outside the cabin, but once inside his inner sanctum, his defenses weakened and the weariness became evident.
She stared at the door, still cursing herself for her stupidity. The idea that he was on the other side of the door and she had to see him as she exited his cabin was something she preferred not to consider. There was nothing she could say to lessen her embarrassment or alleviate the discomfort between them. But, with nothing more to be done, she finished drying off and dressed. Trying to sound as silent as a ghost, she wiped the water off of the shower walls and the fixtures to leave it as pristine as she always found it upon entering. As she went through this routine ritual, Kristen prayed for the power to teleport just this one time so she might forgo the possibility of running into him in his cabin. But she settled for finding the cabin empty.
Once safely in her own cabin, she began brushing the tangles and knots out of her hair while looking at her reflection in the mirror. She continued to shake her head in disgust as she pulled the brush punishingly through her wet hair, sending water droplets flying through the air and onto the bulkhead and mirror in front of her. She ignored this as she continued to brush, frustrated at her stupidity over forgetting the door lock.
Since Sasebo, the long hours of work, the daily eighteen hour grind on board, and the incessant drills had combined to give her — mercifully — little time to ponder him, or anything that had happened between them. In fact, Kristen was convinced she had again gained control of her wayward emotions.
But the incident in the shower had shattered that naïve certainty.
She cursed her weakness and her undisciplined emotions. They were nothing to her but an impediment. She took several deep cleansing breaths, struggling to force the unwanted thoughts and images back in line. There were real-world problems to deal with. The Russians were up to something, and odds were they weren’t alone. She was certain she had the answer somewhere amidst the trillions of memories locked away in her head. She just had to find it.

Chapter Thirteen

K-955 Borei
“New course,” Captain Ahadi ordered his helmsman softly, “two-seven-five.”
“Yes, sir,” the helmsman responded automatically as he began to turn the submarine.
The massive supertanker was hardly a challenging target, but it would have to do. Ahadi waited patiently as the Borei settled on her new course. His sonar operators, although still relatively inexperienced with the Borei’s advanced acoustical suite, were able to track the slow-moving, heavily-laden tanker with ease. It took them less than fifteen minutes to provide a second bearing.
Ahadi turned his attention to his tracking party. They immediately used the second bearing to estimate a range to target. “Distance, two thousand meters, Captain,” his weapons officer reported dutifully.
“Load tubes one and six with Shkval torpedo,” he ordered. Behind him, watching quietly, was his Russian counterpart, who was still technically in command, although Ahadi was assuming more and more duties as their cruise continued.
Ahadi waited patiently as his sonar room continued to give updated information on the lumbering giant moving south through the Persian Gulf toward the Strait of Hormuz. The huge tanker was over five hundred thousand dead weight tons, and was completely unaware it was being hunted. It took nearly ten minutes to load the two torpedoes. Hardly satisfactory, but Ahadi knew his men would grow more proficient as they gained experience with the new equipment.
“Torpedo room reports tubes one and six loaded and ready, Captain,” his weapons officer reported.
“Flood tubes one and six. Open outer doors,” Ahadi ordered. He checked the tactical display, verifying there were no other vessels close by.
“Tubes flooded and outer doors opened, Captain,” came the report a few seconds later.
The two torpedoes were the revolutionary rocket torpedoes designed by the Russians, and could cover the two thousand meters in less than a minute. The supertanker would be split in two, and millions of gallons of Saudi Arabian crude oil would spill into the Persian Gulf. There was nothing but restraint to prevent it, but restraint was enough, this time.
“Very good, weapons officer,” Ahadi concluded. “Close outer doors and secure from battle stations.”
“Yes, Captain.”
“A-hem,” the Russian, Captain Zuyev, cleared his throat, getting Ahadi’s attention.
Ahadi turned to speak with the Russian. He didn’t like only being nominally in command, but he knew the Russian had far more experience handling nuclear submarines than anyone in the Iranian Navy. “Yes, Captain?”
“I would save the Shkval torpedo for emergencies,” he explained. “They are too valuable to waste on something as defenseless as an oil tanker.”
He was right, of course. Ahadi filed the knowledge away, knowing he was still acting like a child with a new toy instead of the professional he was. “What else, Captain?” he asked, wanting a full critique.
“You can’t assume you are the only hunter in the area,” Zuyev explained. “The Americans, French, British… there are numerous other navies that might have a submarine in these waters. They could be sitting quietly just a few thousand meters away. If you launch a torpedo, they will hear you, even if the reactor is dormant. That is when you will need a Shkval.”
Ahadi nodded in understanding.
“Your torpedomen also need practice,” the Russian continued his critique as he removed a cigarette from a pack in his pocket. “Ten minutes to load two torpedoes is ridiculous.”
Ahadi didn’t like the fact his crew was still far from ready. They were improving steadily, but not fast enough. The sooner Zuyev and the rest of the Russian infidels were off his boat, the better. But, for the moment, he needed the Russian, and Ahadi was a patient man. He’d been waiting his whole life for a new Persian Empire.

Chapter Fourteen

Female Officer Quarters USS Seawolf
Kristen stood in her small, makeshift cabin, the recent encounter with Brodie in his cabin barely thirty minutes old. She’d yet to finish drying her hair or braiding it which she knew would help her push errant thoughts aside. The slow, methodical, intricate French braid took time, and fixing her hair was almost therapeutic to her psyche.
She was overlooking something significant. She couldn’t shake the haunting realization. With effort, she forced thoughts of everything but their mission aside, and focused on the dilemma facing them. She leaned her head against the wall, closed her tired eyes tightly, and gently tapped her head against the metal bulkhead above the mirror. “Think, girl, think,” she told herself. “It’s right in front of you.” She was sure of it. She’d felt it for days, and the certainty was maddening.
She opened her eyes and found herself looking down at the small mirror as droplets of water slowly traced their way down the glass surface. There was nothing at all significant about the drops as they slid inexorably downward toward the deck below, gravity working its magic as it had for billions of years. But, the image shook her memory.
“Water,” she whispered to no one as she stood back up.
Her eyes narrowed in thought as she stared at the water droplets cascading slowly down the mirror and dripping onto the deck. A sudden rush of disjointed images and memories flooded into her thoughts all at once. Literally tens of thousands of pages, chemistry textbooks, classified reports, satellite images… it was like a tsunami of information rushing forth. For a moment it was overwhelming, and she literally had to brace herself against the bulkhead as she struggled to sort through it all. But, the realization came.
She knew.
The knowledge hadn’t been in front of her, but had been in her past, and the memories now rushing forth held the answers.
“Oh, my God!” she gasped, dropped the hairbrush and nearly tore the curtain used as a door to her living space as she rushed out. She pulled the hatch to the passageway open so fast she startled a computer technician who’d been about to come in and check the equipment. “Gangway!” she ordered in a rush and ran down the passageway into the control room where she found the XO seated on the periscope platform doing some paperwork. She didn’t see Brodie anywhere. Kristen desperately needed to see the captain.
No one else would believe her.
Next to Graves was Mike Massanelli, the submarine’s assistant damage control officer, and Kristen assumed the two men were planning the next drill. As she approached, both men looked at her curiously, and she understood why. She looked disheveled. She’d made it a rule never to leave her quarters without looking as professional as she could manage. But now her usually neatly braided hair was hanging in long wet clumps along each side of her head and down her back. Kristen ignored several sideways glances from the control room crew as she walked right up to the XO.
“Lieutenant?” he asked a bit taken aback. “I assume there is a reason for your appearance.”
Kristen didn’t have time to explain, feeling as if one of the Russian submarines haunting her dreams might be right behind them as they spoke. “Sir, I need to see the captain, right away.” Despite her attempt at calmness, she felt her tone might be a little shrill, and she struggled to stay calm as the enormity of what she’d realized continued to reverberate through her.
“What’s happened?” he asked sharply as he stood, his eyes flashing with a hint of anger. Kristen realized he probably thought someone might have sexually harassed her or some other trivial thing.
“Nothing like that, sir,” she assured him. “But it is extremely important that I see the captain at once.”
“Can you at least tell me what it’s about?” he asked, hesitant to disturb Brodie. Kristen knew why. More than anyone else on board, Brodie was pushing toward the brink of physical and mental collapse. They were all tired. It had been one hell of a patrol so far, but the exhaustion Kristen and her fellow crewmen were feeling was compounded in their captain. As the XO, Graves was trying to protect Brodie from being disturbed with trivial matters.
Kristen paused, forcing herself to at least appear calm as the enormity of what she now knew for certain weighed upon her. She glanced about the control room, thinking about how explosive her conclusions were and not certain the information she had should be disseminated to the crew. “I can’t talk about it in here,” she explained. “I’m sorry, sir. But I have to see him right now.”
Graves exhaled deeply, showing a hint of irritation as he did so. His dark eyes studied her sharply, and she understood that if she forced him to disturb the captain and it turned out to be nothing, she would pay a serious price. “Okay, Lieutenant,” he told her skeptically. “I’ll take you to him, but it better be damn important because he’s supposed to be sacked out.”
Kristen followed the towering Graves aft to officers’ country and the captain’s cabin where Kristen hoped Brodie would still be awake. At the door, the XO hesitated a moment and glanced back at her. “Are you certain about this?” he asked seriously. “Because if you aren’t…”
Kristen nodded her assurance as she heard the clear sound of the captain exercising on his Versaclimber on the other side of the door. “At least he’s still awake,” she commented anxiously.
“I’d have preferred him sleeping rather than killing himself on that infernal machine,” Graves muttered as he knocked.
They heard the protesting machine slow down and come to a stop before hearing Brodie’s curt, “Enter.”
Graves opened the door and stuck his head in. “Sorry to trouble you, Skipper,” he apologized.
“No sweat, whatcha got, Jason?”
Graves opened the door the rest of the way and jerked a thumb toward Kristen who was still in the passageway. “Lieutenant Whitaker said it’s important.”
Brodie was covered in a thin film of sweat and breathing heavily. Assuming she was here about the incident in the bathroom, he said, “Lieutenant, if this is about what happened a little while ago in…”
Kristen shook her head. “No, sir, that’s nothing…” she said in a rush, wanting to assure him she wasn’t troubling his rest period over what had occurred in the shower. She then blurted out, “I need to see those photographs,” she told him. “The satellite images from the briefing,” she explained almost frantically. “It’s important.”
Graves’ eyes opened incredulously. “Lieutenant?”
However Brodie stopped him in mid-sentence with a calm wave of his hand. “It’s all right, Jason.” He exhaled deeply and asked her, “Why?”
Kristen was certain she was right, but needed the photographs before she could prove it to herself. She had to see with her own eyes again to make certain she hadn’t imagined it. She was literally trembling with nervous energy. “Captain, I can’t explain. You would never believe me.”
“I seriously doubt it.” Brodie shook his head in disagreement as he turned away from the door and stepped over to his wall safe.
Kristen stepped through the door, feeling the disapproving eye of Graves on her. He clearly thought this was a lark, and he didn’t like it.
“Have a seat,” Brodie offered and opened the safe.
She did as instructed and waited while he removed several files before removing a thick, codename-classified file with the name RED SPARROW on the jacket. He opened it and removed only the pictures from inside the file, leaving the rest of the contents undisclosed for the moment. He then set the photographs in front of her. There were at least forty in all.
“All right, what’s this all this about?” Brodie asked, looking down at her, his chest still heaving from the workout.
Kristen pulled her gold-rimmed glasses from her pocket, a bit self-conscious for some reason now as she pulled them on, having never before cared what anyone thought of her needing glasses. “I’ll find it in a minute, Captain,” she offered and began going through the photographs, glancing at each one. Some she stared at for only a brief second before tossing them onto a growing discard pile.
Graves sat backward in a chair, resting his arms on its back and exchanging curious looks with Brodie. Kristen did her best to ignore them and stopped on one photograph. Her eyes squinted tight as she studied it closely. Brodie opened a drawer containing some office supplies, pulled out a magnifying glass, and offered it to her. Kristen took it without saying a word and resumed studying the photographs. She continued discarding those she found of no value, carefully setting aside those she felt she could use to prove her case. Brodie took a seat across from her, leaned his head back against the bulkhead and said no more. It took nearly ten minutes for Kristen to find the necessary six photographs needed. Once ready, she looked up, but saw that Brodie was asleep, his head resting against the corner of the bulkhead.
She was excited now and anxious to explain but hesitated, glancing at Graves who still glared at her angrily. But Graves understood her hesitation to awaken their captain, so he spoke to Brodie, “Sean?”
Brodie’s eyes opened and he sat up, looking at Kristen. “All right, Lieutenant,” he replied calmly, but clearly with a slight edge in his voice. He was tired, bone tired and had no interest in playing games.
“Gentlemen, I’m sorry. But I couldn’t be a hundred percent certain until I saw the images again. Ever since the briefing you gave us two weeks ago, I’ve been driving myself crazy trying to piece this all together. But I think I’ve finally got it.”
“Cut to the chase, Kristen.” Graves ordered, his patience wearing a bit thin.
She hesitated, still not certain they would believe her but then stated, “The two new Russian boats, the Borei and the Gagarin,” she stated positively. “They’re using a hybrid nuclear and hydrogen fuel cell drive system.”
Graves looked at her blankly, not certain he heard correctly. Brodie was also looking at her with some skepticism. “Are you speculating here, Kris?” Brodie asked her in all seriousness, the mask of command slipping away and the man beneath coming to the surface.
“Well,” she admitted, “I could be wrong, but it’s the only thing that makes sense, and I think I can prove it.” She could see Graves thought she might be a bit off her rocker but was encouraged when Brodie nodded and motioned for her to proceed. “During my senior year at the Academy, I was part of the Trident Scholars program. My capstone project involved the possibility of combining the endurance and raw power of a nuclear reactor with the unmatched stealth of a hydrogen fuel cell plant in a single hull,” she explained. She decided not to mention the fact that when her final report was submitted, it was snatched up by Director of Naval Reactors, including her laptop’s hard drive, and all of her notes. Everything was locked away before her research mentor had even finished reading half the final paper.
Graves shook his head. “I’m not following.”
She turned to him and explained, “Sir, we’ve been able to eliminate virtually every noise on a submarine, or dampen them to the point they’re so slight they’re virtually undetectable. But no matter what we do, the nuclear reactor makes noise. The cooling pumps, the high-pressure steam rushing through miles of pipes, condensation plants dripping… we can’t make a nuke boat any quieter than we already have because these items must—must— always be running.”
“Okay, so what about the hydrogen fuel cell?” Graves asked.
“Hydrogen fuel cells have been used for years,” she explained. “I mean we went to the moon with them in our spacecraft because they’re so simple and incredibly reliable. There are no moving parts in a hydrogen fuel cell. Simply put, there is liquid hydrogen and oxygen, each stored in separate pressurized containment vessels. Each vessel discharges the liquid which turns into gas the second it’s released from the high-pressure environment. The hydrogen and oxygen gases then meet in the fuel cell which is just a series of slender electrochemical conversion devices, each with an anode side and a cathode side. The hydrogen acts as the fuel on the anode side, and the oxygen provides the oxidizing agent on the other. The result is electricity; clean and abundant energy with no moving parts. The electricity can then be used to power the submarine and run an extremely quiet electric motor to drive the boat.”
“Don’t the Germans have a boat using this?” Graves asked her.
“Their Type 212,” Brodie answered for her as he shook his head to force his fatigue aside while she continued.
“I had to study the German power plant as part of my project. They’re able to run on their fuel cells for three weeks submerged,” she explained. “And while using the fuel cells, they’re quieter than any boat we have. The only by product of a fuel cell is water and a small amount of heat contained within the boat to keep the crew warm.”
Brodie leaned back thoughtfully, then picked up his ship’s phone and called Charles Horner’s cabin. Meanwhile, Kristen continued talking to Graves. “I had this crazy idea of actually slipping a hydrogen fuel cell module into a regular nuke boat. The benefits being multiple as the sub could operate on the nearly inexhaustible plutonium pile for thirty years if necessary, running at high speed or whatever until they needed to disappear. Then they could switch over to the hydrogen cells.”
Brodie summoned the communications officer, and she felt the — now familiar — warmth associated with knowing he believed her and was supporting her. “When the submarine is on the fuel cell, everything else can shut down, and the reactor pile can go dormant. Once this happens, the submarine becomes less than a shadow in the water.”
“But you can only run on it for a few weeks, and then you have to make port to refuel before you can use the fuel cell again,” Graves reminded her about the biggest drawbacks to any non-nuclear submarine: their lack of endurance.
She shook her head anxiously at the beauty of the engineering. “No, not at all. Don’t you see?” she asked excitedly. “Once you run out of hydrogen and oxygen for the fuel cell, you just power up the reactor for a day or two and use its electricity to take ordinary seawater and crack it into hydrogen and oxygen atoms you can then use to refuel yourself while at sea.” The simple chemical and mechanical beauty of the idea seemed obvious to her. “A submarine like this could transcend anything we even have on the drawing boards.”
Brodie was now facing her, clearly believing her, but he tapped the photographs. “Okay, genius,” he said with no hint of ridicule or malice, “prove it.”
Graves dragged his chair next to the table, and Kristen laid out two photographs and began. “Here is a wide-angle shot of Polyarny taken twelve months ago before the Borei was completed and,” she said as she tapped the other photograph, “this is Polyarny two months ago.” She handed Brodie the magnifying glass and directed his attention to what appeared to be large, dome-like tanks. Each tank was separated from the other by over a mile.
Brodie nodded. “Okay, those might be liquid hydrogen and oxygen tanks,” he admitted, but she knew this in and of itself wasn’t enough to convince Washington.
“Look at the photo from a year earlier, sir,” she said to him. “There are no tanks.”
Brodie studied the pictures and then handed them to Graves so he could see what Kristen was talking about. She then laid out the next two. “Now, this is the Severodvinsk yard where the Gagarin was built.” She pointed to a spot on the photograph.
Brodie looked at it with the magnifying glass and then leaned back. “Two more storage tanks, each separated far enough apart to prevent a cataclysm should one of the tanks rupture,” Brodie said, clearly believing her now.
Kristen nodded. “Exactly.” She handed the photos to Graves, who was beginning to come around.
Brodie then tapped the last photo. “All right, Kris, impress me. Prove to me those boats are nuke/fuel-cell drives, and that those storage tanks you’ve noticed aren’t just for powering some new torpedo or whatever else the Russians might be playing with.”
Kristen had never liked being put on the spot intellectually by anyone. Normally such an occurrence was followed by people thinking of her as a freak of some kind. So, she’d always tried to avoid the kind of attention he was now showing her. But in this case she reveled in it. There was no chance of him looking down on her or ridiculing her when her back was turned. She’d no idea if he cared about her. She liked to fantasize he might, but she couldn’t prove it. But she could prove to him that what she was proposing was indeed a fact.
She showed him the close up of the Gagarin class submarine tied up along a wharf. “Sir, look at the trucks on the pier,” she said to him. “And the heavy duty hoses and pumping equipment needed to pump super-cooled liquid oxygen or hydrogen.” Brodie studied the images through the magnifying glass.
“The technicians are wearing protective gear,” Brodie offered.
Kristen nodded. “Yes, sir. They need the gear to protect them from an accidental liquid hydrogen spill. The liquid form of hydrogen is over four hundred twenty three degrees below zero.”
“Damn,” Graves said finally believing her.
Brodie however didn’t make it easy. “Those tankers could simply be performing some test.”
She could tell he didn’t believe this, but instead he was playing devil’s advocate. “Yes, sir. Someone might say that who didn’t want to believe the truth.” She then motioned to the Gagarin. “But, I would point out to you the new Gagarin is approximately thirty-five feet longer than the Flight II Akulas which in and of itself is evidence they’re using a dual-drive system.”
“Why?” Brodie asked.
She adjusted her position slightly in excitement. “For the last three decades the Soviet and then Russian design teams have all showed a constant and singular trend in submarine design: build smaller boats, with smaller crews, and with a high degree of automation. The Flight II Akulas only have a fifty man crew,” she pointed out and then tapped the photograph on the table. “But this Gagarin is approximately thirty-five feet longer than a Flight II Akula. They’re breaking thirty years of design engineering and planning. This means they either needed the space for something new, or we have to believe they just wanted a bigger boat when all evidence says they consider smaller to be better.”
Kristen was trying her best not to grin at him as a slightly pleased smile appeared on his face. Charles Horner came in with a pad of paper ready to take down a message. Brodie gave her a slight wink of assurance and pride. “All right, put the icing on the cake.”
Kristen looked at the three of them. “Okay, if you study the photograph you can see about fifteen feet of the extension to the Gagarin is taken up by a vertical launch system near the bow, similar to our Improved Los Angeles boats, leaving twenty extra feet behind the sail.” She showed both officers this observation in the photographs. “During my research, I determined you would need to cram in two separate storage tanks, plus the fuel cells, and then add an electric motor to take the place of reduction gears and steam turbines. I estimated this would require a “hull section” to be inserted aft or forward of the nuclear reactor, and this hull section would have to be between fifteen and twenty-one feet long.”
Graves studied the photograph with the magnifying glass, and then looked up, his expression showing a combination of annoyance and disbelief. “How is it the four hundred PhDs and analysts at Langley, Fort Meade, and wherever else didn’t see this, yet somewhere in between standing watch and running five battle drills a day you just happened to come up with this?”
It was a rhetorical question, but Brodie answered for her, “Because all of those analysts aren’t looking at the problem with fresh eyes. They’ve been prejudiced by seeing the same thing year after year and don’t expect to see anything new.” Brodie gave her a pleased nod, which meant more to her than any medal the US Navy might ever pin on her chest. Brodie stood up and took the message pad from Horner.
Kristen sat reveling in the joy of having finally rid herself of the puzzle she’d been carrying around with her for the last two weeks. Brodie sat back down across from her and began drafting the message. He asked her a few technical question, and, once complete, he handed the draft to the XO who looked it over.
“It’s good, Skipper,” Graves replied after reading the message.
Brodie handed the message to Charles Horner. “Send it out as a Flash message, TS with normal SCI and SAP protocols to COMSUBAC and CENTCOM. Also info the DIA, and the CIA,” he ordered as he turned to the squawk box. “We’ll stay at periscope depth until you receive a return receipt of message.”
Kristen felt a great sense of pride being able to sit comfortably in the captain’s cabin and converse with Brodie and Graves. She respected both men for their experience, and she felt for the first time that she’d finally reached her lifelong goal. She was no longer just some nutcase woman on a submarine. She’d made it. She was a submariner. She was an integral and essential part of the command structure; a valuable member of the crew. Kristen exhaled happily, relishing the moment.
Graves suggested to Brodie that he get some sleep and allow Graves to handle the surfacing of the submarine and the transmission of the message. Brodie hesitated, then nodded in acceptance of his need to get some rest. “Just let me know when the message has been sent and when we get the receipt of message report.”
“Aye, sir.” Graves stepped toward the door and then glanced back at Kristen. He raised his eyebrow curiously, wondering why she wasn’t following him. “Lieutenant?”
“I need to speak with the lieutenant for a moment, Jason,” Brodie said calmly.
Oh shit!
Kristen’s euphoria vanished almost immediately as she recalled the incident less than an hour earlier when she’d failed to secure the door to the bathroom, and Brodie had walked in on her.
He sat down across from her as he stifled a yawn. Kristen surreptitiously removed her glasses and slipped them in a pocket. They were alone, something she wasn’t sure how to feel about anymore.
“Okay, you’ve called the tune,” he began. “Just how do we dance with these cowboys?”
Kristen had expected a mild scolding, perhaps an embarrassingly awkward moment as he gently rebuked her for not being more discreet and locking the bathroom door. But this was a topic she could embrace. “I assume you mean how do we find them, sir?”
“Precisely, and preferably before they’re firing torpedoes at us.” He looked across the table at her with his haggard face. He needed a shave and had dark circles under his bloodshot eyes. In a word, he looked like hell.
“Captain, I know it isn’t my place, but you really need to get some sleep. You look done in.”
“You sound like Spike and the XO.”
“They’re good men, sir,” Kristen reminded him.
“The best,” Brodie agreed. “Now, about these dual-drive boats?”
“While they’re on their reactor the problem is fairly standard. We find the two Russians the same way we always have. But, once on their fuel cells, they could potentially be undetectable by any of our sensors.”
“Blade noise?” he asked hopefully.
Kristen nodded in agreement. “The blade noise will still be there as always, but significantly reduced since the overall speed of the boat while on a fuel cell drops to about ten knots, so the propeller is hardly putting out any noise at all.” She wiped some loose hanging hair out of her eyes thoughtlessly, forgetting her hair was not perfectly fixed as she liked it. Kristen then added with a hint of annoyance, “Of course, thanks to John Walker, the Russians are far better at propeller design and reducing noise propagation than they use to be.” There wasn’t an American submariner alive who didn’t curse the Cold War traitor who’d sold secrets compromising years of submarine research to the Soviet Union.
“Pumps noise?”
“Once the reactor goes dormant, they still have to keep the fuel rods cool, so there is some pump noise, but not as much as when the reactor is hot. Of course, they’re nearly as good at ducting water through the reactor vessel as we are, so there won’t be much to hear while the reactor is off line.”
“And there’s no noise from the energy cell?” Brodie asked clearly fighting fatigue.
“Other than some hissing as the gasses escape the pressurized tanks, there’s nothing,” she told him. “There are no moving parts. No vibrations. Nothing to listen to.”
“Like chasing a damn ghost.”
“While at Annapolis I tried to run some acoustic profiles to get a read on what noise a hydrogen-powered boat might propagate, but the computers I had access to couldn’t really handle the number crunching I needed.”
“What about the computers here on the Seawolf?” he asked. “I would think we have the processing capability.”
Kristen agreed but knew it would still take time. “Plus the computer simulations are no guarantee of real world performance.”
“I understand,” he answered apparently satisfied and stood up. “I’ll see to it you have unrestricted access to the computers. See if you might find something we can use to track these guys.”
This was her cue to be dismissed.
“Sir,” Kristen asked as she stood but before she headed for the door, “could I borrow Ensign Martin?”
“Martin?” Brodie asked curiously.
“We work well together, and he’s a whiz with computers. Plus, I could use the help.”
“He’s yours,” Brodie replied automatically. “See the XO and let him know to pull Martin from the watch rotation until your computer modeling is complete.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Kristen replied and turned to leave.
But, before she finished opening the hatch, he again spoke to her, “Lieutenant…”
Kristen stopped and turned, looking back at him, feeling happier than she could ever recall being in her life. “Yes, Captain?”
He seemed to recognize her gaiety and gave her an approving nod. “Good job.”
Kristen felt certain if they’d been on the surface, her smile could have illuminated the night. “Thank you, sir.”
He seemed to be controlling his own smile at her reaction. He then added, with a playful look on his face, “Just do me one favor.”
Kristen turned completely around, still standing in the hatchway, but now facing him directly, trying to look a little more like a commissioned officer instead of an excited teenager. “Of course, Captain. Anything.”
Brodie nodded his head in the direction of the bathroom door. “Try to remember to use the lock next time, would you?”
Kristen should have been mortified. The skin on her face should have flushed scarlet, and her eyes should have bugged out of her head prior to her rushing from the cabin in embarrassment. But instead, she chuckled slightly and nodded her head, knowing in the depths of her soul she needn’t be embarrassed. “Yes, sir. I’ll be sure to do that.”

Chapter Fifteen

Musandam Peninsula, Oman
Captain Omar Bishir yawned tiredly as he stepped from his command bunker dug into the rocky hillside overlooking the Persian Gulf. The Musandam Peninsula, an exclave of Oman, jutted out from the much larger Arabian Peninsula into the middle of the Persian Gulf like a sharp spike, causing the inverted “V” shape that characterized the Strait of Hormuz.
The small exclave was separated from the rest of Oman by the United Arab Emirates, meaning the tiny Omani garrison protecting the strategically important Peninsula located in the middle of the most important commercial sea lane in the world was cut off from support in the event of conflict. Of course, Oman had defense agreements with Saudi Arabia, the UAE and other Gulf states who would, in a crisis, be expected to help Oman hold on to its distant exclave. But Captain Bishir knew these Gulf States were shaky allies at the best of times. All of them routinely experienced internal turmoil as their governments suppressed dissent from pro-democracy groups as well as extremist Muslim elements trying to spread their individual faiths. In reality, the only force Oman could count on to help defend the tiny peninsula was the American Fifth Fleet.
The air wing of a single American carrier was larger than the air force of most Gulf States and could obliterate nearly any attack on the exclave. But the Americans were not in the Gulf. In fact, the nearest American carrier was thousands of miles away. This was the main reason Captain Bishir and his company of men were on alert. Intelligence had reported unusual activity on the Iranian side of the Strait of Hormuz barely fifty miles away. It was no secret the Iranians claimed the Peninsula as a natural part of the Islamic Republic, and had — on numerous occasions — threatened an attack.
But such an attack had never materialized, and threats they had remained.
Until now.
It was a moonless night, and Bishir’s men were positioned along the steep hillside along nearly a mile of beach. No one expected Bishr’s hundred-man company to hold the position against an all-out assault, but no one actually expected such an assault, making it an even greater surprise when Bishir looked out over the Strait of Hormuz, his eyes peering into the darkness at the twinkling lights in the distance. It wasn’t uncommon to see ships at night moving through the Strait. Every day, hundreds of ships made the transit through the contested waterway. But as he looked at the twinkling lights, something seemed unusual about them.
The lights were getting closer.
Then he heard the odd sound, like a soft, deep grumble.
He continued to study the lights, wondering just what they could be as they continued to approach, and he noticed similar lights in the distance to his left and right. He hesitated, not certain yet what he was seeing. By the way the flashing lights were moving, they had to be aircraft. But what kind of airliners flew so low and in groups…
He was shaken from his lethargy when he recognized the sound of helicopter engines. He raced back into his bunker. His orderly had just finished preparing some tea and was pouring a cup when Bishir entered a second before the first rocket exploded outside the bunker.
The walls of the bunker protected Bishir from the blast, but the earth literally shook from the explosion. Bishir scrambled toward a telephone he could use to report back to his battalion headquarters. He briefly wondered if they would believe him. Certainly he’d been slow to believe what he was seeing. But any disbelief he might still feel was dispelled as more explosions rocked the bunker while the aerial barrage grew in earnest.
“What is happening?” his orderly asked in fright.
Bishir ignored the youth, gripped the phone and raised it to his ear. The phone was a direct line to his battalion headquarters positioned nearly three miles away in a similar bunker. But, as he prepared to sound the alarm, he heard nothing. He depressed the phone’s cradle several times, hoping that might fix the problem. The landline between his company outpost and the battalion headquarters had been laid by engineers nearly a week earlier and was supposed to be buried. But the line was dead.
Bishir dropped the phone as dust fell from the overhead support beams, a powerful explosion causing the electric lights to go out dropping a shroud of darkness over him. Using his memory and hands, he found the radio he could use to call his battalion commander in the event the phone was dead. Working in the darkness until his aid found a flashlight. Bishir turned on the radio, but despite trying multiple frequencies, all he heard was a steady stream of static.
More explosions continued to rock the hillside, and Bishir heard the sound of low-flying jets streaking by as they raced toward targets further inland. The captain found his helmet and assault rifle, his mind still struggling to come to grips with what was happening. Certainly there had been reports of a possible Iranian attack, but there were always reports of a possible Iranian attack. For years the Islamic Republic had threatened the isolated peninsula. The threats had become just part of the backdrop of the region and no one paid them any attention.
Bishir stumbled from his bunker, knowing he had to rally his men. They were conscripts and had no combat experience — not that he did, either. If he didn’t restrain them, they would flee. Outside the bunker he found the peaceful hillside a calamity of sights and sounds. Explosions illuminated the night sky. Chunks of rock the size of automobiles tumbled down the steep slope as Iranian fighter bombers roared overhead dropping bombs and firing rockets. At the same time, hovering a few hundred feet away, huge helicopters fired rockets and automatic canon rounds directly into Bishir’s battle position.
He dove for cover as machine gun bullets ricocheted of his bunker. He’d just hit the ground when a fiery blast rolled over him. He felt the stabbing pain as shrapnel tore into his back and thighs. He then heard the screams of his men barely audible over the roar of the onslaught. His helmet had been blown off by the blast and he scrambled to recover it, before rolling over to assess his wounds. He then saw the fiery remains of his bunker. A direct hit by a helicopter-fired rocket had penetrated the thick walls and totally destroyed it.
Bishir looked back toward the water below. The beach was illuminated by the fires on the hillside and he could see strange, square shapes sweeping over the water and heading directly to the beach. He looked around but couldn’t see his rifle and wasn’t certain what he should do. In the flashes of explosions, he caught a brief glimpse of men running back up the hill. They were his men — the survivors anyway — fleeing for their lives, and Bishir knew he would never stop them.
He crawled further down a shallow trench, trying to decide if he should flee. He hadn’t even fired a shot in defense of his country. Not that he felt he could make a difference. He again looked down at the beach and saw several of the strange looking boats move right out of the water and onto the beach.
“Hovercraft?” he mumbled to himself. He’d heard no reports that the Iranians had such advanced equipment. Bishir then heard a sudden roar from his left. He turned in time to see the predatory shape of the MI-24 Hind assault helicopter. He recognized the stubby wing pylons with rocket pods slung underneath and the menacing chin turret with the canons and machineguns staring at him.
“Allah—” Bishir managed to cry out before the Hind opened fire.
Chapter Sixteen
Wolf’s Den, USS Seawolf, The Maldives Islands
Every Thursday night when conditions permitted, the officers and CPOs cooked and served dinner for the crew, making pizzas to order for all of the men. It was normally one of the highlights of everyone’s week and usually provided for some tension release as officers, petty officers, and the crew took a few hours off from their usual duties to laugh and joke around the Wolf’s Den together. But, as the chances of returning home early dwindled with each passing day and the threat of war loomed large on the horizon, the conversation in the Wolf’s Den became unusually restrained.
The Seawolf had reached its patrol area three days earlier and had slowed to a bare crawl, moving silently through the depths, listening and waiting for a call to action. After nearly two solid weeks of never-ending drills, the XO had slacked off some, limiting the drills to fewer — although more difficult — exercises. This allowed Kristen and the rest of the crew to finally get some decent rest, but everyone on board was anxious about what might happen next.
Kristen and Martin had stayed busy on a computer simulation for a possible sound signature for the Russian submarines since her last meeting with Brodie. Despite several long days feeding in data and working on lines of code, they simply didn’t have enough hard data on the two Russian submarines to create an accurate model, which meant they still had no idea how to find what they were looking for.
On a positive note, though, Martin appeared to be adjusting to life aboard a submarine, and, more importantly, he seemed to be growing less and less homesick with each day. At least Kristen hoped so. The whining that had been a constant part of his daily routine during the first six weeks of the patrol had slowly given way to quiet resolve as the situation around them darkened.
Every day the captain received more and more “Flash” messages for his eyes only. The volume of war warnings and updated threat assessments reached such a volume that all non-essential message traffic like family grams and e-mails the crew routinely received when the Seawolf’s antenna was above the surface were stopped. The captain had yet to reveal the contents of the flood of messages, but Kristen kept a close eye on the Top Secret read board, and it looked like the Islamic Republic was up to something.
The National Reconnaissance Office reported a massive buildup of military power on the Republic’s southern coast, which had everyone on edge. They were just a single submarine and could hardly be expected to prevent any military move by Iran into one of her neighbors’ lands. Not to mention, none of these reports shed the least bit of light onto just what role the Russians were playing in it all.
Kristen was in the middle of making a meat lover’s pizza when Charles Horner, coming from the communications shack, delivered another such message to Brodie. Kristen and several others hazarded glances toward the two of them, and whereas Brodie’s expression was impassive, as if he were reading an article in a dry textbook, Horner looked like he’d read his own obituary. Brodie handed the message board back to his anxious communications officer.
“I’ll be right up,” Brodie replied calmly, but his voice now had an edge in it.
He removed his apron and chef’s hat and handed them to Gibbs. Then, without comment, he walked from the galley and went up the ladder to the control room. Kristen exchanged nervous glances with several officers and noticed Chief Miller, O’Rourke, and COB sharing strained looks. For the next ten minutes a subdued pizza night continued on, but everyone’s appetites had faded.
Kristen was cutting up a pepperoni and sausage pizza when a fight broke out between two sailors who, Kristen was certain, would probably not even remember what started it. The combination of high tension ever since the deployment started, the rushed departure from Bremerton, back-to-back deployments, the grueling training bringing them to the razor’s edge of readiness, and now the growing reality of war had everyone on board wound up tight. COB and O’Rourke had the fight broken up moments after it started, but as they were sorting the combatants out, the 1MC came to life.
Kristen heard the slight crackling from the nearby speaker and turned her attention toward it. Instantly, all was quiet. Every eye — every ear — turned toward the nearest speaker. The men in the Wolf’s Den who’d been fighting one another moments earlier forgot their dispute and were now, like everyone else, listening.
“All hands, this is the captain.”
She listened as the calm and steady voice came over the 1MC. It was his way, and the cool, even voice had a way of calming the men’s tensions. She wondered briefly if he intentionally kept his voice strong yet calm for this very reason. But she dismissed the foolish question. Nothing about him was an accident.
“As you’re all well aware, we’ve been loitering in the vicinity of the Maldives as part of a much larger effort to secure key choke points in various parts of the world. Our mission has, up until this moment, been one of reserve until the Russians, or whoever they may be working with, make a hostile move.”
Kristen heard nothing ominous in his tone, he might have been discussing the weather or a crossword puzzle, but everyone aboard knew Brodie never got on the 1MC just to hear himself speak or waste people’s time. Something had happened somewhere in the world.
“I’m afraid any hopes we had of this crisis blowing over has officially ended. Last night Iran, in an apparent bid to seize control of the Strait of Hormuz, invaded the Musandam Peninsula on the southern side of the Strait. Reacting to what they called a direct provocation by Oman, who owns the Peninsula, the Islamic Republic launched an invasion with several thousand troops. This morning, at 0845 local time, the UN representative of the Islamic Republic of Iran informed the nations of the world they have acted in their own self-defense as per the UN Charter. In addition to this, they also announced the Islamic Republic — supported by her allies — was exercising its claim to the Strait of Hormuz; declaring it a closed waterway to all international shipping traffic effective midnight tonight, GMT.”
Kristen closed her eyes and whispered, “Holy shit.” Beside her Terry, Ryan, Martin, and others mumbled similar comments. The United States and the rest of the industrialized world could not survive long without the constant flow of oil coming out of the Persian Gulf through the Strait of Hormuz. If the Iranians were serious, and they meant to try and blockade the Strait, it would mean a shooting war for certain. The Western democracies were totally dependent on imported oil, and the vast majority of those imports came from the Persian Gulf.
“Upon receipt of this announcement by the Islamic Republic, the Commander in Chief issued a warning to the President of Iran that the United States considers the Strait to be international waters and will react with force to any attempt by the Republic to interfere with our international treaty rights permitting unrestricted access to the Strait of Hormuz and the Persian Gulf.” Brodie paused momentarily to let the gravity of the situation have a chance to settle in. “Currently there are eleven American-flagged super tankers moving inside the Persian Gulf or just outside it in the Sea of Arabia. All of these vessels are potentially in danger should our friends in Iran decide to put their words into action, and, considering they just invaded a sovereign nation, we must assume the worst.
“Although negotiations are ongoing at the highest levels to resolve this matter peacefully, it is believed the Islamic Republic, as the North Koreans were before them, has been emboldened to this action by the Russian Federation. The Russians, as a permanent member of the UN Security Council, can veto any military action or economic sanctions imposed against the Iranian government, providing them virtual immunity against any United Nations actions.”
“Mother fucking Russians,” Ski cursed bitterly. “I never liked those bastards.”
“Because of the gravity of the situation, all forces in CENTCOM have been put on alert. We have been ordered north to close the distance to the Strait and support the USS Virginia and the HMS Audacious which are in the region already. They have been ordered to secure the Strait from any Iranian military interference and enforce our unfettered access to the seas as international law clearly provides.
“As more information comes my way, I’ll pass it along if at all possible,” Brodie assured them. “As for now, I expect all hands to do what they can to get our boat as ready as possible for a confrontation at any moment. I would like all off duty officers to muster in the wardroom as soon as possible for a more detailed briefing of the current situation. Captain out.”
It was typical Brodie, Kristen thought. No pep talk. No superfluous adjectives or words to incite a reaction from his men. He didn’t want his crew any more excited or worked up than they already were. Instead, he wanted them calm and professional. Kristen and the other officers removed their aprons and chef hats, then made their way to the wardroom to await the captain.
Kristen took her seat and thanked Gibbs as he delivered a cup of tea.
“Can I get you anything else, Miss?” he asked. “I didn’t see you having any pizza.” Gibbs had been mothering Kristen more than usual since her incursion with the SEALs into North Korea. But she could hardly fault him for looking out for her. He’d been the closest thing to a friend she’d had since arriving on board.
“I’m fine, thank you, Mister Gibbs,” Kristen replied with a pleasant smile for the selfless steward. She then sat quietly and listened as some in the wardroom argued the current crisis in Iran was another ruse, whereas others thought it an attempt by Iran simply to drive up the price of oil. This was hardly a difficult prediction. If access to the Persian Gulf was threatened, oil markets would go berserk.
Mike Massanelli and Adam Carpenter were discussing what they thought was the excellent possibility that the appearance of the USS Virginia and the HMS Audacious in the Strait, two of the most powerful submarines in the world, would help settle things down.
The USS Virginia was the first of America’s newest class of fast-attack boats designed in a post-Cold War world. Breaking with the traditional Cold War design for US hunter-killer submarines like the Seawolf, the Virginias were designed specifically for the shallow regions of the oceans near the littorals. It was in these regions where post-Cold War strategists believed submarines would need to operate, and the Virginias were the answer. Although not as fast, powerfully armed, or as deep diving as the Seawolf, the Virginias were still state of the art machines of war capable of holding their own against any enemy. It seemed obvious to Massanelli and Carpenter that by the time the Seawolf reached the region near the Strait, the Iranians would be suitably cowed and the waterway open to international traffic as always.
The captain entered, and everyone came to their feet. As usual, Brodie waved them back down before taking his customary seat and accepting a cup of coffee from Gibbs, who’d also delivered a cup for Graves. Gibbs conveniently ignored the other officers, who chuckled at the steward’s jealous guardianship of his favorites. Gibbs excused himself after attending to Brodie, and then the captain got down to business.
A map of the Persian Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz appeared on the screen. “All right, let’s get right to it. You’re each aware of its significance. It is the only sea channel in and out of the Persian Gulf. Through this narrow waterway passes over seventeen million barrels of crude oil per day.” Brodie paused to let the staggering figure sink in.
“Fifteen super tankers pass through this choke point every day carrying forty percent of the world’s seaborne petroleum bound for America, Europe, China, Japan, and elsewhere. It is the literal energy lifeline for the industrialized world.” Brodie walked over to the SMART Board and tapped the image. “Close off this pipeline and the lights go out all over America and the Western world.”
The assembled officers understood the significance of the Persian Gulf and the Western world’s need for Middle Eastern oil. This unquenchable thirst for oil was the driving force behind much of the United States’ foreign policy in the region and why America had a huge military presence in the Gulf. Usually a carrier battle group was never far from the area, but the North Korean ruse had seen to this nicely.
“In addition, we still have thousands of personnel in the Gulf plus tens of thousands of contractors in Iraq who receive their basic daily needs of food, fuel and other supplies on cargo ships passing through the Strait. Meaning, in the most basic terms, if we allow the Islamic Republic to cut off the Strait to our shipping, we risk economic disaster at home and military disaster here.”
There were no logisticians in the room, but they all had an adequate understanding of supply to know the American personnel in the region required tens of thousands of tons per day of everything from food and water, to ammunition, repair parts, fuel, and medical supplies. Such a vast quantity of supplies could only be delivered by cargo ships. A military airlift might be able to provide some of their needs but could never replace what a lone cargo ship could deliver in a single trip.
“The Strait itself is shaped like an inverted “V” with the Islamic Republic to the north and Oman to the south. Now, for some years, Iran has tried to get Oman to join them in closing off the Strait to international shipping since half the waterway is in Oman’s hands. But Oman has always resisted, and international shipping lanes are now all in Oman’s territorial waters.”
Brodie motioned toward Graves, who advanced the image on the screen to show a small, narrow peninsula jutting into the southern part of the Straits of Hormuz. “Unfortunately, Oman only owns a small sliver of land called the Musandam Peninsula which sticks out into the Strait creating the inverted “V” shape and the navigational difficulties in these narrow waters. Besides the fact the Peninsula is only ten miles wide and thirty miles long, its defense is further complicated by the fact it is not contiguous with the rest of Oman. The government of Oman cannot easily reinforce the small garrison without our help, and they have relied on the US Navy to make certain the Iranians cannot cross the narrow Strait and seize this tiny Peninsula.”
“Except we ain’t in the area,” Ski nearly groaned in disgust.
Brodie nodded in agreement. “Except we aren’t in the area. That’s exactly right.”
“What happens if they gain and can hold onto this peninsula, sir?” Martin asked.
“Then the Iranians will have what they want, overwhelming strategic control of the Strait,” Brodie said simply. He motioned toward Graves and a new satellite image appeared which showed a close up of a beach area.
“This is the southern coast of Jazireh-ye Qeshm, the largest of many islands positioned inside this strategic choke point controlled by the Islamic Republic. This image was taken yesterday, about twenty-three hours ago.”
Kristen pushed her glasses up onto her nose and leaned forward slightly, looking at the image. “What are those boats?” she asked, not recognizing them.
“That is the first of currently three problems we’re facing,” he said. “Those are fifteen Russian Zubr class hovercraft designed for landing up to five hundred troops or an equivalent load of other military equipment such as tanks, armored personnel carriers, surface-to-air missile batteries…” he paused as he shook his head at the problem. “I assume you recognize the significance of these fifteen hovercraft positioned so close to the Musandam Peninsula.”
The slide changed and showed an image of a different beach area and the Zubr Hovercraft on it. “This image was taken this morning on the western shore of the Musandam Peninsula. Last night, following what the Iranians claimed was an Oman commando raid on an Iranian island garrison in the Strait, the Islamic Republic responded with a massive invasion. It’s believed that since the initial assault wave, the Islamic Republic has transferred nearly thirty thousand troops across the Strait and has seized the entire peninsula.” Brodie paused to let the seriousness of the situation sink in. “As we speak, they’re ferrying a steady stream of equipment across the narrow waterways including hundreds of Russian made tanks, surface-to-air missile batteries, everything they need to create a bastion.”
“Mother of God,” Andrew Stahl whispered, knowing this surprise attack would have to be answered quickly before the oil lifeline so critical to the West was cut.
“I’m afraid this is only the half of it,” Brodie told him. “Although the State Department is burning up the diplomatic channels to bring international pressure against Iran to withdraw their forces, the Russian Federation submitted a written letter to the United Nations General Assembly today in which they have officially recognized Iran’s claim to the Peninsula.”
“So this was what all the deception was about. This is what this whole sham in North Korea was meant to do,” Terry said incredulously. “Seize the Strait—”
“And gain control of eighty percent of the world’s oil supply,” Brodie finished for him. “Furthermore, the Russians followed up this letter to the UN with an announcement that they are extending their nuclear defense shield over the Islamic Republic. In effect, guaranteeing Iran that should any nation use strategic weapons against them, the Russians will respond in kind.”
“Mother fuck,” Ski whispered in anger. “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he added with venom in his voice.
“Crude,” Brodie said with a hint of similar anger and bitterness. “But it sums up the situation succinctly. The Russians have used petropolitics in the past, and they’ve apparently been planning this little operation for some time as an attempt to gain a near monopoly on the world’s energy needs, and if we don’t act quickly, they may very well get away with it.”
The image advanced to a satellite photograph of a boat moving through the open water. “This is an Iranian Vosper Mark-5 frigate built forty years ago by our British cousins when Iran was run by the Shah.” He pointed toward the rear of the boat. “Although old, she’s fast and armed with state-of-the-art anti-ship missiles provided by our Chinese friends, and although she’s no threat to us, she’s photographed here with over fifty mines on her deck seeding the Strait of Hormuz.”
The images advanced through five more satellite images showing ship after ship similar to the previous one all dropping mines. “The Iranians currently have eleven surface ships rolling mines into the Persian Gulf as fast as they possibly can. Plus, we’ve additional evidence of aircraft also deploying mines, creating a massive barrier across the Strait. This is in addition to the extensive minefield they already had seeded in their own home waters.”
“This is like a damn nightmare,” Terry whispered to Kristen seated next to him. He then asked, “Do they really think they can get away with this?”
“For the moment, they are getting away with it,” Brodie replied matter of factly.
“But once our heavies get back in the area, we can wipe them off that peninsula in a day,” Ski offered. “It doesn’t make any sense.”
Brodie stood calmly, but Kristen noticed his jaw twitching slightly, indicating either anger or frustration. Neither of which could be good at the moment considering the situation. He motioned toward Graves, who advanced to the next image. Everyone stared at it, not quite certain what they were seeing. It looked like an area of coastline with some underwater ridges visible as dark shadows on the satellite image. He motioned to Graves, who showed the next photo which was a close up of the previous photograph showing the series of ridges a little better. Kristen recognized the ominous dark shadow in the image and unconsciously bit her lip.
“There she is,” Kristen whispered.
“Who?” Terry asked, not having recognized the shape. “There who is?”
Brodie nodded and a closer image appeared. Everyone now saw the clear dark silhouette of a submerged submarine in shallow water taken during daylight. “This image was taken three days ago in the Persian Gulf well within Iranian territorial waters.”
The room had turned deathly silent as the officers stared at the imposing image. “The CIA, the NRO, the DIA, and MI-6 all agree that this is the Borei.” Brodie directed their attention to the ominous shape. “She’s significantly smaller than the old Typhoons but is still pretty big at around five hundred fifty feet and near fifteen thousand tons. As built, she’s designed to carry sixteen Bulava submarine-launched ballistic missiles each with six warheads and a range of about five thousand miles. But what we don’t know is what she’s doing there. The Persian Gulf is at most three hundred feet deep and averages about one fifty, which is a duck pond for a submarine like the Borei designed to hide in the open ocean.”
Kristen removed her glasses and rubbed her burning eyes, truly sick to her stomach. It was a perfect storm. When she looked back up she saw that Brodie was staring right at her.
“Lieutenant?”
“Sir, what are the chances the Russians sold the Borei to the Islamic Republic?” she asked. “I mean if they did, it would explain it being in Iranian waters. If the Iranians control access in and out of the Strait, then the Borei could sit in the Persian Gulf indefinitely, sink down into the sand and be perfectly safe.” She then added, “I mean there’s no chance of her being found by an airborne search aircraft.”
Brodie nodded his congratulations to her. “That’s what the CIA believes has indeed happened. Adding to the nightmare, is satellite imagery showing Bulova missile crates being loaded onto a cargo ship in Bandar-e-Abbas.”
“The Russians would never sell a nuclear missile to the Iranians,” Terry thought out loud. “Even they aren’t that reckless.”
“Perhaps,” Brodie admitted, “but the National Command Authority cannot risk an outright assault on Iran unless we know for certain the Borei isn’t carrying anything more deadly than a torpedo or…”
“Or what, sir?” Martin asked.
“The Borei is destroyed,” Kristen answered.
Brodie nodded solemnly. “Although there is no conclusive evidence the Borei is now armed with strategic missiles, as things stand right now we cannot assume she isn’t. All evidence makes it clear the Russians have gone all in on this play while at the same time trying to at least appear to be staying out of it. There is no doubt, considering the Federation’s immediate recognition of the Islamic Republic’s acquisition of the Musandam Peninsula and then the extension of their nuclear umbrella to include Iran, that they are in this up to their necks and probably orchestrating the entire thing.”
Ryan Walcott adjusted his seat nervously before asking, “Is there any evidence the Iranians have successfully developed their own nuclear bomb? If so, they could have simply placed their warhead in a Russian rocket.”
“There’s no evidence of any nuclear tests by Iran. Although the CIA believes it’s possible they could use other warheads with perhaps a dirty bomb or maybe some chemical agent.” Brodie ran a hand through his mop of hair and stressed, “But they’re really guessing on all of this with no concrete information.” He then reminded everyone, “For all we know the boat has empty launch tubes, and they’re hoping to scare us with the possibility of a nuclear strike capability, so we think twice before responding and going in there guns blazing.”
The gamble the Iranians were taking was enormous, but so would be the payoff if they succeeded. They could blackmail the free world.
“We don’t know what else the Russians may have sold them, or if the Russians will try to play both sides of the fence and use their own subs to help the Iranians protect the Strait from our intervention. The USS Virginia is the closest boat and is somewhere in the vicinity of the Strait as we speak. Her current mission is to keep an eye on the Iranians and protect any American-flagged vessels in the event of any aggressive move by our Iranian friends.”
Brodie looked at Graves. “Jason, you know the skipper of the Virginia, don’t you?”
“Jim Berryman,” Graves answered with a confident nod of his head. “We were stationed together for two years. Good skipper,” he added. “No nonsense. He’s the guy we want in there scouting for us if we have to go in, Captain.”
Brodie nodded approvingly. “I never worked with Berryman, but I’ve heard he’s top shelf all around.” Any praise from Brodie meant something, and it was comforting to all in the wardroom to know the USS Virginia was already on station.
“Jim and I were on the USS Ohio together,” Ski interjected. “He’s as solid as they come.”
Brodie seemed satisfied. “Not far behind the Virginia is the HMS Audacious, and we all remember Commander Gardener. I can assure all of you, no one will handle a boat better than Alec Gardener.” He then concluded, “So, perhaps by the time we get there all that will be left for us to do is maybe take a few photographs, shake a few hands, and pick up the smoking remains of the Iranian Navy.”
“Have we received any change to our rules of engagement, Captain?” Ryan Walcott asked. “I mean if we run into an Iranian sub…”
“We’re currently not at war, but that could change at any moment. Also, the waterways where we will be operating are considered territorial waters by the Iranians whereas we maintain those waters are open to international traffic. Meaning, the Iranians may feel justified firing at us when and if we enter the Strait. Plus, we really don’t know what the Russians have sold the Iranians. It’s possible we may run into a couple of Akulas in the Strait, and it shouldn’t surprise us if we learn they’re now flying Iranian flags,” Brodie told them with eyes now cold as ice. “Therefore, if anyone makes an aggressive move toward us, I’m gonna blow their ass out of the water.”
“How long before we’re in a position to support the Virginia, Ryan?” Graves asked.
Walcott looked back down the table and thought for a moment. “It’s at least two thousand miles, XO,” he said. “At twenty knots, we’ll be there in about four days, less if we step on the gas.”
Graves turned to Brodie, offering his opinion. “I recommend we go in quietly, Captain. There’s no point in letting everyone know we’re coming. Besides the Borei and those Akulas, the Gagarin might be lurking about, and we sure don’t want to announce our arrival.”
“I understand your concern,” Brodie replied thoughtfully. “But if something goes wrong and the Virginia and the Audacious need to start shooting, I’d hate to arrive too late to help cover their backs.” He looked down the table at Ryan. “Calculate a speed run at thirty knots. That should put us in position in less than three days.”
“What about our heavy surface forces, Captain?” Martin asked nervously, clearly understanding the gravity of the situation and not liking the odds.
“The George Washington and her escorts are in the Singapore Straits and are three weeks away at their current speed. The Nimitz is slipping her moorings in Sasebo as we speak and is a month away at least.”
“So, we’re on our own, sir,” Martin concluded nervously.
Kristen looked up the table at Brodie, who was again seated in his usual chair. She saw a slight, almost cocky smile cross his face, and his eyes sparkled with excitement. There was nothing anyone on board could do to get the carrier battle groups with their massive air wings in position any faster. They would have to do what they could on their own until help arrived.
“Not to worry, Mister Martin,” Brodie offered as he stood, concluding the brief. “Just think how much easier it’ll be to discriminate between friend or foe when you’re the only good guy in the gunfight.”

Chapter Seventeen

USS Virginia, Gulf of Oman
Commander Jim Berryman sat at his small desk on the periscope platform, his eyes never far away from the tactical display. The Iranian Kilo class submarine they’d been following for the better part of six hours had slowly moved closer to the Persian Gulf. Berryman was well aware that the Iranians had seeded thousands of new sea mines across the Strait of Hormuz, but was also aware that there had to be a path through the minefield allowing surface ships to transit the Strait safely.
The possibility the Kilo would lead them through this safe passage was very real and one his orders wanted him to pursue. Of course, he wasn’t to hazard his boat to do so. The State Department was working around the clock to resolve the current conflict between Iran and Oman peacefully, and Berryman had no desire to start a shooting war. However, his natural aggressiveness pushed him to press the advantage he had as commander of the most advanced submarine in the world.
The Virginia was the lead boat of the newest fast-attack submarines in the American arsenal and he was quite proud of her. They were currently in just three hundred feet of water, but the Virginia had been designed specifically for this environment. Much smaller than the Seawolf class and just slightly larger than the aging Los Angeles boats that had helped win the Cold War, the Virginia represented the future in submarine design. Unlike the aging Kilo they were shadowing. No match for the Virginia, the Kilo was slow and noisy. Berryman had run a few practice attacks on the unsuspecting Iranian submarine as he’d slowly shadowed it back toward Iranian waters. The fact the Kilo was even out of the Persian Gulf was unusual since they were clearly outclassed by anything they might run into beyond the Gulf, but one of Berryman’s missions was to gather intelligence on Iranian naval operations and following the Kilo fit the bill.
Above his head, he heard the voice of his sonar chief come from the speaker mounted on the overhead, “Con, sonar. Kilo Three aspect change. New course zero-four-five, speed eight knots, range one thousand yards.”
Berryman acknowledged the message and then ordered a slight course change to stay in the Kilo’s baffles. Once they completed the turn, he resumed watching the tactical display indicating the position, course, and speed of every surface and sub-surface contact the Virginia was monitoring. There were currently multiple contacts. Most of the sub surface contacts were biologicals with the exception of the Kilo. However, he was wise enough not to assume the only potential threat to his boat was the Kilo. Plus, besides possible threats, somewhere nearby, the HMS Audacious was prowling these same seas. Standard NATO submarine tactics precluded hunter-killer submarines operating as a team, so he didn’t know where the Brit might be. To the north, he was acutely aware that the Islamic Republic was still dropping mines. Intelligence placed the southern boundary of the field about five miles away, and he wasn’t interested in getting any closer considering that such reports were not always accurate. Plus there was the very real possibility that the Iranians had expanded the field.
“Con, sonar,” came the sonar chief’s voice a few moments later, “Sierra three is turning sharply back to the south and coming shallow.”
Berryman ordered the Virginia to reduce speed as he let the Kilo complete her turn. He then considered the tactical display. The waters around them were shallow and growing more so. Following a slight adjustment in depth to keep them well clear of the sea floor, he resumed his previous position in front of the tactical display. Once the Kilo settled on her new course, Berryman prepared to order his own course change to fall back in behind the Kilo.
“Con, sonar,” he heard his sonar chief’s alarmed voice. “We just picked up a series of objects entering the water to port.”
Berryman responded immediately, “Any chance the splashes were aerial torpedoes entering the water?” Any possibility the Iranians knew he was here was remote. The Virginia was moving so slowly that it was unlikely even another in her class would have heard her.
“Negative, and they aren’t sonar buoys, either. I’m not sure what it was, but we counted at least five splashes.”
Berryman considered the possibilities. The ocean was normally filled with sound. Just the natural sounds surrounding them accounted for 99 % of what his sonar system picked up, the rest was manmade. But, considering where they were at the moment, there were a lot of manmade noises to consider. “Helm, thirty degree turn to starboard,” he ordered, making a course change away from the unidentified sound. The turn would eventually bringing him back southward and behind the Kilo that made a similar turn a few minutes earlier. He then spoke to his navigation officer, “Paul, how accurate is our position fix?”
“Within ten meters, Captain,” the officer responded almost immediately.
“Con, sonar,” the chief’s voice again sounded from the speaker. “More splashes, dead ahead and close.”
Berryman still wasn’t certain what they were picking up. If any of the splashes were torpedoes, his sonar systems would have alerted him. They were already turning away from the initial series of unidentified splashing sounds, and he briefly wondered if a surface vessel they’d somehow failed to detect was dropping trash overboard.
He was about to order yet another course change when he heard the whine of the Mine Detection and Avoidance System alarm sounding. MIDAS for short, was just one of many sonar systems the Virginia employed to keep her safe in the deep and was designed to detect mines and other dangerous objects in the submarines path.
“MIDAS alert. Multiple bearings, all dead ahead!” his sonar chief called out in alarm.
“Hard to starboard,” Berryman ordered, now understanding what the noises they’d heard were. Intelligence reports indicated the Iranians were dropping a steady supply of mines into the Strait of Hormuz, improving their already significant minefield. Most of these mines were deployed by ships, but there were also reports of mines being deployed from aircraft. The minefield was miles away, and the Virginia should be safe, but something had gone wrong. Had the Iranians decided to expand their field intentionally? Had the Virginia stumbled into a new field previously unidentified, or had a flight of Iranian aircraft simply gone off course and deployed their mines in the wrong place?
He couldn’t know the answer, and at the moment, he had no time to speculate.
“Sound general quarters,” he ordered calmly, hiding his own fear from his crew who’d gone from near boredom after hours of following the Kilo to sheer terror at the possibility they’d strayed into a minefield. Regardless, he needed to get the Virginia’s watertight integrity increased in case they struck a mine, and sending the crew to GQ was the quickest way to accomplish this.
“New course one-eight-zero,” he ordered as he considered the various potential hazards to his submarine. He didn’t know how close he was to the objects the MIDAS alarm had warned him about, and he couldn’t be certain they even were mines. He stood and stepped in behind his helmsman, keeping his eyes on the tactical display.
“Con, sonar,” he heard the chief’s frantic voice. “New contact, Sierra four. Bearing two-eight-five. Classify contact as probable nuclear powered submarine.”
A million possibilities went through Berryman’s mind at the same instant. He was quite certain they were nowhere near the Iranian minefield. They’d been following the slow moving Kilo for hours. The unexpected splashes could very well be aerial mines being deployed around him. He doubted the Iranians had any clue he was here, and the mines — if they were mines — were being dropped by probable accident. The new contact, possibly the Astute or maybe a Russian, was in the area and heard the splashing sounds, too. Whoever they were had been moving quietly or perhaps holding their position, waiting in ambush and just listening. When they heard the splashes, they’d voted with their feet and accelerated to clear the area just as he was trying to do.
Berryman still hadn’t panicked. Instead, he factored in this latest piece of information into his calculations. But, just as he was processing, the sonar chief’s voice again sounded overhead, “Con, sonar. More splashes to starboard and a second series to port.”
His helmsman and planesman looked at him with worry.
Berryman knew his boat and crew were in danger, but he also knew allowing panic to set in wouldn’t help him. “Hold your turn, helm,” he ordered, trying to keep any alarm out of his voice. He now assumed that somewhere above him, hovering over the Gulf of Oman, was a flight of five or more Iranian transport helicopters dropping mines into the sea almost at random. Whether they were off course or intentionally seeding these waters didn’t matter. He had to get clear of the area before it was too late.
The MIDAS alarm again sounded and he saw his helmsman white knuckling his controls as he stiffened in fright. “MIDAS alert,” the sonar chief’s voice called out. “Mine bearing zero-zero-five.”
The mine was directly ahead of them.
“Reverse your turn, helm,” Berryman ordered, trying to keep his own voice steady. He’d read the reports regarding Iranian sea mines being deployed and knew most were magnetic induction mines, meaning they would detonate the moment they detected a metallic object. Fortunately, the Virginia’s steel hull had been degaussed prior to their current deployment. Not that he was counting on this saving them. Their best — perhaps only — chance of escape was to avoid the mines entirely.
He resisted the itch to accelerate, knowing that at high speed the Virginia wasn’t as maneuverable, and at the moment, he wanted agility, not speed. He checked the depth, seeing he still had about three hundred feet beneath him and considered diving to get under the descending mines, then reconsidered. Mines were normally moored to the sea floor, and considering the depth here he felt it unlikely that this was an intentional seeding of mines, therefore — instead of descending — he ordered the Virginia closer to the surface, hoping to rise up above the sinking mines.
“Battle stations manned and ready,” the Officer of the Deck reported, “Condition Zebra set throughout the ship, Captain.”
Berryman heard the report. It was the first piece of good news he’d had since the first mine splashed into the sea ten minutes earlier. He was about to acknowledge the report when the sound of something heavy striking the hull resonated through the ship. He cringed, expecting an explosion, but nothing happened.
“Hold your course,” he whispered thankfully, assuming that if it were a mine, it had failed to detonate.
“Aye, Captain,” the helmsman replied anxiously. Everyone else in the control room was silent and stared nervously at the hull around them.
The silence was shattered by a blast that threw Berryman against the deck. He wasn’t certain if he struck his head and was momentarily knocked out, but he opened his eyes to the wail of alarm claxons. The main power was out and battle lanterns illuminated the control room. He struggled to his feet, hearing the unmistakable sound of water shooting into the hull. Unlike the movies that showed hull breaches as a rush of water, the reality was far worse. At their current depth, the water was under so much pressure, it came through the fracture in the hull with the speed of a bullet.
“Emergency surface!” he shouted to be heard over the roar of water storming in, the alarm claxons and the screams of his crew. He vaguely heard his order acknowledged before a second blast shook the stricken submarine. Berryman fell back against the periscope platform. The back of his head struck something hard, and he collapsed as cold water washed around him.
He struggled to clear his head as those men still able to, fought to stop the flooding. Barely conscious, unable to form words, he knew they would never seal the rupture. He vaguely heard the high pressure air entering the tanks to try and provide enough buoyancy to bring them back to the surface. Even in his dazed state, he knew they would never make it.
The last thing he recalled before the darkness took him, was the forward hatch to the control room bursting inward. What force had caused the heavy steel door to fail, he would never know.

Chapter Eighteen

Data Equipment Processing Room, USS Seawolf, The Indian Ocean
“What do you wanna do?” Martin asked Kristen as they sat in front of two computer terminals, their eyes burning with fatigue after eight straight hours trying to create something with what little information they had. They’d been working on the computer model for the Borei and Gagarin nearly nonstop since hearing about the Iranian assault across the Strait of Hormuz two days earlier.
But despite their best efforts, they had very little to show for it. They simply didn’t have enough hard data. Martin knew Kristen had, for whatever reason, sort of adopted him and was doing what she could to see him redeemed in the eyes of the captain and XO. He appreciated it, but he’d never worked so hard in his life as he tried to match her pace. She was almost like a machine at times, going for days with only four or five hours of sleep and working feverishly for up to eighteen hours at a stretch.
The crew was enduring an even more rigorous drill schedule than they’d experienced during the run from Japan. But there was a different feeling among the crew now as they went about the arduous battle drills. Martin could see a new sense of urgency and importance, with almost no complaints.
Despite Martin’s most ardent prayers and wishes, the situation in the Persian Gulf had grown worse. In addition to the Iranians seizing and fortifying the Musandam Peninsula, they’d strengthened their minefield in the Strait of Hormuz, and the Islamic Republic had received diplomatic support for their brutal takeover of the Peninsula from North Korea who announced their recognition of Iran’s “legitimate right” to the territory. Similar recognitions came from Cuba, Syria and Venezuela, providing at least the façade of legitimacy to the invasion. Plus other Persian Gulf states, now fearing their bigger neighbor might turn their military on them, were beginning to make overtures toward the Islamic Republic that might lead to them recognizing the takeover as well.
“I think we’re wasting our time here,” Kristen interrupted his thoughts. “We just don’t have enough data on the Russian boats.”
Martin had been thinking the same thing for several days now but was too intimidated by her to say it. Her cool exterior, her draconian work ethic, and quiet resolve reminded Martin of Brodie, and the captain terrified him. “What then?”
Kristen stretched her arms up and over her head as she yawned tiredly. “I want to go on vacation,” she joked lightly then suggested, “I think we might try a model using a boat we know something about.”
“You mean the German boat?” Martin had pored over what data they had on board regarding the revolutionary German hydrogen fuel cell submarine. “We sure have more data on it than the Russian boats.”
“Maybe,” she thought out loud, “we could glean enough information off a sound profile from the Type 212 German fuel cell to help our sonar shack recognize the Russians if they hear them.”
Martin hadn’t shaved in three days and scratched his razor stubble thoughtfully, hoping she would postpone doing the reprogramming until after they got some sleep. He looked up at Kristen as she stretched, and found himself staring at how her coveralls seemed to fit a little tighter every day, accentuating her athletic curves. It was becoming harder with each passing day to think of her as just another member of the crew, and he swallowed hard as she stretched her lower back.
Martin turned his head away as an image of his wife waiting faithfully for him to return, flashed into his thoughts. He still thought about his wife almost every moment he wasn’t actively engaged in something else, and the nagging fear they might soon be in a real shooting war weighed heavily on him.
“Kristen?” he asked. He’d tried calling her “Kris” once, but she’d promptly asked him not to ever call her by the name again.
“Are you thinking we should do the programming of the German boat right now?” she asked.
Martin wasn’t. In fact he was about to suggest they give up, considering it hopeless. But Kristen wasn’t ready to accept defeat just yet. So instead of suggesting they get some sleep, he asked, “Have you been reading the message boards?”
Ever since the captain scolded him earlier in the cruise for not keeping up with the message traffic, Martin read the classified message board every day at least once. Since the Iranians crossed the Strait of Hormuz, he’d been reading them at least twice a day, and his fear that he might find himself in a shooting war looked more likely every day. Most recently, he’d been searching for any sign in the message traffic that there might be some peaceful solution, despite what everyone else seemed to believe.
“Are you kidding? I think I could be officially declared a message board junkie,” she confided as she continued stretching, bending over and touching her toes before standing back up to stretch her lower spine again.
Martin again found himself staring at her. When they’d first met, her cold exterior and the stoic mask she wore about the submarine had been a bit off-putting, but since then she’d loosened up a bit and his initial opinion of her had changed. She was a beautiful woman, despite the way she tried to hide her appearance.
“What?” she asked, catching him staring.
Martin cut his eyes away from her to his computer display and quickly asked, “I guess I was wondering what you think of the Iranians’ concession yesterday to allow civilian shipping unrestricted access through the Strait of Hormuz?” Martin desperately wanted to believe this “major” concession would lead to more negotiations and a peaceful settlement of the crisis.
Kristen shrugged her shoulders and grunted, “Humph,” she muttered dismissively. “The leadership of the Islamic Republic are bullies, Danny,” she said flatly. “You can’t negotiate with a bully.”
“But if our ships have unrestricted access and the oil is still flowing, then there really isn’t a reason to fight, right?” he asked hopefully. He’d worked with her intimately for some time, so he knew better than most how truly exceptional she was. She was the most intelligent person he’d ever met, and he desperately wanted her powerful intellect to agree with him.
“Danny, the easiest path isn’t always the right one,” Kristen pointed out. “You seem to forget the Iranians invaded a sovereign country,” she reminded him gently. “They’re mining the most strategically important waterway in the world. They’re nothing more than pirates.”
“But if war could be avoided…”
She again looked at him with a hint of confusion in her expression. “Danny, if we don’t do anything about it, and we let them get away with it, then we’ve basically set the precedent that the Strait of Hormuz belongs to them, and they can do whatever they want with it.”
Martin had considered this argument, but for him it was more important to prevent war than to make a political point. “But if they’re allowing the ships through anyway… what do we care who owns it?”
She paused her stretching and looked over at him. He could see she was a bit annoyed by his line of questioning, but he felt he had a point. “Danny, let’s say we do what you suggest and just smile and walk away,” she allowed. “What happens a year from now after they’ve strengthened their position and are no longer worried about a counterattack, so they decide to charge a fee for using the Strait?”
Martin had considered this. “The Panamanians charge for ships using the Panama Canal, what’s the difference?” he asked, pleased with his analogy.
“You aren’t thinking it through, Danny,” she replied, shaking her head as if his train of thought were ridiculous. “Let’s skip the whole point about the Panama Canal being a manmade waterway and the Persian Gulf being international waters. What happens after the Iranians charge us a fee and we give into it because it’s just a little concession? Then a year later, when they feel they’ve fortified the Strait to the point we could never wrestle it from them, they shut off the route to all ships, denying anyone access and demand we give them something we can’t. Like, say, renouncing the right of Israel to exist? Or perhaps we turn over weapons technology? Or they begin jacking the price of oil up to a point our economy goes in the toilet?”
Martin thought she was being ridiculous and shook his head, “That’s a bit of a stretch, Kristen.”
“Danny,” she gently shook his shoulder as if trying to wake him up, “they’ve already invaded another country. Their government actively supports terror networks around the globe. Their stated goal is to wipe Israel off the face of the earth. They suppress dissent among their own people through brute force. Just how honorable do you expect them to be? We can’t allow this to stand, and if it means going in there and bloodying some noses, then that’s what we have to do.” She sat back down and returned to her work before adding, “This mess happened on our watch, and I sure as hell don’t want to leave it for some other poor sap to clean up simply because we didn’t have the courage to take care of it ourselves.”
Martin decided he didn’t like arguing with her and let it drop. But he couldn’t help wishing she hadn’t sounded so certain about what would happen if they didn’t confront the aggression immediately. He nervously rubbed his nose, feeling like a kid who’d just been put in his place by his school teacher. But no sooner had they gone back to work, than Petty Officer Goodman from the sonar room appeared.
“Miss Whitaker?” Goodman interrupted. “Sorry to disturb you, but…” he hesitated.
“What is it, Mister Goodman?” Kristen asked.
“Chief Miller wanted you to listen to something.”
“Listen to what?” she asked as she stood.
Martin saw Goodman fidget uncomfortably as he answered, “We aren’t sure.”
* * *
Kristen entered the sonar shack a few moments later, half expecting it to be some sort of joke. But upon entering, she saw Brodie, Graves, and COB along with Chief Miller. The sonar operators all looked her way as she entered, and her thoughts that it might be some sort of prank vanished when she saw the worried expressions on everyone’s face.
“Sir?” Kristen asked Brodie who looked to have been awakened to come to sonar. She’d seen him only twice outside the control room over the last two days.
Chief Miller handed her a set of headphones, and Brodie motioned for her to put them on. “We made a recording of something about twenty minutes ago,” Brodie told her, giving no hint what it might be, but, by the looks on everyone’s face, it couldn’t be good. “I wanted to hear what you thought.”
Kristen pulled on the headphones and slipped her glasses into her pocket as Miller played the recorded sound for her. She assumed it was something unusual and listened closely, hearing nothing but sea noises and the roar of the Seawolf charging through the ocean at nearly thirty-five knots. At such speed they were unlikely to hear an earthquake. She listened, but then heard something unexpected. It was distant, but the sound was unmistakable. She opened her eyes and saw everyone staring at her gravely. “It sounds like a pair of underwater explosions, Captain.” She added curiously, “It was far off, though.”
Brodie and Graves exchanged serious glances, and Miller lowered his head slightly and shook it gently as if in remorse.
“Sir?” Kristen asked. “What was it?”
Graves answered. “It was about four hundred miles away in the direction of the Strait of Hormuz.”
Kristen now understood the significance. An underwater explosion would have to be pretty large to have created a large enough signature to be heard four hundred miles away. “What was it?” she asked. “A pair of mines? Did a ship hit a couple of Iranian mines?”
Brodie shook his head grimly and nodded to Miller, who turned on the speaker above their heads and then played a second recording. “We picked this up about fifteen seconds after the first two explosions.”
Kristen removed her headphones and then heard, over the speaker, the sound of a far greater explosion. It was significantly more powerful than the previous two detonations. She looked back at Brodie. “What was that?”
“We estimate it was equivalent to about seven tons of high explosive,” Brodie told her and then glanced at Miller, who turned off the speaker.
Kristen looked at Miller. “What was it, Senior Chief?” The blast occurred underwater and was far larger than any mine or torpedo she’d ever heard of.
“Well,” he said as an unlit cigarette hung lifelessly in his mouth, “we were hoping you might have a theory we like better than the one I came up with.”
Kristen shook her head. “I can’t think of anything causing such an explosion underwater…” She paused and thought for a moment. Then her hand went in dismay to her mouth as she looked at Brodie. “Dear God.”
Brodie nodded in agreement, his face showing all due solemnity. “We think the first two explosions were either torpedoes or mines hitting a submerged vessel followed by a third, larger explosion, such as the detonation of multiple warheads in a torpedo room.”
Kristen felt her heart sink. Part of her had hoped this crisis, like the one in North Korea, might still blow over. But now she felt a sickening feeling in the pit of her stomach. She glanced at Miller. As the chief sonar operator, he had the most experience and she hoped he had another idea.
The aging chief shook his head sadly. “I was in the sonar shack up in the Barents Sea back in 2000 monitoring Russian fleet exercises when I heard something similar,” Miller told her. “It wasn’t until later we learned it was the Russian submarine Kursk’s torpedo room blowing up.”
Kristen new at least two allied submarines were in the area, but there could potentially be countless Iranian and Russian boats. “Do we know who it is, Senior Chief?”
“The Virginia was in the area. During her last communications she reported shadowing a Kilo class diesel electric boat,” Graves told her, obviously worried.
Brodie motioned for her and Graves to join him in the passageway as he exited, and she dutifully followed him. “How’s it going on the computer model?” Brodie asked, hiding any worry he felt. Instead, his face showed just raw determination.
“Not well, sir,” she admitted. Kristen tried not to think about the very real possibility they were now in a shooting war. “We don’t have enough information on the Borei or the Gagarin to complete the simulation. We’re now uploading the data for the German’s 212.”
Brodie’s face was a mask of concentration and bull headed determination. It sounded like the rapidly approaching war had suffered its latest series of casualties, and the Seawolf was racing right into the middle of a no-holds-barred fight. Alone in the passageway, he lowered his voice as he faced her. “What good’ll that do us?”
She then explained how she hoped to get at least some indication what an operational boat using a fuel cell drive might sound like. “Maybe it’ll give us an idea what we’re looking for.” She hesitated for a moment, a question on her lips.
“What?”
“Captain, is there any way I could get the sound recording the USS Albany made of the Borei before losing contact?”
He nodded. “I’ll have it for you in our next data dump from CENTCOM.”
They were standing in the passageway forward of the control room between the radio and sonar shacks. Kristen’s back was to a bulkhead with Brodie on one side and Graves on the other.
“How are the drills coming?” Brodie asked him.
“They’re sharper than I’ve ever seen a crew, Skipper,” Graves answered with a satisfied expression. “But tired and a bit on edge.”
Brodie leaned against the bulkhead next to her, his head slightly bowed, deep in thought. He nodded his head in satisfaction with their answers and looked back up at Graves. “All right, secure the drills. I want everyone in the rack. Cancel all training.” Brodie then added in a whisper, “As far as I’m concerned this boat is at war, and I want everyone rested when the fight starts.”
Graves nodded in agreement and then cut his eyes toward Kristen. “Everyone, Skipper?”
Brodie nodded in agreement as he glanced at Kristen. “Whatever you got cooking, I want you to secure it in six hours and then get some sleep.”
“Sir, I don’t think we’ll be finished in six hours,” Kristen protested softly.
“I don’t care,” he told her in the same calm, yet uncompromising tone she’d come to expect when he’d made up his mind about something. “In six hours shut it down and get some sleep. We’re gonna need everyone fresh when the time comes, especially the sonar personnel.”
Kristen hated not finishing something, but nodded her head in agreement. “Aye, sir.”
* * *
She went back to work, feverishly adjusting the program to fit the new profile. She knew Martin was at least as tired as she was, but he stuck with her, which she felt counted for something. After five more hours, they had the program ready to run and were still running it when they felt the Seawolf begin to slow and come shallow. It wasn’t uncommon for the boat to approach the surface periodically to receive message traffic, and Kristen hardly noticed it as she stood, unable to stay awake any more if she stayed in her seat. Martin was in his chair, and his head had fallen onto his chest. He snored softly as the program ran. She checked her watch, her brain having reached the point where she had to concentrate hard to figure out how long it had been since she’d last slept.
She saw the program concluding and donned a set of headphones to listen to the computer generated noise the program had developed. The program was designed to actually provide the other ambient noises in the sea while listening for a submarine. But she heard nothing but normal sounds associated with the ocean.
Kristen glanced at her wristwatch and saw she was out of time. Brodie had ordered her to get some sleep after six hours, and she’d passed her allotted time. She made a digital recording of the sound the program had created to analyze later and was just finishing when a radioman delivered a flash drive to her.
“The captain said you needed this, Miss,” he explained.
Kristen, her head feeling like it was in a fog, vaguely recalled her earlier conversation with Brodie where she requested the sound recording from the Albany. She downloaded everything she had to her MP3 player including the recordings from the Albany, planning on listening to it during her free time in the event she could discern something.
She got Martin up and began shuffling him out of the DPER prior to her crawling into her bunk and getting some much needed sleep. But, as she said goodnight to Martin, they heard the 1MC speaker on the bulkhead come to life.
“All hands, this is the captain.”
Kristen heard the ominous tone in Brodie’s voice and paused to listen.
“We just received word from COMSUBPAC that at approximately 0237 local time, the Beast Buoy for the USS Virginia began signaling, indicating she’s gone down.”
Kristen felt her legs weaken slightly, and she gripped the edge of the doorway to steady herself. The BST-1 Buoy or “Beast Buoy,” was an automatically launched distress beacon built into every American submarine. It automatically launched if the buoy’s internal timer wasn’t reset at least every ninety minutes; this way if a submarine had a catastrophic accident and every member of the crew was killed, the buoy would automatically launch, giving the downed submarine’s last location.
“Although we cannot be certain of the cause of her loss, we picked up several explosions coinciding with the time the buoy began transmitting, and it appears likely she was lost due to enemy action.
“I’m sure we all share the same sense of loss and a desire to see to it our fallen comrades did not die in vain and that the forces responsible for the Virginia’s demise aren’t allowed to simply walk away from this unchallenged. With this in mind, we’re currently enroute to the region and will hopefully have a chance to see those responsible for this disaster brought to task.”
Brodie was not the kind of man to make threats, and she felt her own smoldering desire to punish whoever was responsible for this catastrophe.
“That is all.”
Kristen looked at an ashen-faced Martin.
“Do you still think we can negotiate with these people?” she asked him bitterly.
Despite her exhaustion, Kristen had trouble sleeping. The loss of the Virginia weighed upon her as she considered what might happen next. Going ashore in Korea had been terrifying to say the least, but it had also been fast. She hadn’t had time to consider just what she was getting herself into. But now, as she lay tossing and turning in her bunk, she had lots of time to think. Too much, in fact, and she didn’t like where her wayward thoughts led her.
She was exactly where she had always wanted to be. She was on a submarine. She’d been accepted by the crew and felt her skills were appreciated. But now, with the loss of the Virginia fresh in her mind and the Persian Gulf looming large, she found herself second guessing her entire life.
Kristen recalled the words Patricia said to her when they’d parted in Sasebo, reminding her she needed to begin enjoying her life. Kristen had lived her entire life sacrificing everyday pleasures so she might have the future she wanted. Now she had that future; she was on the Seawolf. But now that she had it, all of the sacrifice seemed folly. Patricia had always warned her that she would regret the time spent immersed in books, and Kristen feared her friend’s prediction was proving true.
The Seawolf was racing toward an uncertain destiny. Charging toward a narrow, shallow speck of water where her designers had never envisioned the submarine battling for her life. The Seawolf was a deep-ocean killer, not a shallow-water knife fighter. Fighting in the littorals had been why the Virginia was designed. Yet the Virginia was gone, and her crew entombed in a watery grave.
Kristen was tired and knew exhaustion was contributing to her sense of uneasiness, but at the same time she couldn’t dismiss the reality staring her in the face. After so many years of sacrifice, the future she had dreamed of suddenly looked to be violent and very brief.
She drifted in and out of sleep, listening to the recording of the sound file the computer had given her as a possible match for the two Russian submarines plus the sound profile on the Borei taken by the Albany. Her dreams were a chaotic mixture of ocean sounds, self-recriminations, and brief visions of the life she now only fantasized about.

Chapter Nineteen

The Kremlin
The Russian president sat thoughtfully smoking a cigarette as he considered the latest news from the Persian Gulf. The Iranians were reporting they’d sunk an American submarine, although his own forces in the region reported the American had struck a mine.
Regardless, American blood had been shed. As long as the fighting had stayed between Arabs and Persians, the president had been confident he could control the escalation of force as he had in North Korea. But now, he was forced to consider a possible change of plan. He’d hoped to avoid a fight with the American Navy. Although he had forces in the region and he’d formally recognized Iran’s claim to the Musandam Peninsula and the entire Strait of Hormuz, such recognition meant nothing if Russia wasn’t willing to defend those claims.
But could he risk open warfare with the Americans? So far, he’d lost none of his own men or vessels, and no one could prove Russia had anything to do with the loss. With him were his most trusted advisors from the Security Council, and so far the rest of his government didn’t know what had transpired. His Defense Minister, Sergei Sokolov, mused thoughtfully, “You know, Vladimir,” he said, “if you ordered our submarines to defend the Strait of Hormuz, it would be keeping with international law.”
The president knew it wasn’t that simple. Iran had seized sovereign territory by force, and although he could prevent the United Nations from acting, he couldn’t control world opinion which was decidedly against the Republic’s naked aggression.
“And if one of our submarines is lost?” Veronika Puchkov, his foreign minister asked, “Would you then recommend declaring war on the United States?”
Such a thought was out of the question, but she made her point.
Sergei countered, “Of course not, but it is clear the Americans and Brits are probing the Iranian defenses and testing our resolve. If we don’t answer forcefully, we risk them choosing a military option instead of a diplomatic one.”
None of them wanted a real war. Instead, they hoped to make the situation in the Gulf palatable enough to preclude the Americans forcing the issue. But the loss of the American submarine had raised the stakes markedly. The president turned his eyes to Vitaliy Shuvalov, his spy master. “Vitaliy?”
The youth hadn’t offered any comments yet. He was normally tightlipped, but the president valued his counsel. “The Americans have an expression,” he said softly, “the carrot and the stick.”
“What do you mean?”
“We must push the diplomatic solution,” he offered. “This is the carrot. The Americans will hesitate to use force if they think they can resolve the conflict peacefully.”
“They just lost a nuclear-powered attack submarine!” the Defense Minister countered. “What makes you think they won’t demand retribution?”
“We can use this loss to help jump start new negotiations,” Vitaliy explained. “We can say that this tragedy should illustrate the explosive nature of the crisis and call upon all parties to take a step back and reconsider a peaceful settlement. Meanwhile, we use the stick…”
“The stick?” the president asked.
“We tell the world that until there is a peaceful solution to the crisis, our forces will defend Iranian sovereignty in this matter,” the youth concluded.
“While at the same time stressing the diplomatic option,” the president concluded.
Veronika interjected, “World opinion might be swayed in our favor by such an overture since everyone appreciated our intervention to resolve the Korean fiasco, but I don’t think we can count on the Americans sitting still for this.”
The Defense Minister nodded in agreement. “Then we must convince the Americans we’re serious about helping the Persians, or else the blockade across the Strait of Hormuz is meaningless. They’ll run over the handful of Iranian vessels currently patrolling the Strait and the game is over.”
Veronika offered another thought, “And if we don’t announce our determination to defend our ally’s waterways, then the Iranians might wilt before the growing American forces arrayed against them. For all their faith in the hereafter, none of our Persian friends are in a hurry to go there.”
The president knew his next decision would be the most critical. Anything short of ordering his forces to defend the Strait would amount to surrender on his part. However, Sergei had a final thought, “Plus, for the moment, the only Western forces in the region are submarines. If we opened fire on one of their boats, they couldn’t prove we did it.”
The president had already decided what he had to do, but it was nice to hear his most trusted advisors agree with him. “Very well, Veronika,” he began, “make overtures to the Americans and her allies. Tell them we are deeply saddened by this tragedy and explain we want an immediate cease fire by both parties. Tell them we are willing to act as intermediaries between the Iranians and the rest of the world to bring a peaceful end to the crisis. Offer assurances that we will make sure the sea lane in and out of the Gulf stays open to civilian traffic. However, make it clear that to guarantee the cease fire, our forces in the region will fire on any vessel making an offensive move.”
“And our forces in the region?” Sergei asked. “If we leave them there, we must give them the ability to protect themselves. Plus, if the Americans don’t believe we intend to back up our words, then this entire conversation is moot.”
It was a dangerous game, and the president knew it. If he withdrew his forces, then the Iranians — despite their bluster — wouldn’t stand a chance of defending the Strait. If he left his forces in the region but didn’t allow them the freedom to defend themselves, then he was risking them needlessly. If they stayed, which they had to if his plan was going to work, then he had to give them the ability to not only defend themselves, but aggressively defend the Strait itself.
“Give the order,” he decided. “Our forces will defend Iranian territorial waters, including the Strait of Hormuz against any aggressive action.”
The decision made, the president lit another cigarette. He was risking it all, and he knew it. If the Americans didn’t back down, there would be an undeclared war fought underneath the waves, and if his forces in the region lost, then his grand scheme would collapse. But… if successful…if the Americans backed down or were defeated in any attempt to force a passage through the Strait, then the new world order he sought would be achieved. It was a huge gamble, but the reward was equally as large.

Chapter Twenty

Wardroom, USS Seawolf
The apprehension in the wardroom hung like a dark cloud over everyone seated around the table. Those present ate sparingly, barely doing more than picking at their food as each dealt with his own secret fears regarding the situation at hand. No one felt comfortable talking about what happened to the Virginia or what was awaiting the Seawolf as she continued her headlong rush toward the Persian Gulf, hell bent on challenging any and all comers.
Kristen took a few tentative spoonfuls from a bowl of instant oatmeal, a cup of lukewarm tea at hand, her head slightly bowed and her headphones on, listening to the ocean sounds, trying to discern something within the computer-generated noise pattern. She’d managed a solid nine hours of uninterrupted sleep, but the nine hours hadn’t passed uneventfully.
Upon arrival in the wardroom, she leafed through the classified message board and saw, during her rest period, the world above had been raging. Iran had announced the sinking of a foreign submarine in her “territorial waters.” As punishment for this trespass, Iran was temporarily restricting passage through the Strait of Hormuz as a sign of its resolve and unwillingness to be “bullied” by the “agents of Zionism.”
An immediate result of the Iranian announcement was a skyrocketing of oil prices on global markets. Plus, there was a flurry of diplomatic activity at the United Nations which issued a scathing rebuke to Iran. But the UN’s admonition was a toothless warning as Russia and eight other countries walked out of the General Assembly meeting in support of the Islamic Republic. Because of the crisis, international shipping traffic was fleeing the region following a speech by the President of the United States wherein he announced America’s unwavering resolve in the matter. Kristen assumed this meant war if the Iranians didn’t back down.
The loss of the Virginia loomed large among the officers and crew. It was difficult to find anyone on the Seawolf who didn’t have at least a passing acquaintance on the Virginia. Kristen knew one man who’d been on the downed submarine. He’d been with her at Annapolis, and even though she hadn’t known him well, the fact he was gone brought into close perspective her own mortality. Ski, who’d known the captain of the Virginia well, looked moodier and angrier than usual, and his dark mood made everyone else a bit jumpy.
The captain — normally a calming influence — had momentarily made an appearance in the wardroom but had then been called away to the message center to receive what she assumed would be more in a seemingly unbroken string of bad news. As she stared at Brodie’s empty chair, her thoughts again turned to what Patricia had told her about being afraid to live in the present. Kristen knew Patricia was right. She’d squandered so many chances for happiness, and now, as she stared at Brodie’s empty chair, she wondered if her choices had destined her to a life alone.
For most of her youth, Kristen foolishly thought she was the master of her own destiny. But during the last three months, she’d learned a hard lesson regarding just how little control she had over her future. In fact, she no longer felt she had control over anything, including her emotions. She’d fallen in love with a man she could never hope to have and now found herself thrust into a situation which she felt — despite her years of hard work and sacrifice — she would be able to influence only slightly. The world itself seemed to be coming apart and there was nothing she could do about it.
Her eyes lingered on the empty chair at the head of the table, wishing for a moment — just one moment — in which the mask of command could fall away and the concerns of protocol and duty might fade so she could tell him how she felt. After years of living for tomorrow, the cold reality had struck her hard with a simple truth: her tomorrows were — unquestionably — few in number. All she had left to cling to was the moment.
The door opened and Brodie walked in followed by Graves, both apparently undaunted by current events. All eyes expectantly fell on the captain, some seeming to beg for even faint hope of a peaceful resolution. Others — most notably Ski’s — hoped the Joint Chiefs would take them off the leash and let the Seawolf loose to seek vengeance for the lost Virginia.
Brodie sat down, showing no sign he noticed everyone’s eyes upon him as he resumed eating his cold breakfast. Beside him, Graves sat quietly sipping his coffee.
“What’s happened now?” Ski nearly growled.
Brodie didn’t look up; instead, he looked to almost force the food into himself as if knowing he would need the energy for the coming struggle. But after a long few moments of silence, he glanced at his executive officer and gave a brief nod indicating Graves should explain what they’d just learned.
Graves cleared his throat before speaking. “The Islamic Republic announced this morning they are now a nuclear power. Further, they have targeted several densely populated cities in Europe for destruction if any nation tries to force a passage through the Strait of Hormuz.” It was not completely unexpected, but hardly welcome news.
The mood in the wardroom grew a little bleaker as the Iranians raised the stakes once more. Any more thought of food was forgotten as each officer displayed visible signs of growing concern. All except Brodie, who continued to eat as if they weren’t on the precipice of open war. He looked almost nonchalant about the information as Graves, still grieving over the loss of the Virginia and his own close friends, continued, “As you know, the United States and our allies have been redeploying tactical air assets, antisubmarine patrol craft, and mine warfare resources into the region in preparation for a coordinated assault to overwhelm the Iranians’ landward defenses under construction in and around the Strait. But, given this new potential threat, it has been decided we can’t risk any overt attempt to force our way through the Straits until the National Command Authority can determine the credibility of the Iranian nuclear threat.” Graves was clearly struggling to keep his obvious anger and remorse in check as he paused, swallowing hard.
“Our own Air Force, in conjunction with the British RAF and other allies, is currently developing an extensive strike package for a massive, all-out assault on suspected Iranian nuclear sites and rocket facilities in hopes of overwhelming their ability to react and destroying any land-based strategic threat they may possess.”
Kristen wiped her face in exasperation, shaking her head. Even if they could take out the land-based threat in such an attack — which was in no way certain — there was still a significant and credible threat posed by the Borei, hiding somewhere inside the Persian Gulf. The possibility the Borei might be armed with missiles was not easily dismissed.
“Sir?” Graves asked when Brodie, who was methodically working his way through the food on his plate, glanced up.
Everyone assumed Brodie would say something regarding their mission, and every eye was once again on him. But instead of some comment on the crisis, the captain motioned toward Martin. “Mister Martin,” he swallowed down a mouthful of food, “could you pass the Tabasco Sauce, the eggs are a little bland this morning.”
Martin, nearly in a state of controlled panic at the possibility of a nuclear exchange, slowly, as if in a daze, reached out for the bottle of hot sauce and passed it down. The bottle passed silently from officer to officer, each man taking it in turn as they dealt with their own thoughts of what might be over the horizon. Despite the glum mood, Brodie’s sense of calm was infectious, and they watched as their captain steadily and methodically unscrewed the cap and doused his remaining food in a liberal soaking before screwing the cap back on and setting it in front of him.
“Thank you, Mister Martin.”
Brodie took another bite and chewed his food thoughtfully as if oblivious to the dark mood permeating the wardroom. Kristen saw several of the men fidget uncomfortably in the silence. With the exception of Ski, the XO, and Ryan Walcott, all the others looked nervous at best and scared at worst. She momentarily considered her own demeanor as well as her inner feelings, and she was pleased to realize she wasn’t scared. In fact, the more she thought about the loss of the Virginia, the madder she became.
“You know, Jason,” Brodie said as if musing in a bar somewhere, “I was just thinking.”
Everyone’s attention was firmly on him.
“I’ve been in quite a few scrapes in my life,” Brodie admitted.
Graves nodded, his eyes cold and angry.
“Quite a few,” Brodie repeated thoughtfully as he finally leaned away from his empty plate. “But,” he continued to ponder, “I don’t recall having ever started a fight afraid I might lose.”
An evident change came over the men who’d been seated around the table contemplating their own demise. Brodie’s words struck at the root of the problem with the simple analogy. The specter of defeat and fear had crept into many of the officers around the table, but with a brief sentence, Brodie had not only pointed out what was tormenting them but began the process of dispelling it.
“No, sir,” Graves replied, with a look not only of confidence but a smoldering desire to find the people responsible for the Virginia disaster and make them pay dearly. “I sure as hell don’t, either.”
Brodie looked from eye to eye, and Kristen saw no sympathy, no remorse, no compassion in his eyes, only cool confidence and steadfast determination. “Our orders are to enter the Persian Gulf, track, locate, and destroy the Borei before she can launch her missiles, whether she has any or not.”
It was a brief mission statement, hardly more than a fragment of the much larger order he’d probably received, but he’d summed up the enormity of their task in one sentence.
“That’s it,” Brodie said quietly. “No more drills. No more war games. No more practice torpedo attacks,” he added, his eyes moving from person to person, making eye contact with each of them as if to inject some of his own unshakeable confidence into each of their spirits. His eyes came to Kristen and she met his steel-eyed gaze with one of her own. Kristen was nervous, and couldn’t imagine anyone not being. But she realized as an officer, and supposedly someone people on board looked to as an example, it was vital she appear calm and resolute.
“The President is informing the international community that effective immediately, the Strait of Hormuz and surrounding waterways are a war zone. If any of our ships in the region encounter an unidentified vessel we consider hostile, we’ll fire on them without warning. So, if we cross paths with some Russian skipper who decides to throw in with these Iranians and flex his muscles a bit, we’re gonna remind him why his side lost the Cold War.”
Kristen felt a small, confident smile which she quickly wiped off cross her face, but she could see Brodie’s words making a difference among those of her peers who’d been a bit shaky a few minutes earlier. Those around her were suddenly sitting up a little straighter, and she could see the look of confidence reappearing on many of their faces.
“And as for our Iranian friends,” he paused for effect, his tone reflecting the coldness in his eyes, “they gambled we wouldn’t have the stones to force the issue once they raised the nuclear threat.” His voice now had a hard edge in it. “They were mistaken. They kicked off this mess, now we’re going to show them what it means to play with the big boys.”
“And the big girls, sir,” Kristen interjected proudly and was rewarded with a self-assured smile by Brodie. His eyes settled on her, and they seemed to twinkle in the wardroom light as he looked at her.
“Indeed,” Graves agreed with her, offering her a reassuring nod.
“We’re lucky to have you with us, Lieutenant,” Brodie told her sincerely, and she felt the tension fade.
“Thank you, sir,” she replied and added without a hint of arrogance or over confidence, “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”
Brodie’s self-assurance, his confidence in his crew and his boat was absolute and contagious. With the exception of Martin, who Kristen thought looked almost pitifully miserable, the other officers at the table looked much calmer, more relaxed than before, and the foreboding and deep-seated apprehension they’d all experienced was dispelled.
“Between us and the Persian Gulf is a hastily prepared minefield the Iranians have been seeding for nearly a week now. It is estimated they have laid over twenty-three hundred mines across the Strait of Hormuz, leaving a narrow channel for ships to pass, and we can bet they have everything they can put to sea in position to deny access to the channel.”
Despite their confidence, the officers still wanted to know how Brodie planned to break through the Strait where there was no room to maneuver in the shallow waterway. If they had to evade a torpedo attack, they would only be able to step on the gas and run for it and hope they were staying in the channel. Not to mention the fact the Iranians had three good Kilo class diesel electric boats ideally suited for sitting on the bottom in silence and waiting for an opponent to come too close. Additionally, they still had to worry about the very real probability the Russians were going to take an active hand in defending the Strait.
All of these concerns and more could not be dispelled by their captain’s confidence. But Brodie seemed to have given it some thought and asked Kristen, “Lieutenant Whitaker, what can you tell us about the Borei and the Gagarin?”
Kristen had expected the question, and the same uneasiness she always felt when put on the spot returned. She glanced around the table, seeing the questioning and expectant looks, but saw no condescending eyes upon her. She was no longer an outsider. She was one of them. It was an unexpected but pleasant reminder of just how far she’d come since her first day on board.
“Lieutenant?” Brodie prompted her gently.
Kristen snapped her eyes back to him apologetically for allowing herself a moment of self-reflection. “Sorry, sir.” She cleared her throat and readjusted her glasses and began, “If these boats are dual drive as we suspect, then while they’re operating on their reactors, they’re no different than any other nuke. They have the usual reactor noises, cooling pumps, turbines, and so on. But once they switch to their hydrogen fuel cell, they can operate for up to three weeks virtually silently. No reduction gears, no coolant pumps, nothing to listen to at all. The fuel cell has zero moving parts because it’s making electricity from basically a chemical reaction.”
She assumed the men around the table had done well in college chemistry, so Kristen didn’t go into the details since they weren’t relevant. “Once running on their fuel cells, they’ll be quieter than us. Russian noise reduction technology is virtually the same as ours now thanks to the Walker spy ring, and they’ll have a distinct advantage in this regard.”
She paused for a moment to make certain no one had a question yet. There were none.
“But their acoustics aren’t nearly as good as ours, and even with their near silence while on their fuel cells, we can still detect them before they get the drop on us. But it must be remembered, these boats while on their hydrogen propulsion system become ideal for ambushing an unsuspecting opponent, and this is something we must be wary of. A distinct disadvantage they’ll experience while on their power cells is speed. They’ll be able to make no more than ten knots, and if engaged, our maneuverability advantage could prove the decisive factor. Finally, once engaged, if they decide to switch over to their reactor, they’ll have to go through a complete reactor start up process which could take over an hour, making them an easy target.”
Brodie nodded his thanks to her and then added, “Which means, if and when we run into these buggers, we can expect the action to be in close and personal. Like a knife fight in a dark closet. It’ll be fast and furious, so we need to stay on our toes.” Brodie glanced at Andrew Stahl. “Weps, your tracking parties are gonna have to be Johnny on the spot with their firing solutions. The Russians don’t — and certainly not the Iranians — have anything near our experience with this kind of stuff. If we can react faster, we should be able to hit them and move clear before they can respond.”
“Aye, Captain,” Stahl responded curtly.
“But, sir,” Charles Horner commented, “if they’re totally silent and waiting in ambush for us, we could drive right over top of them. They could have two or three fish in the water before we know where they’re coming from.”
Everyone was thinking similar thoughts, but Brodie answered coolly, “Then we’ll just have to come at them from a direction they don’t expect.”
This was, as the officers around the table knew, easier said than done. The Strait of Hormuz was narrow to begin with, and entrance into it was limited and had been made even more so by the introduction of the Iranian minefield. In addition, the Persian Gulf in general and the Strait of Hormuz in particular were shallow waters for the Seawolf, which was truly at home in the ocean depths. None of this would be easy.
“Sir,” Terry asked, “the channel through the minefield is barely a mile wide. How do you propose to get through undetected and surprise anyone?”
Kristen was considering the options herself when Brodie looked back down the table at her and Martin. He fixed her eyes with hers and said simply, “We’ll go through the minefield.”
His tone was so calm, almost flippant in fact, that he caught the assembled officers off guard. No submarine or surface ship would intentionally enter a minefield, which of course, was the essence of his plan. The Iranians and the Russians wouldn’t think it necessary to guard these minefields and would instead focus entirely on the narrow approaches to the channel to deny access to the Gulf.
“Lieutenant,” Brodie asked, looking directly at Kristen, “you and Ensign Martin handled the LMRS drones once before, do you think you can again?”
Kristen knew the answer without any thought. “Yes sir, absolutely.”
Martin nodded halfheartedly in agreement.
Satisfied, Brodie laid out his plan. “The Iranians have extended their minefield across the Strait and naturally believe it will act as a deterrent. But, if our drones can find us a route through, then we can enter the Gulf undetected. It’ll require a stealth approach through a potential cordon of enemy patrols, and then several hours hovering in one place for the drones to complete their mission where we’ll be under constant threat of detection. But if successful, we could put rumors of this potential nuclear threat to bed for good.”
“Sir,” Ryan Walcott pointed out calmly, “it could take our two drones multiple search profiles and over a week to search the entire Strait. We don’t have that kind of time.” It was one of many problems they had to overcome.
“The Iranian minefield is big,” Brodie admitted. “But it’s also a hasty affair with no apparent coordination in its preparation. This means there must be gaps in it, probably quite a few, in fact. My hope is to deploy the drones on the edge of the field on a narrow search pattern lasting no more than a few hours and then recover them. With luck, they’ll reveal a path we might be able to take.”
“It’s awful shallow in there, Captain,” Terry pointed out, a bit edgy about the Seawolf possibly getting boxed in where her ability to hit hard from a great distance was negated.
“And any path through the minefield’s going to be awful narrow, Skipper,” Ryan added.
“It only means they have less water to hide in,” Brodie said with unshakeable confidence. “It should make the hunting easier.”
Brodie looked around the room, and Kristen realized that despite the confidence he’d renewed in many of them, there was still apprehension. What he was proposing could end in disaster. Even the cheapest mine with a few hundred pounds of explosive and a thirty cent trigger could destroy the three billion dollar Seawolf in an instant.
She studied Ski and Graves, the two next senior officers who sat on each side of the captain. The three of them looked as resolved and serious as she’d ever seen them, and she hoped she too gave off such quiet confidence. Although, she feared she might look as nervous as Martin.
“This is it,” Brodie concluded his tone calm and confident, the fire in his eyes adding emphasis to each word he spoke. “We have the finest boat with the best crew ever to go into the fight. No one has ever been better prepared than we are.”
Kristen felt a tingling of excitement in her lower abdomen slowly spreading throughout her as he seemed to be almost speaking to her and her alone. Despite the enormity of the situation and the loss of the Virginia, she felt her own confidence growing with each well-chosen word.
“We’ve trained all of our lives for this moment. We have spent years preparing for it.” The gaze roamed the room, as if searching for anyone who didn’t believe what he was saying. Then his eyes settled on Kristen. Hard like steel, his eyes were locked on her, and then he spoke, “There are no more tomorrows, no more yesterdays…”
His words struck an instant chord with her, as if he’d read her mind and knew what she needed to hear at that moment.
He continued, “…no more maybes, no more never wills, and maybe next years. This is why we were put on this earth. This moment, right now. The Russians have played us all for patsies long enough. The North Koreans are backpedaling. The Iranians have had their fifteen minutes of fame. Now it’s our turn.”
The message was meant for all of them, and she knew it. But in her heart his words were meant just for her, and he couldn’t have said anything more inspiring. At that moment, with the exception of maybe Martin, Kristen and the others would have followed him into the abyss itself.

Chapter Twenty One

USS Seawolf, The Gulf of Oman
Kristen paused at the hatchway leading into the control room before reporting to the sonar shack. The Seawolf had recently gone to ultra-quiet as they began their stealth approach to the Strait of Hormuz in hopes of reaching the area of the Iranian minefield undetected. Kristen knew of no one on board — except for maybe Ski — who was looking for a fight. Everyone else was hoping they’d be able to slip through undetected, but she wasn’t betting on it.
Kristen looked around the control room, hoping to see Brodie before she reported to the sonar shack. She had no deep foreboding of doom or any apprehension of their impending fate. Instead, she just wanted to see him. It was foolish perhaps, and her rational side chastised her for such emotional foolhardiness, but she was finished with ignoring her heart’s desires for the sake of her career. She’d spent years alone and wouldn’t be satisfied returning to that self-imposed isolation.
She saw COB, Graves, Andy Stahl, Ryan Walcott, and the rest of the control room crew at their stations, and the tracking parties looked busy already. But she saw no sign of Brodie. Disappointed, she lingered for a moment and was about to turn back toward the sonar shack when the door to the sound room opened and Brodie appeared, stepping into the passageway. She’d hoped to just see him briefly but now nearly ran into him.
“Excuse me, sir,” she said automatically as she stepped aside.
“Are the drones ready to go?” he asked as he paused in the passageway, facing her.
He was as flawless as ever, his crooked nose and undisciplined hair drawing her in irresistibly. Tensions were running high on board, yet he looked relaxed and confident. For herself, prior to seeing him, she’d felt calm and ready for what was to come, but now — in front of him — she was tongue tied.
“Yes, sir,” she managed. “I was just about to…” she motioned toward the sonar shack door on the other side of him.
“Yes, of course,” he answered but didn’t move aside. “Did you manage to get any rest?”
It was a foolish question. Kristen had managed a quick shower after preparing the drones and had just made it to the sonar shack. “I’m as rested as anyone else.”
He lingered thoughtfully.
“How far are we from the Strait?” she asked, not quite ready to part.
“We’re in the approaches with Oman maybe thirty miles to the port side and the Islamic Republic off the starboard bow,” he said. “I guess you’d better get in there,” he suggested and stepped aside.
“I guess I better had,” she replied wishing there wasn’t a vast chasm between them filled with protocol and regulations that prevented her from saying to him everything she’d told him a thousand times in her dreams.
“Good hunting, Lieutenant,” he said formally as he opened the door.
“You too, Captain.”
Kristen stepped into the sonar shack and once inside paused, she took several deep, cleansing breaths, exhaling slowly each time, physically trying to purge her thoughts of him. She would need to be on top of her game. The entire crew was counting on the sonar operators to help guide them safely through the expected line of patrol craft guarding the approaches to the Strait, and they deserved her at her very best and not preoccupied by quixotic thoughts.
Senior Chief Miller, an unlit cigarette in his mouth, stood behind the classification stack where Greenberg was working. Hicks was on the broadband and Martinez on the narrowband. Goodman was at the far end on the spectrum analyzer, and Fabrini stood beside Miller. Five other sonar operators were jammed into the claustrophobic space behind them, anxious to lend a hand.
Miller looked at her, sweat dripping from his brow, his ill-fitting uniform already stained with sweat. He mopped his brow with his ever-present rag and nudged Petty Officer Fabrini, who turned and saw her. Fabrini nodded a quiet greeting and in turn nudged Goodman, who looked up from his station. Upon seeing her, Goodman exhaled thankfully and without hesitation removed his headphones and stood, emptying the seat for her, looking somewhat relieved to have her take over. “We were beginning to think you weren’t going to make it, Lieutenant,” Goodman said. “We’ve been trying to lock down a contact for the last hour.”
The room was literally filled with flesh. The men between her and the spectrum analyzer pressed themselves back against the rear bulkhead, sucking in their guts to make room for Kristen to pass. Among the small group of sonar operators on the Seawolf, her reputation was now well established, and every man among them wanted her listening and searching for the threats lurking in the waters around them. Thoughts about her not being welcome because she was a woman were long forgotten. She was one of them now.
Kristen squeezed past everyone and took a seat. She buckled her seatbelt, forcing herself to relax and then pulled on her headphones. Her hands moved expertly over the controls as she moved through the various contacts. There were at least a dozen large surface contacts, but they were all making ten to fifteen knots and had already been classified as civilian ships fleeing the fight everyone knew was coming. They were tracking three other surface contacts, however, two of which had been classified as small patrol craft and another, larger surface contact, was still far away and had yet to be classified, but the men in the shack were leaning toward it being an Iranian frigate.
“Any submerged contacts yet?” Kristen asked, knowing the Iranian frigate would stand no chance against the Seawolf. They could dispatch the vessel at their leisure.
“Not yet,” Fabrini whispered. “But they’re out there.”
Kristen went through a full sweep in all directions, searching various wavelengths and becoming familiar with the sounds in the steadily narrowing waterway leading to the Strait. She didn’t worry about the surface contact, which was child’s play for the Seawolf, but instead searched the depths, knowing they weren’t the only hunters in these waters.
Also, in addition to potential enemies, the HMS Audacious was somewhere nearby. As was standard operating procedure for American and British boats, there’d been no attempt made for the two boats to coordinate their effort. Both the Americans and the British considered their fast-attack boats to be lone hunters, and their submarine warfare doctrine didn’t lend itself to hunting in packs as some navies did. But Kristen knew she would need to be extra careful about any classification until she could guarantee it wasn’t the Audacious, since a MK48 torpedo wouldn’t be so discriminating.
For three hours Kristen and the other sonar operators worked diligently, searching the water around them. A tremendous number of competing manmade sounds reached them through the waves. The Persian Gulf was a busy place with ships, drilling platforms, and construction equipment anchored to the sea floor and on barges all along the coastlines. All of this machinery radiated noise into the water, and these sound waves were picked up by the Seawolf’s elaborate sensory equipment. But these noises also caused “clutter” and could mask a more ominous noise such as a torpedo tube flooding or a propeller chopping through the sea.
So Kristen had to exert all of her energy into filtering out these other noises as she searched the sea around them. With the depth of the water growing ever shallower, the mile long towed sonar array was retracted to prevent it dragging along the bottom, and now the area behind the Seawolf was vulnerable even more than usual. Making matters worse, the channel narrowed as it became shallower, so the room to maneuver decreased, making it more difficult for the Seawolf to change course and clear her baffles.
To her left, the men were coming closer to identifying a faint contact. She could feel the anxiety growing when the boat went to general quarters as more and more contacts were identified. In the back of her mind she could see the tracking parties already working the contacts, preparing possible firing solutions. But she could not spend precious seconds thinking about anything other than what she was hearing. She’d been fooled several times already by some of the manmade transients around them but had failed to pick up any real threat so far.
Her fingertips moved gently over the controls, her eyes closed as she slowly swept the area, trying to tune out everything else around her as the men to her left classified a recent contact as a fast-attack submarine. They were still working the range to this potential threat when, as she was running her search sweep across the waves, her finger paused as she heard another faint sound ahead of them. Like the previous contact, it was weak and hidden in the clutter of noises coming out of the Gulf.
“I’ve got one, Chief,” she whispered. “Bearing zero-two-three. Possible submerged contact.” Kristen immediately narrowed her search and made a few fine adjustments. She heard Miller notify the control room while the men on the stacks began processing her new contact. She wanted to stay with this one, but Miller wanted her to keep searching. Meanwhile the computer recognized the telltale noise signature of the previous contact and designated it Akula Four.
The Seawolf changed course slightly to the west in hopes of slipping silently between the two contacts while Kristen continued to work, feeling the sweat on her forehead and lower back. The captain, despite his orders allowing him to engage targets at will, was trying to get past the two submarines undetected in hopes of avoiding battle. Their orders were to find the Borei before she could launch, and if he could do so without firing on anyone else, that was what he intended to do.
As the Seawolf turned westward, Kristen shifted her search to the port side passive hull arrays, wanting to check as much of their baffles as possible in hopes of hearing anyone lurking behind the Seawolf. The others provided information on the Akula and the — as of yet — undetermined second submerged contact designated Sierra Six.
She found nothing at all trailing them but knew this didn’t mean no one was there; it only meant she hadn’t heard them. She turned her sweep back around, moving through the entire search fan of the Seawolf’s acoustical suite.
“Transients!” she heard Martinez announce in an excited whisper. “Sounds like a hatch slamming on contact Sierra Six, classify contact as definite submerged submarine.” At almost the same time they came up with range data on the first contact.
Miller reported everything to the control room as he received it. “Range to Akula Four, eleven thousand yards, course and speed undetermined,” he reported, suggesting the Akula, operating on a very low power level, might be hovering near the bottom and waiting to ambush someone. “Transients from Sierra Six. Verify contact as submerged contact now bearing zero-five-eight.”
Kristen knew the information they were feeding the control room was being used to create and update firing solutions that would then be fed into the weapons loaded in the eight torpedo tubes. It was almost surreal, like some high stakes video game. Except the weapons were real and the results deadly.
Kristen handed off the second contact to the other three for classification while she resumed searching for other potential threats. Other sonar crews were jammed into the room and multiple other operators were wearing headphones and offering advice, and all the noise was becoming a distraction. She tried to tune the men out but some were even arguing with one another over the proper classification of the latest contact, and it finally reached a point she turned in her chair to face them. “Shh!” Kristen ordered, putting a finger to her lips.
“Sorry, Miss,” Miller said, his hand playing with a lighter for his cigarette but having thus far managed to resist lighting it so as not to disturb her.
Kristen saw the others quiet down, properly cowed, and she turned back to her display. Almost immediately she heard something new. “Surface contact,” she whispered. “Bearing zero-three-six, twin screws turning at about eight knots. It’s faint and sounds far off.”
Miller reported the surface contact to the control room as she and the others continued searching. They also managed to classify the new submerged contact as a Kilo class diesel electric submarine.
Kristen had once again tuned out every other sound around her, trying to focus her every thought, every ounce of her concentration into finding and discriminating the significant noises from the millions of insignificant ones.
Miller left the squawk box on so he could communicate with the control room instantly as he received updated information. The result was they now had another distraction since they could hear everything happening in the control room. They were silently slipping between the two opposing submarines and within two thousand yards of the Kilo. So close in fact, that if the Kilo were to fire, the Seawolf would have no time to react. Kristen assumed the Kilo was an Iranian boat, but the Akula might very well be Russian, in which case it would be armed with the revolutionary Shkval rocket torpedo. The Shkval used super-cavitation technology to create an air pocket around the torpedo as it passed through the water, eliminating the usual drag and allowing the unguided torpedo to race through the water at two hundred miles per hour. They were now less than seven thousand yards from the Akula and a rocket torpedo would close the distance in seconds.
Kristen heard Brodie’s voice in the control room ordering a course change to the north as they cleared the Kilo and Akula, leaving them behind. He was taking a huge gamble in leaving these two potential threats in his wake, and as they passed through the cordon undetected, they would lose the two contacts in their baffles and have no idea what they were doing.
Kristen removed her glasses for a moment and rubbed the bridge of her nose, trying to address the growing mental fatigue she feared was beginning to impact her ability to concentrate.
“Do you need a break, Lieutenant?” Fabrini asked her.
Kristen did. She needed to take the headphones off and stand up for a few minutes to stretch, but she refused the offer and went back to work, forcing herself to concentrate, blocking out everything else. She moved her joystick, slowly sweeping the area, listening on multiple passive arrays as the Seawolf, now in less than two hundred feet of water, continued toward the Strait and the protective minefield. She was sweeping the area to the east of the Seawolf, using the three starboard side hull-mounted passive arrays when she heard another faint sound.
Kristen closed her eyes and leaned forward slightly, willing the distant ghost of a sound to come in clearer. Without conscious thought, her fingertips moved over the controls, making fine adjustments.
“Submerged contact!” she whispered harshly. “Close! Nothing but plant noise. Bearing zero-four-one,” she reported and Miller passed it on as Fabrini got the other three operators working to identify the new contact, but then Kristen added, “It’s the Audacious.”
“Are you certain?” Miller asked trying to hide his skepticism. The Audacious was nearly as silent as the Seawolf.
But she didn’t answer. Instead, she raised a hand and motioned for silence. “There’s another submerged contact on almost the same bearing,” she reported. “Faint…” she hesitated, trying to discern the symphony of sounds she was hearing.
“It’s another Akula on her retractable pump-jets.” she offered. “Bearing is zero-four-three.”
“Jesus,” Fabrini whispered anxiously. “It’s a fucking convention in here.”
Kristen focused on the new Akula, knowing it was the biggest threat. This particular one was moving in near silence on a pair of retractable pump-jets capable of moving the Akula at three knots. But Fabrini was right. There were now four submarines within a thirty-five square mile box around the Seawolf. The oceanography of the Strait was to blame. The land masses to the north, east, and west were closing in, forcing all seaborne craft into a tighter and tighter channel, and the submarines, naturally searching for deep water to hide in, were congregating in the deepest part of the channel.
Kristen listened closely to the sounds of the Audacious and the second Akula. She could barely tell them apart as the two signatures blended into one. “They have to be right on top of one another,” Kristen said to Miller as the squawk box came alive.
He was about to reply when they each heard Brodie’s voice over the squawk box, “Chief, have Lieutenant Whitaker report to the control room.”
Kristen unbuckled her seatbelt and stood on stiff legs. There was no room to stretch in the cramped space, so she immediately began working her way out. As she stepped out of the sonar shack, she was struck with the cool air in the passageway and felt a chill tingle down her spine. Her coveralls were soaked in sweat, and she hadn’t noticed how oppressive the air in sonar had become with all of the warm bodies in it.
Kristen stepped into the control room and didn’t see Brodie at first. She’d expected him to be on the periscope platform, but she saw only the XO there. Behind him, Ryan Walcott and the navigation team were working on maintaining a fix on the Seawolf’s exact position. On the starboard side of the control room, Andrew Stahl was supervising the tracking parties, each updating their firing solutions on the various contacts. She looked to the right and then saw Brodie, standing by the helmsman.
“Sir?”
He turned on her, his expression still showing the steady calm it always did in the control room, but she could see beads of sweat on his forehead. “How is it out there?” he asked referring to the sea around them.
“Crowded,” she admitted in reply and then asked, “You needed to see me, sir?”
“We’re loading the LMRS drones in a few moments, and I thought you might like to supervise the process.”
It made sense. She was the only person on board with any real experience with the two drones and Kristen would need to make certain they were properly deployed. “Aye, sir,” she responded curtly, keeping her thoughts and actions professional. They were in the belly of the beast, and none of them could afford to get distracted.
“We’re a few minutes from their release point. You’d better get forward,” he suggested without so much as a hint of emotion in his voice. He was almost machine like at the moment, his outward demeanor showing no evidence that the Seawolf and all aboard were in mortal danger.
Kristen was about to respond when, as if to add and exclamation point to their situation, they heard Chief Miller over the squawk box, “MIDAS alert! Mine bearing three-five-nine.”
Brodie was issuing the order before he even managed to turn his head. “All stop! Right twenty degrees rudder! New course zero-three-five.”
Kristen gripped the edge of the hatchway, expecting a loud explosion any second. They’d come through all of the submarine defenses so far unscathed, but the Iranian minefield was either larger than expected or one of the mines had drifted free of its moorings.
Brodie turned back to her, holding a hand up to halt her so she didn’t leave the control room yet. She understood why. If she went to the torpedo room she would have to pass through multiple watertight hatches, and these needed to stay shut in the event they hit a mine and there was flooding. She watched him, his eyes now on the course indicator in front of the helmsman.
His eyes showed the concern he felt. He hid it well, but she could see it now. A moment ago his face had been an impenetrable mask to her, as it usually was, but now she saw the tension coming to the surface. He was as worried as any of them. He waited a full three minutes as the Seawolf settled on her new course and began to coast away from the minefield ever so slowly, like a shadow in the depths.
“Go,” he whispered.
“Gone.” She raced forward to the torpedo room.
Upon entering the cavernous space, she saw the two drones were in the process of being loaded. She delayed the loading long enough to check the drones over one last time. As she went over the checklist, she did her best to ignore the six other torpedo tubes, each loaded with warshot. The Seawolf was primed for action, and the men around her showed it. The tension was so thick it was oppressive. The men in the torpedo room had been standing by for six hours, their torpedoes and missiles loaded and aware that the Seawolf was tracking multiple threat targets, but they had no idea just how close the threat was.
“How bad is it out there?” Chief Chester asked her.
“Pretty damn bad,” she admitted. “Two Akulas and a Kilo are within eight thousand yards of us, plus there are several surface patrol craft pounding the Strait with active sonar.”
“Shit.”
The drones were loaded and sealed in the tubes. Kristen waited until they were ready to launch, just to make certain nothing went wrong with their deployment. No sooner were the tubes sealed and their crews reported them loaded, then orders came down to flood the tubes and open the outer doors. Kristen heard the water rushing into the tubes and then the clear metallic sound of the two outer doors opening. It sounded like someone pounding on an empty metal barrel with a sledgehammer, and although she knew it wasn’t quite as loud as she feared, she was conscious of just who might be listening.
She waited as more orders came down to launch the two drones in succession. As each was activated, she heard the whirl of the motors from inside the tubes as the drones swam out of the submarine to begin their reconnaissance. Then, as she was leaving, she heard a torpedoman with a sound powered phone call out an order from the control room, “Load tubes five and six with MK48 ADCAP.”
She rushed back aft as the torpedomen began moving more weapons toward the two empty tubes. Kristen had the feeling something was happening, and she had the desperate urge to get back into the sonar shack where she might be able to do some good. She reached the control room and saw on the closest tactical display that they were barely making headway away from the minefield. Brodie was standing in front of a tactical display with Graves beside him. She studied the display, seeing all of the contacts they’d found coming up into the Strait. They were now monitoring only two of them, one an Alvand class frigate about ten miles away, and the other was a new Kilo submarine moving near the surface about four miles away.
“It’s dark topside,” Graves offered. “The idiot probably thinks it’s safe to recharge his batteries in the dark,” he said referring to the diesel electric Kilo submarine running on the surface.
Brodie nodded thoughtfully and then saw Kristen. “Any problems with the drones?”
“No, sir,” she replied as she shook her head. She wanted to ask what was going on but realized the one thing the men in the control certainly didn’t need was a spectator. “Both are away and should complete their search grid in seven hours.”
Brodie scratched his chin thoughtfully and asked Graves, “What do you think, Jason?”
Graves stared at the tactical display with a critical eye. “The Audacious is probably sitting quietly and monitoring the area. But the Akula is close by him and might cause both of us some trouble if someone starts it off.”
Kristen could see what the XO was talking about. It was as if the Seawolf and the other five submarines were all gunfighters in a small room. Everyone had their hands near their weapons, and all were ready to start shooting. All it would take to start the fireworks was for someone to make a mistake, or for one of the unsuspecting submarines to accidentally come too close to an opponent.
Brodie didn’t respond; instead, he checked his wristwatch. “We don’t want to be the cause of this shootout,” he concluded and then ordered, “Let’s go dark right here and hover. We can wait until the drones return and then commence our infiltration of the minefield.”
Graves wiped the sweat from his brow and spoke to Kristen, “How’re you feeling?”
“I’m okay, sir.” Kristen replied, a bit tired but well aware that everyone else in the room was equally so. She could hardly complain.
“Do you think you’re up to getting back on a stack and seeing if you might reacquire the second Akula?” Graves asked.
“Aye, sir,” she replied and headed back to sonar.
* * *
Chief Miller had lit a cigarette and several other men were smoking as she entered. A thick, acrid cloud hung in the air, and she wrinkled up her nose as soon as she entered.
“Smoking lamp’s out, boys,” Miller said as soon as he saw her, precluding her having to protest. He dropped his own butt to the deck and crushed it out with his boot. “Welcome back, Miss,” he offered.
“Thanks, Senior Chief,” Kristen said as she entered. “Do you think we might leave the hatch open for a few minutes to get some fresh air in here?” she asked in a soft whisper, noticing several men look up from their stations at her.
“Sure,” Miller replied. “Are you up for another spin on the analyzer?”
“Just as long as I can breathe,” she replied as she made her way through the throng jammed into the small space.
Seated at the spectrum analyzer was a 1st class petty officer with slightly graying hair. Miller leaned over and tapped the man’s shoulder to get his attention. The man looked up as Miller unceremoniously jerked a thumb at him, directing him out of the chair. “Give the lady a crack at it, Owens,” he ordered briskly.
Kristen sat down and got right to work. The Alvand class frigate was still cruising back and forth across the Strait providing a visible deterrent to anyone who might want to force their way through the passage. But the Alvand was a ship built for a different time and would be totally outclassed if the shooting started. Kristen could also hear the Kilo class submarine running shallow on her diesel engines which sounded like an old bicycle with a bunch of cans dragging behind it. The Kilo was as good as any diesel electric submarine, but she too was old and noisy when not on her batteries. She wouldn’t cause the Seawolf any grief.
Kristen tuned these two distractions out and resumed searching for the other sounds she knew were out there. The Seawolf was hovering in about three hundred feet of water and pointing back toward the Gulf of Oman, and Kristen hoped to use the Seawolf’s extremely powerful hydrophones built into the massive bow sonar array to help reacquire the other targets. She readjusted her system to her preferred settings, allowing more sounds through the computer filters so she could, for herself, discriminate the useful information from the clutter.
She knew the general direction where the Audacious and the second Akula had been operating and began moving her joystick to slowly and methodically search every bearing for any sound. But she’d barely started when off to her left she heard Greenberg on the broadband stack nearly shout, “Submerged contact! Bearing zero-three-eight. Sounds like a single propeller.”
Kristen turned onto the new bearing and adjusted her controls as others began picking up the sounds.
“Single screw. Definitely a sub,” Goodman offered.
Kristen listened closely, but heard no plant sounds or rushing water indicating a cooling pump. She focused on the blade noise and looked up at Miller. “It’s another Kilo.”
The others began working the contact while she resumed searching for other contacts, and Miller reported the second Kilo submarine, this one submerged, to the control room. The Kilo on its present course would pass dangerously close to the Seawolf, and Brodie increased speed slightly, maneuvering away silently. It was growing increasingly crowded in the narrow channel with too many submarines and not enough sea.
It was just a matter of time before someone made a mistake.
They’d just started moving to get clear of the approaching Kilo when Kristen, while sweeping the area to the front of the Seawolf, picked up a gentle rushing sound, as if water moving through a tube.
“Submerged contact. Bearing three-five-eight. Possible cooling pumps. Probable nuclear submarine,” she reported and began refining her search.
“Con, sonar. Submerged contact bearing three-five-eight, possible submerged nuclear submarine designate contact as Sierra Twelve,” Miller reported.
Kristen recognized the sound; it was faint however, and she nearly lost it in a school of fish swimming through the Strait. “It’s the Audacious, Chief. She’s moving,” Kristen reported and began looking for the Akula in the vicinity of the British submarine.
The Seawolf was still moving slowly, like a ghost cloaked in a deep fog on a dark night. She was invisible, her own plant noises so slight the chances of detection were nearly impossible. Kristen knew Brodie wanted to avoid a fight if possible and was trying to move them away from the Kilo as the unsuspecting Iranian submarine came too close for comfort. But Kristen felt like their painstaking approach and successful launch of the drones would be spoiled as it looked increasingly clear that the nest of Russian and Iranian submarines were awaking to the intruders in their midst.
“Submerged contact,” Greenberg reported anxiously from the broadband stack, “bearing three-four-zero.”
“Jesus,” Miller whispered echoing everyone else’s thoughts.
When they’d initially approached the minefield, they’d detected multiple submarines, which had all been sitting quietly. But while the Seawolf had been facing the minefield and her baffles had been facing the other submarines, something had happened to start the entire group moving. Kristen could almost feel the numerous itchy trigger fingers around them.
“Con, sonar. New sonar contact bearing three-four-zero. Probable submerged submarine. Designate contact as Sierra Fourteen.”
Kristen moved onto the new contact, adjusting her glasses as she stared at the green waterfall before her and listened intently on the bearing. It took her a few seconds to hear it. “She’s the Akula,” Kristen said with a bit of excitement in her voice. “She’s picking up speed and has engaged her propeller. Her plant noise is picking up, too.”
She was beginning to understand what may have occurred to start things moving.
The Akula had been lying in wait and had probably not picked up the Audacious. But the Audacious had been forced to move as the Kilo came too close to her, just as the Kilo was now coming too close to the Seawolf. As the Audacious increased speed, the Akula heard the Brit and was now maneuvering to get another bearing on the British boat they might use to triangulate a firing solution.
Information was now coming fast and furious. The computer took over monitoring the Alvand and the snorkeling Kilo, both of which were so loud they couldn’t have heard a freight train passing by them. Meanwhile, the Seawolf changed course in order to get its own second bearing on the Akula in the event they had to shoot. With the squawk box on, the sound from the control room was constant as the Seawolf moved closer and closer to firing her weapons. Kristen knew the situation was rapidly spinning out of control as the Akula increased speed slightly and changed course again, having managed to get a second bearing on the Audacious.
“Aspect change on Akula Nine; contact has changed course,” she reported and continued to give bearing changes on the Akula until they had a more solid fix. Her words no longer had to be passed to the control room as they were now on a hot microphone to save time. “Akula Nine has increased speed to eight knots and is now at seven thousand yards; she’s turning toward the Audacious,” Kristen reported.
She then heard Brodie’s voice. Calm and steady. She could almost envision him in the control room standing impassively. He’d tried to avoid a fight, but now it was upon him. “Make tubes three and four ready in all respects. Input the firing solution for the Akula into both weapons.”
Kristen knew it was coming. She’d expected it hours earlier and had been prepared for it then. But now, after hours of patient stalking and sneaking, she’d allowed herself to believe they might be able to avoid what was now staring them in the face. Even as she was thinking this, she heard him continue to ready the Seawolf to unleash her fury on the multiple contacts all around them. Solutions for both Kilo submarines were loaded into weapons and more tubes were flooded.
“Transients,” Kristen was about to call out as Martinez did. “Akula Nine is flooding her tubes.”
The order had been anticipated. Everyone knew it was coming. It had been only a matter of time from the moment they’d received their orders to break through the Strait and find the Borei. But now as the order was issued, it came as a surprise.
“Tube three, match bearings and shoot,” she heard Brodie’s voice over the speaker. “Stand by to commence high speed maneuvering. Prepare to launch a full spread. Ready Aselsan in tube seven.”
Kristen heard the order but didn’t quite believe it until she detected the MK48 torpedo clearing the tubes. The torpedo’s screw turned slowly, just fast enough to swim out of the tube. Trailing behind the weapon was a slender guidance wire spooling out from the rear of the torpedo itself as it swam away from the Seawolf in preparation to commencing a high-speed run toward the Akula. The guidance wire allowed the tracking parties on the Seawolf to provide constant course changes and target updates to the torpedo as it moved toward its objective, allowing the torpedo to leave its own active sonar seeker head in the standby mode until it was nearly on top of its victim.
Kristen listened intently, expecting the entire world around her to come alive as soon as the other submarines and vessels heard the torpedo’s high-speed screw. Once it started its run, the torpedo’s small screw would turn so fast it would cavitate, and the rushing of air bubbles created by the whirling propeller blade would be heard over a great distance. But the torpedo was still on a lower power setting and moving slowly, putting distance between itself and the Seawolf so when it did switch into high speed and was detected, the Akula didn’t immediately respond by shooting a torpedo of its own back down the bearing where the Seawolf had fired from.
Kristen then heard an ominous sound. “Akula Nine is opening outer doors and preparing to fire,” she reported to the control room via the open microphone. Kristen listened, knowing the Akula was about to clear her tubes on the unsuspecting Audacious. But then she heard Brodie direct the tracking party guiding the MK48 to order the torpedo to begin its high-speed run immediately and not wait for it to get clear of the Seawolf.
Kristen tensed anxiously. The moment the torpedo switched into high speed and began racing in at fifty plus knots, the Akula would hear the torpedo’s screw and realize it was under attack. The result would be, in all likelihood, the Akula forgetting all about the Audacious and turning on the Seawolf to deal with its antagonist. Brodie had to realize this too, and she knew he was placing the Seawolf in grave danger to save the unsuspecting Audacious.
Within two seconds of Brodie’s command, she heard the sudden rush of noise coming from the torpedo’s screw as it switched from a calm five knots to a blistering fifty-five knots. The sound was loud and distinct as the torpedo bore in on the Akula. There was no chance — absolutely none — that the Akula and all the other boats quietly listening wouldn’t hear the MK-48 ADCAP charging headlong through the water.
The sound of orders coming over the open microphone in the control room now made it clear that Brodie had lost his patience. The Seawolf was unleashing her fury on opponents all around her. “Launch Tomahawk,” Brodie ordered followed immediately by, “Tube eight, match bearings and shoot.” Which was followed a second later by, “Tube four, match bearings and shoot.”
Kristen lost all sonar signatures the moment the weapons started firing, especially the Tomahawk anti-ship missile variant which was expelled from the tube by high-pressure steam. She removed her headphones for a moment and looked up at the squawk box, hearing Brodie’s calm voice, “Load tube five with MK48 ADCAP. Standby on tube seven to fire Aselsan.”
Kristen looked at Chief Miller, who was wiping his sweaty brow nervously. “Jesus Christ,” the aging chief petty officer murmured.
Kristen turned her attention back to her display. She pulled her headphones back on just in time to hear the Tomahawk missile break the surface and its air breathing jet engine engage. It would cover the distance to the Iranian frigate in just a few seconds. The crew of the frigate would never even know it was coming.
Then, as expected, the Akula and the Audacious increased speed. They’d heard the sudden expulsion of multiple weapons into the water around them, and they were taking evasive action.
The fight was on.
As Brodie had predicted, it was like a knife fight in a dark closet. There was no room to maneuver, and victory would come to the quick. Death to everyone else. The Akula and the Audacious, fleeing the torpedoes in the water, were now cavitating as they increased speed to flank. Kristen ignored them and reported the information she gleaned about the two other submarines.
The Aselsan decoy was launched from tube seven. Once it was clear, Kristen heard the Kilo submarine as it too detected an approaching torpedo. “Kilo Nine has increased speed and is turning away,” Kristen reported.
“He hasn’t a chance,” Fabrini said cryptically.
He was right, and Kristen knew it. On her pitifully weak batteries, the Kilo submarine could move at maybe fifteen knots which, when compared to the fifty-five knot ADCAP boring in on her, meant the Kilo was only prolonging her life, not saving it. But as Kristen listened to the MK-48 closing in on the fleeing Kilo, she heard an ominous roar from the direction of the Akula.
“Akula Nine is firing,” Martinez reported before she could.
Kristen concentrated, trying to block out the multiple noise signatures she heard so she could focus on the new sound. She then heard the telltale signature of surging bubbles and what sounded like a roaring screw churning through the water. “Torpedo in the water. Bearing zero-zero-five” she reported and then added, “Bearing constant!” This meant the torpedo the Akula had fired was coming right at them. “It sounds like a Shkval rocket torpedo. Speed undetermined, but she’s coming right at us.”
“Rocket torpedo inbound,” Miller barked into the microphone above his head in case Brodie in the control room hadn’t heard Kristen. “Bearing zero-zero-five! Bearing constant!”
Kristen suddenly felt herself pressed forward in the seat as the Seawolf increased speed to commence high-speed maneuvering. She reached for her seatbelt, realizing she’d forgotten to fasten it as those around her reached for handholds to help keep their balance.
* * *
The Tomahawk missile targeting the Alvand class frigate had cleared the water, cast off its casing, and ignited its turbojet motor before lowering back down to barely fifteen feet above the surface where it accelerated to near the speed of sound. The frigate picked up the inbound missile breaking the surface on its radar, but the radar operators barely had time to lean forward in their seats before the automatic alarm claxon sounded. Despite its effective range of nearly three hundred miles, the Tomahawk had appeared barely ten miles away. The Iranian crew manning the frigate was hardly well trained. They were accustomed to only mine laying and coastal patrolling. They’d never been involved in any realistic war games, and other than shouting to the bridge a warning about the inbound missile, the crew didn’t respond by turning on the limited jamming equipment they had on board to try and fool the Tomahawk.
It wouldn’t have helped.
The missile had acquired the frigate as soon as it leveled off above the waves. Its own radar locked on to the massive radar signature created by the frigate.
The general alarm claxon sounded throughout the frigate. One level-headed seaman thought to fire a chaff canister, filling the air with thousands of tiny pieces of aluminum foil in a vain attempt to confuse the missile’s radar. But they never had a chance. The Tomahawk’s active radar was state of the art. Even the chaff cloud appearing in front of the missile as it closed in on its prey didn’t distract the mindless machine as it suddenly streaked skyward.
A seaman on the deck of the frigate saw the missile arc upward and cheered in glee, assuming the missile had been distracted by the chaff cloud. But then the Tomahawk, having reached its programmed apogee, turned back downward to complete its “top down” attack on the helpless frigate. The missile slammed through the center of the ship and passed downward through multiple decks before the thousand pound explosive warhead detonated. The entire midsection of the tiny frigate was torn apart by the blast, immediately followed by a fireball as the remaining fuel in the missile ignited while its motor continued on through the frigate. In less than a second, the frigate had broken in half and was sinking.
* * *
“Tomahawk impact on the Alvand,” Martinez reported as the Seawolf continued to increase speed, heeling over slightly.
Kristen focused on the Akula, considering it the greatest threat. The sound of the charging Shkval rocket torpedo roared in her ears as it raced toward them at nearly two hundred miles an hour. But she could also hear the Aselsan decoy charging at over thirty knots away from the Seawolf as the submarine turned away from the trajectory of the incoming Russian torpedo.
The water around them was filled with competing sounds as both Kilos launched countermeasures and began running from the single MK 48 ADCAP torpedoes assigned to each of them. Each torpedo had acquired its target and had gone active with internal sonar. The result of all the activity in the vicinity was that Kristen was having a hard time focusing on the Akula which was much quieter than everything now racing around the Seawolf.
“Shkval now at one hundred ninety knots, range two thousand yards and closing,” Kristen reported. “Bearing constant. Akula Nine now passing through thirty-five knots and on a course due south.”
The racing Russian rocket torpedo was coming in hard, its goal not so much to hit and sink the Seawolf, but to force them to commence radical maneuvering to evade the torpedo and thus break the wire links with the multiple torpedoes the Seawolf currently had in the water. This had been the main reason the Russians had designed the revolutionary Shkval in the first place. It was a defensive weapon intended to force the Americans to commence high-speed maneuvering.
But Brodie wasn’t playing by those rules. The Seawolf was maneuvering, but was turning slowly toward the two Kilo submarines and not so radically the guidance cables might be cut.
“Shkval now one thousand yards. Bearing three-zero-five,” she reported, hearing the torpedo’s bearing change slightly, but there was no way to tell if it would miss them. Kristen heard the collision alarm sound and managed to pull her headphones off as the torpedo, racing in like a bullet through the water, closed in. Over the speaker above her head, she could hear the torpedo as it past just astern of the Seawolf.
She cringed, bracing herself for the blast.
The torpedo missed the Seawolf, but its proximity fuse initiated detonation just as the torpedo was passing astern of the submarine. Just how close it was she couldn’t be certain, but she felt the entire submarine shudder under the blast. All of their systems momentarily went off line as the submarine was forced downward by the stern. Kristen was flung forward but caught herself. Martinez wasn’t so lucky. His head crashed into the display in front of him. He fell back, slumping in his chair with blood pouring from his head as the submarine shuddered violently.
Kristen turned her attention away from the badly injured Martinez, knowing she had to focus on her task. She had no way of knowing how badly the Seawolf was damaged, but her system was coming back on line, and the Akula was still out there somewhere and possibly firing at them again. At first, all she could hear was the Seawolf’s hull still vibrating from the blast, but then she heard another explosion, this one more distant.
“He’s all fucked up!” someone near her shouted, drowning out the noise in her headphones.
“Get him out of there!” someone else yelled.
“I think he’s dead,” another shouted nearly in panic.
“Shut up, dammit!” Kristen barked reflexively as she glared at them. She then saw Chief Miller. He was leaning against the rear bulkhead and looked to be in pain. She didn’t know if he was injured but realized that pandemonium had come to the sonar shack. “Fabrini,” she ordered sharply, “get everyone back to their stations and get Martinez to sickbay!”
“Aye, ma’am,” Fabrini replied and quickly got everyone calmed down.
Kristen returned to listening as the others were silenced and put back to work. Kristen hazarded a worried glance at Chief Miller. He was still leaning against the bulkhead. “Senior Chief,” she called out, “are you hurt?”
He waved a hand at her in reply. “I’m okay,” he stammered. “I just had the wind knocked out of me.”
Kristen couldn’t worry about him and turned back to her console, trying to ignore the blood-stained stack next to her.
“Detonation!” Goodman shouted loud enough to be heard through the bulkhead as another MK-48 struck home.
Kristen heard the second detonation signaling the second Kilo had been hit. She knew it was unlikely that either submarine would survive a direct hit from a MK-48, and she turned her entire attention to the Akula. It was still the greatest threat, and they needed to find it before it reacquired the Seawolf. “The port side array is down,” she reported receiving nothing from one of the side aperture sonar receivers.
“I’ve already got techs on it,” Fabrini assured her, letting her know he was aware of it. “Where’s that Akula?”
“I’m looking for it, but the water is filled with transients from the two Kilos struggling to reach the surface,” she informed him.
“The frigate’s going down,” Hicks reported.
She knew she should be scared. The Seawolf could very well be sinking. But instead, she felt only a burning desire to find the Akula. They rebooted several systems in the sonar shack, and as they came on line she picked up their remaining MK 48 torpedo now about nine thousand yards away. Kristen realized immediately the torpedo had lost the Akula and was running a search pattern. “I’ve lost Akula Nine. Mk 48 torpedo bearing is three-four-five, bearing is changing. Torpedo has gone active and is searching for a target.”
The Seawolf slowed and turned away from the two Kilo submarines. The transients coming from the two boats were disturbing. Kristen, who picked up some of it, could hear the straining submarines struggling to reach the surface. But as she heard the metallic noises and rushing water, she also heard what sounded like metal pounding on metal and the unmistakable sound of men shouting.
“Both Kilos are hit,” Goodman reported grimly, “and are attempting to blow tanks,”
“Stay on the Akula,” Miller ordered with little more than a gasp. “She may fire another torpedo.” The strain in his voice was unmistakable.
Kristen turned her head toward Miller and saw him leaning heavily against the back of one of the sonar operator’s chairs. He looked terrible, with sweat pouring off his face. “Senior Chief?” she asked with concern.
“I’m okay.” He was struggling just to breathe.
Kristen wanted to order him to report to sickbay, but she knew he wouldn’t go — no one in his position would. They were in the middle of a fight, and she was certain that no one with an ounce of self-respect would pull himself out of it willingly.
The Seawolf slowed to below ten knots, and Kristen turned her attention back to the water around them. But other than the two dying Kilos, which were fighting a losing battle to surface, and the Alvand frigate breaking up, she heard nothing.
The Akula, as well as the Audacious, had gone silent. The remaining MK 48 continued to circle, checking the various depths it had been programmed to, but apparently finding nothing. Kristen wiped her brow and adjusted her glasses, then ran a systems check on her spectrum analyzer. She needed to make certain it wasn’t damaged. They’d severely mangled the forces guarding the Strait in a brief but brutal exchange of torpedoes, but they hadn’t come off unscathed, and there were other submarines out there still looking for them.
On the port side, the aft AN/BQG-5 wide aperture flank array was no longer operating and the midship array was sending a host of error messages. These two arrays were only part of the submarine’s sonar suite and although they would be missed, the Seawolf would hardly be defenseless. Techs arrived as she completed her systems check, and they went to work on the damaged stack Martinez’s head had gone through.
Kristen resumed her methodical search, trying not to think about how badly they might be wounded. Fortunately the torpedo hadn’t hit the hull, but the weapon detonated close enough to cause the entire boat to shudder and potentially damage critical systems all over the submarine. Beside her, the other three sonar operators had run systems checks on their own stacks, and it was discovered the narrowband stack wasn’t operating properly. They shut it down and restarted it, but after another systems check, they received the same error messages indicating an internal processor malfunction.
Kristen did her best to ignore the commotion in the sonar shack as well as the grisly sounds of the two Kilo submarines and the Alvand frigate settling to the bottom. She could still hear crewmen in both submarines pounding on the inside of the stricken boats as well as the sounds of men shouting. It was something she’d never expected to hear and was certain she would live the rest of her life remembering. No one had to tell her the trapped men had virtually no chance of rescue.
Of course, she knew the same fate awaited the Seawolf if they didn’t find the Akula somewhere out ahead of them. There could be no doubt the Akula was looking for them, too, and victory would come to the swift. They moved in a general southerly direction, zigzagging back and forth to expose their good starboard side arrays to multiple directions in hopes of finding something.
“Transients! Transients!” Kristen nearly came out of her seat as she picked up the sudden sound of the torpedo. “High speed screw! Torpedo in the water bearing one-zero-five!” She’d heard nothing at all a moment earlier, and then, without any warning, she heard the whirling of a torpedo racing through the water.
“Sonar, con,” she heard an incredibly calm Sean Brodie’s voice over the squawk box. “Can you classify the torpedo?”
How anyone could sound so calm in the middle of this she had no idea, but she did as he asked and focused on the torpedo noise emanating through the water. The torpedo was heading in their general direction, but not directly at them. Kristen then recognized the torpedo. “Con, sonar. Classify torpedo as Spearfish at nearly eighty knots,” she reported. “Its current track will take it well astern of us,” she explained briefly wondering why the Audacious would fire a torpedo in the Seawolf’s general direction.
“All ahead full! Emergency!” she heard Brodie snap briskly over the squawk box. “Cavitate, dammit, cavitate!” he added with a sudden edge in his voice, and Kristen now realized what was happening. Another submarine was behind the Seawolf. The Audacious had picked up the threat and had fired a torpedo to hopefully force the enemy stalking the unsuspecting Seawolf to maneuver.
Kristen felt the Seawolf accelerate rapidly and turn sharply, the boat’s own noise monitoring alarm alerted them the Seawolf was cavitating. Then, as she gripped the console in front of her to hold on, she heard the second torpedo. It was coming from behind and had gone active. She hadn’t heard it earlier because it was coming out of their baffles, so they’d had no warning and were now running for their lives.
“Torpedo directly astern,” she reported, hoping her voice didn’t sound as scared as she felt. “Range close and homing!”
The collision alarm sounded again. She braced herself, tearing the headphones from her head while the Seawolf vibrated as her steam turbines were pushed past red line to increase speed. They were turning sharply now, making a huge amount of noise. Anyone within ten miles would hear their thundering pump-jet propulsor. But, as they turned, the tactical display lost the torpedo as it passed astern of them, going right through the countermeasures the Seawolf had deployed from the stern of the boat. Then, as if on a roller coaster, the Seawolf turned back the other way. They had no sooner started turning when Kristen heard, behind her, an alarm going off from the WLR-9 acoustic intercept box.
There was yet another torpedo in the water. She pulled on her headphones in time to hear, racing in on them from the south, the rushing sound of a second Shkval rocket torpedo. She felt panic welling up in her as she called out the new contact, “Rocket torpedo bearing zero-two-seven. Bearing constant. Range nine thousand yards!” As if having another Shkval coming at them wasn’t enough, the torpedo they’d just dodged was making a turn to try and reacquire them.
In response, the Seawolf kept turning and increasing speed as the Audacious’ torpedo detonated somewhere in the water astern of them. Kristen forced the rising fear within her back down, refusing to listen to her instincts to panic. Another Aselsan submarine decoy was launched and Kristen felt the massive acceleration suddenly cease. The Seawolf slowed her turn as the bow angled down. Kristen had no idea where Brodie was going; there was little water beneath them to hide in, and the Russian rocket was racing in at over two hundred knots. She forced the fear from her thoughts, focusing on the direction from which the rocket had come, knowing the Akula had to be there.
It was difficult to hear anything through the roaring Shkval torpedo between the Akula and the Seawolf. Around her, men who’d been calmly thinking they would make it into the Persian Gulf without firing a shot less than an hour earlier, were now sweating along with the rest of the crew while the Seawolf’s speed dropped off as she went quiet. Brodie was apparently hoping the rocket would either go for the Aselsan decoy or pass the Seawolf by and charge for the countermeasure spread they’d dropped in their wake.
“One thousand yards,” Goodman whispered anxiously as the torpedo continued in on them. “Six hundred yards,” he reported a few moments later.
“I think he’s got us,” Hicks whispered as he removed his headphones.
Kristen removed her own headphones. The sound of the inbound torpedo was now quite clear over the loudspeaker. She and the others braced themselves as they felt the Seawolf, inexplicably, arch upward. The deck beneath them was suddenly angling upward at a bizarre slant, and Kristen was acutely aware of every sound and action around her. She glanced at Chief Miller. He was grimacing in pain as he clutched his chest; Fabrini was gripping an overhead pipe and looking grim. The other sonar operators were bracing themselves for impact.
But the torpedo passed them by, and, a few moments later, a muffled explosion reached them. The blast wasn’t too far away but far enough not to cause the Seawolf to shake violently.
“What happened?” Hicks asked in disbelief.
“He brought us down low,” Fabrini said out loud. “The skipper brought us down near the bottom and then, at the last minute, blew the tanks and brought us back up. The Shkval was going too fast and couldn’t turn quick enough to follow us and slammed into the soft sand where it detonated.”
“Son of a bitch,” Goodman whispered. “Sneaky motherfucker…” he added and then glanced toward Kristen, “Sorry, ma’am.”
Kristen eyed Chief Miller, who looked to be near collapse. “Fabrini, maybe we should to get the chief to sickbay.”
“I’m all right,” he gasped, clearly in distress. “I just have to catch my breath.”
Kristen didn’t have the luxury of time to argue with him. She returned to listening, hearing the other torpedo still searching for a new target, its active sonar pinging loudly as it hunted for a reflection off anything. The Seawolf was now coasting, her pump-jet dormant and making almost no discernible sound, although Kristen would have bet her own heartbeat, as well as everyone else’s, had to be audible through the hull. It had been another narrow escape from a second torpedo fired from the Akula. She doubted they would be so lucky a third time and redoubled her efforts, struggling to squelch her anxiety and focus on nothing but the sounds coming from the direction of the Russian. But she was also picking up the sound of a second submarine — the one that had come in behind the Seawolf. The Audacious’ torpedo had struck home, and Kristen could clearly hear the submarine going down.
“Con, sonar,” Fabrini reported. “We’re picking up the sound of a third submarine going down. Bearing one-five-eight. We think the Audacious got one.”
“Roger that,” Kristen heard Brodie’s measured reply.
“Hey, I think that torpedo has found something,” Hicks whispered. “Its bearing has changed and has increased speed to flank.”
Kristen spun her dial to focus on the direction where the remaining torpedo was moving as Fabrini reported what Hicks had heard to the control room.
“Look sharp, sonar,” they heard Brodie over the squawk box. “I think we’re about to find out where that Akula is.”
Kristen listened closely. The circling Russian torpedo had gone active and was pinging off someone’s hull. It was either the Audacious or the first Akula. Kristen was hoping for the latter when she heard a distant pump-jet come to life as the submarine the torpedo found picked up speed. “It’s the Audacious,” she reported, anxiety gripping her at the thought of the British now running for their lives. The Brits had risked their lives to save the Seawolf and were now paying for it. “They’re launching countermeasures,” she added as she listened to the torpedo closing in.
“Stay on the Akula!” Fabrini reminded her forcefully.
Kristen realized he was right and returned her focus to the general direction of the last rocket torpedo. She then heard, launching quietly from one of their own torpedo tubes, another MK48. The torpedo was almost silent as it swam out of the tube and moved away from the Seawolf.
“What’s he doing?” Goodman asked, wondering what Brodie was firing at.
“Look sharp,” Fabrini replied, echoing Brodie’s own words.
Kristen had no idea why Brodie would fire another torpedo. They had no target, just a general direction where they thought the Russian might be. Kristen closed her eyes, and her fingers were gently resting on her controls when she heard a sudden grunt of pain from behind her.
“Chief!” Fabrini shouted in alarm.
Kristen felt the bulk of Chief Miller slam against the back of her chair. The force of his body nearly propelled her into the console. She turned sharply and saw the badly overweight chief collapsing to the floor, grimacing in pain and gripping his chest. The men around her were all shouting, and for a brief second there was pandemonium again, but she commanded them to be silent.
“Dammit,” she snapped, “freaking out won’t help any of us.” She then motioned to a couple of seamen who were lingering along the rear bulkhead. “You two! Get the Chief to sickbay! The rest of you get back to work!” Kristen ordered, knowing it had to sound mighty coldblooded and heartless to order the rest of them to ignore Chief Miller, who appeared to be having a heart attack.
But to her immense surprise, they didn’t argue. Hicks and Goodman went back to work on their stacks while Fabrini directed the two men she’d designated to get the stricken chief to Doc Reed.
Kristen did her best to put concern for Miller out of her mind as she returned to searching the depths while Goodman reported on the Audacious and the torpedo closing in on her. “Range six hundred yards and closing,” he said, beginning the deadly countdown.
Kristen blocked out the sound. Instead, she listened to the depths in the direction the Akula had fired on them from.
“Four hundred yards.”
Kristen ignored the grim report and stayed focused on the distant Akula. She was rewarded a moment later when she heard the slightest whisper of sound: water rushing softly as if through a tube.
“Submerged contact, bearing zero-one-four. Submarine flooding its tubes.”
“Two hundred yards,” Goodman reported at the same time, as if ringing the death knell for the Audacious.
Kristen put her hands to her headphones, ready to remove them but anxious to hear more. Then she heard the MK48 they’d recently fired go active as Brodie ordered the tracking party to engage the torpedo’s seeker head and light up the water around where the Akula had to be hiding, lashing the sea in front of the torpedo with active sonar.
Kristen removed her headphones as the torpedo destined for the Audacious exploded. She didn’t wait for the shockwave to finish reverberating around them before slipping her headphones back on to be rewarded by the sound of the Akula moving and firing another rocket torpedo.
“Akula Nine, bearing zero-one-four,” she reported as the Akula turned away from the homing MK-48 ADCAP now racing toward it at over fifty knots. “Shkval torpedo in the water. Passing through seventy knots. Speed increasing rapidly.”
“Sonar, where’s that torpedo heading?” Brodie asked coolly.
“The Russian fired the rocket back down the bearing of the MK-48,” Hicks replied.
Now they realized why Brodie had fired the MK48 without a target. After launch, the torpedo swam away from the Seawolf at a diagonal. So, when it went active and headed for the Akula, it was no longer on a direct line between the Seawolf and the Russian. This meant the incoming rocket torpedo was heading not at the Seawolf, but at empty sea.
“Con, sonar,” Kristen reported. “Akula Nine now at thirty-five knots, bearing three-five-eight. Our MK-48 is at fifty-five knots and homing in on active sonar.”
“Roger, sonar. What’s the status on the Audacious?” Brodie asked. She knew this had to be hard on him. She’d only met the British crew briefly while at Sasebo, whereas Brodie and Captain Gardener were lifelong friends.
“She’s trying to get to the surface, Captain,” Fabrini reported. “We’re picking up a lot of transients coming from her. She sounds to be pretty beat up.”
“Roger that.”
Three seconds later Kristen heard another MK48 clear its tube and head for the Akula. The Akula was racing away from the Seawolf at flank speed, trying to outrun the first MK48 coming at it, so the Russian would never hear the second MK48 over the noise of her own power plant.
Kristen listened as the Akula pulled out all the stops in a futile effort to gain more speed. The Akula had been a tough opponent, tougher than it should’ve been. The Russian had outsmarted a MK-48 and sent two Shkvals at the Seawolf. But now that the situation was reversed, Kristen felt no sense of pride. They’d done what they had to do, but she could find no pleasure in it.
She passed the fleeing submarine off to Goodman who started calling out the ever-decreasing range between the Akula and the MK-48, which appeared to have a solid lock on the fleeing Russian. “Five hundred yards. The Akula has launched counter measures and is turning. Coming shallow,” Goodman reported.
Kristen listened impassively.
“Range two hundred…” Goodman said with excitement in his voice. A few seconds later, the torpedo detonated. “Gotcha, you cocksucker!” Goodman nearly cheered, only to be thumped on the back of the head by Fabrini who was standing behind him.
“Knock it off,” Fabrini barked. “That damn well coulda been us.”
They listened as the Akula, now making all kinds of noise, tried to run away from the second MK-48 closing in on the double-hulled, fast-attack boat. But the Akula, now injured and with what sounded like a badly damaged screw, had no chance. They managed to reach the surface, but the second MK-48 bore in on them relentlessly, striking less than a minute later.
Kristen listened as the Akula’s blade noises stopped and the sound of her power plant was replaced by alarm claxons from inside the submarine. There was a secondary explosion, and over the speaker above their heads the men in the sonar room heard the Akula beginning to slip back beneath the waves. There were a lot of transients and Kristen assumed it was the sound of men abandoning the sinking submarine. She couldn’t help but feel sympathy for them. Odds were many were already dead, and many more would not get off the boat before she plunged back into the depths.

Chapter Twenty Two

Control Room, USS Seawolf
Kristen reported to the control room ready to deliver a damage report. Ski had arrived from engineering, and she saw he was soaked in seawater. Apparently there was some flooding in engineering. She bit her lip at the thought of how close they’d come. She then noticed Brodie on the periscope platform talking into the Gertrude.
The Gertrude was a rather crude but very effective sound system that allowed two submarines, when very close, to communicate through the water without sending out any radio signal. Brodie was in the process of speaking to his counterpart on the Audacious and getting a damage report from his old friend, Alec Gardener.
“It sounds like you’re out of it, Alec,” Brodie told him.
There was a long pause, and then Kristen heard Gardener’s voice over the squawk box, “I’d prefer not leaving you Yanks to have all the fun, Sean.”
“Nah,” Brodie responded. “Get your people out of here. We’ll clean up what’s left,”
She didn’t know how badly damaged the Audacious was. In the sonar shack, Kristen had clearly heard what sounded like metal banging alongside of the British submarine’s hull. After surfacing, the Audacious had been able to submerge again, but she was clearly in no condition to continue the fight.
“There’re at least two more Akulas in the area, old boy,” Gardener warned Brodie. “They’re going to come looking for you.”
Brodie’s response was dead serious, “They better be damn careful they don’t find me.”
“Good luck, Sean. Sorry to leave you like this.”
“Don’t sweat it. Buy me a pint when we get back to the beach.”
“Count on it, mate. Good hunting.”
Brodie hung up the Gertrude.
Kristen waited as Brodie received detailed damage control reports from the XO and the Chief Engineer. Graves was also soaked to the bone with seawater. Two pipes had ruptured following the first torpedo detonation, and the Seawolf had taken on several tons of water before they’d managed to seal the leaks.
“How’re things in sonar?” Brodie asked her after receiving Graves’ and Ski’s reports.
“Two of three port side passive arrays are off line, plus Martinez’s head went halfway through the class stack. Technicians are working to repair all damage as we speak, but the port arrays aren’t looking too promising at the moment, Captain,” Kristen reported, keeping it all business.
“Good job on the Akula,” Graves offered with an approving nod.
“He was good, sir,” she replied. “Plus I had a lot of help.” Kristen didn’t feel responsible for anything. A combination of factors had decided the fight with the Akula, and she certainly wasn’t the only cause of the hard fought victory. “Excuse me, Captain. I was hoping to go to sickbay and check on Chief Miller and Martinez.”
Brodie’s expression was unreadable. As impassive as ever. His eyes were cold and without any hint of emotion. But when Brodie didn’t answer her question, Kristen realized why. She looked at the XO with a questioning eye.
Graves’ expression was somber.
“No,” she whispered desperately.
“Doc Reed pronounced Chief Miller dead a few minutes after he got to sickbay, Lieutenant,” Graves explained sadly.
Kristen was rocked by the news. She looked at Brodie and saw, barely contained by the mask of command, something she’d yet to see in his eyes. He was trying to hide it, but there was profound pain there. “Sir?”
“Petty Officer Gibbs,” Brodie said in a barely audible tone.
Kristen felt her insides twist painfully. “No,” she whispered.
Brodie replied with a steady gaze but said no more. She knew Brodie and Gibbs were close, but as the captain, he couldn’t afford any emotion at the moment. Everyone was counting on him to keep them safe.
Graves explained, “He was in engineering when the torpedo detonated.”
Ski looked pretty broken up about it as he added, “A steam pressure line ruptured. To reach the shut off valve, someone had to go through the rushing steam.” Kristen didn’t have to hear more. The steam lines contained high-pressure steam at over a thousand degrees. No one could survive it. “He didn’t even hesitate,” Ski said, choking up.
Kristen forced down the emotions, remembering how — when she’d first come on board — it had been Gibbs who’d gone the extra mile to make her feel welcome. Now he was gone.
“I’m sorry, Lieutenant,” Brodie offered with a tightly controlled voice.
Kristen looked at them. Ski was almost crying. Graves was shaking his head in grief, but Brodie was a rock. Or perhaps he was to the others, but she knew it was all an act. He was grieving as much as, if not more than, anyone. Kristen recognized what he was doing, and knew she had to do it, too. She had to force the grief, the pain, and the sorrow down deep until the crisis was over. Fortunately, she had some experience with burying her pain.
Kristen took a deep, steadying breath and slowly exhaled, forcing the memories of Gibbs aside for the moment. “Sir, with your permission, I’d still like to check on Petty Officer Martinez.”
Brodie nodded. “We’re relaxing Zebra and going to Yoke so everyone can get some grub. Make sure you stop by the galley. We’ll need you fresh and alert if another Akula comes after us.”
Ski cut in bitterly, “Which will certainly happen. Everyone within a thousand miles must know we’re here by now.”
There could be no doubt about this assessment from the Chief Engineer. The Iranians would know for certain about the loss of their frigate and quite probably the loss of their Kilo submarines. As for the Akula, if it was under Russian control — which no one on the Seawolf knew for certain — it would have some sort of distress beacon similar to the BST-1 Buoy employed by US submarines. So, it was only a matter of time before the surrounding water filled with search and rescue craft, and other predators looking to settle the score with the Seawolf.
Kristen went directly to sickbay. As she walked, she suppressed the guilt she felt for not having helped Miller when he’d collapsed in the sonar shack. She knew CPR; she might have been able to save him, but she’d coldly ordered him taken away and returned to her duty. The pain of losing Gibbs was far harder to suppress. He’d been a friend, certainly the closest one she’d had on the Seawolf, yet she knew almost nothing about him. Brodie knew everything about everyone on board, yet her frosty exterior automatically meant she kept people at a distance.
She entered sickbay and found about half a dozen men there. Most had already been treated, and a few were ready to return to duty. The majority of injuries were minor lacerations, a couple of broken bones, and one man with minor electrical burns to a hand.
“Are you injured, Lieutenant?” Reed asked as he glanced up from a laceration he was sewing closed.
“No,” she replied. “I wanted to check on Martinez and….” She glanced over at a table and saw the bulk of Chief Miller’s body lying on it. A sheet covered his head and most of his body, but his lower legs and shoes were still visible. Then she saw a body bag lying on the deck.
“Doc says I’m okay, Miss,” Martinez told her from where he was lying in a bunk. There were several cuts on his face and head that had already been sutured. “He said I’m lucky I’ve got a hard head.”
Kristen hardly heard him as her eyes focused on the body bag. She swallowed the grief still threatening to overwhelm her, and stepped over to Martinez’s bunk to visit with him for a moment while trying not to think of Gibbs or Miller any longer. Kristen finished visiting with Martinez and left him with, “You just take it easy, okay?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She then walked over to a cabinet and silently removed a second sheet. While the others watched in silence, she completed covering Miller up.
“Sorry, ma’am,” Reed offered. “There was nothing we could do.”
Kristen said no more. Instead, she just nodded solemnly.
“I’m really sorry, ma’am,” Reed repeated.
Kristen paused, knowing Reed was probably feeling guilty, too. She looked at him, knowing it wasn’t his fault. “Me too, Doc,” she admitted. “Me, too.”
Then came the hard part; she turned and knelt down beside the body bag. She steeled her nerves, knowing that Gibbs’ body wouldn’t be pretty. The images would be seared into her psyche forever if she opened the bag, but her friend deserved no less. With the others watching, she unzipped the bag to look upon him a final time. High-pressure steam burns weren’t pretty to look at. She tensed her stomach to swallow a bitter cry as she looked upon Gibbs’ horribly burned face.
“He didn’t suffer long, ma’am,” Reed offered, as if that might lessen her pain.
Kristen didn’t respond; instead, she silently zipped the bag closed and walked out.

Chapter Twenty Three

K-955 Borei
Captain Ahadi was in the tiny wardroom looking over the latest reports on crew efficiency. They’d come a long way since he and his men had come on board, and he was growing more confident in his crew’s ability. Soon, they would be able to take over from their Russian counterparts permanently, and it couldn’t happen soon enough for Ahadi.
“Your tracking parties are still too slow,” Captain Zuyev said bluntly as smoke rose from the cigarette in his hand. “They need more battle drills.”
Ahadi knew his men still needed more training and didn’t like Zuyev pointing it out. But he nodded, knowing that if the Americans forced their way through the Strait of Hormuz, then he and his men would get plenty of real-world experience. He was, of course, aware of the Iranian seizure of the Musandam Peninsula, and he fully supported it. His only regret was that his orders precluded him participating in the struggle. Whereas the rest of the Islamic Republic’s naval forces were guarding the Strait and the vital supply lane between Iran and the troops on the Peninsula, the Borei’s orders were to hide in the Gulf to serve as a deterrent against any attempt by the Zionist powers to break through the cordon guarding the Strait.
It was hardly the kind of action Ahadi craved, but he quietly admitted to himself that his men needed more time before they would be ready. He considered his friends who served on the rest of Iran’s submarines, and knew they were all involved in patrolling the approaches to the Strait. If there was going to be a fight, that was where it would start. That was, of course, if the Americans had the stomach for it. He had been overjoyed when he’d received his current command, but a part of him couldn’t help being a bit envious of his fellow naval officers holding the line against the Western powers threatening to force their way into the Persian Gulf. The shallow water in the Gulf was perfect for Iran’s small fleet, and the massive minefield the Republic had seeded in the Strait of Hormuz appeared to guarantee the Persian Gulf was now an Iranian lake.
There was a knock at the door.
“Enter,” he called out.
The door opened, and his communications officer entered. “I’m sorry to disturb you, Captain,” he apologized as he handed over a message.
Ahadi took the message and saw that it was classified at the highest level. He noticed the look of shock on the communication officer’s face. “What?” he asked as he looked down at the message and read. The reason for the young officer’s stunned expression became evident almost immediately.
“What has happened?” Zuyev asked, apparently seeing Ahadi’s look of disbelief.
“There’s been a battle in the Gulf of Oman,” Ahadi said in disbelief as he continued reading.
“And?” Zuyev asked pointedly.
“One of our frigates and all three of our Kilo submarines have been lost. Operations are underway to rescue survivors.” Ahadi could recall the names and faces of dozens of officers on the three lost submarines. “Allah, be merciful…”
“What about the Russian submarines guarding the Strait?” Zuyev demanded. It was no secret the Russians had promised to help Iran defend their territorial waters, which now included the entire Strait of Hormuz. “Does it say anything about who attacked?”
“It only says the attackers were beaten back after suffering grievous losses. At least five of their submarines are reported destroyed.” From Ahadi’s perspective, it was a pyrrhic victory at best. With the three Kilo submarines lost, the only real submarines the Islamic Republic had left were the Borei and Gagarin.
“Anything else?” Zuyev asked, anxious for information about the Russian forces guarding the Strait.
“I’m afraid it says nothing about your fleet,” Ahadi admitted.
The two captains sat quietly for a few moments, considering just what the message meant. Ahadi wasn’t naïve enough to believe everything his superiors reported, but even if they’d sunk two or three American submarines it would be a tremendous victory, despite the terrible losses.
“What are our orders?” Zuyev asked, wondering if the Borei and her two escorts would be sent to reinforce the remaining naval assets guarding the Strait.
“The Gagarin is heading to the Strait with orders to lie in wait for any enemy vessel that might sneak through the barrier,” Ahadi explained, knowing the stealthy Gagarin was perfect for such a mission. “We are to stay hidden.” Ahadi wished his orders allowed him to return to the Strait and help get some revenge for his lost comrades. But the mission of the Borei wasn’t combat; they were still just a ruse. He then considered the Russian Akula submarine that was still shadowing the Borei, protecting her as the green crew of Iranians honed their skills.
“We must redouble our efforts to get your crew ready,” Zuyev advised. Both captains knew the Borei’s crew wasn’t ready for a real fight yet.
Zuyev was called away to the radio room. Now alone, Ahadi sat quietly scribbling a new training schedule that would push his men as hard as he dared. Zuyev returned thirty minutes later holding his own radio message and looking solemn. “What is it?” Ahadi asked.
Zuyev sat back down and explained, “My superiors also report a serious battle outside the Strait. One of our submarines was lost,” he said gravely.
“Was it the Americans?” Ahadi asked.
Zuyev shrugged. “We can’t be certain, but it seems likely. The Americans have refused to recognize your new territorial waters and said they would enter the Persian Gulf.”
Both men sat quietly. Neither had expected the Americans to try and force their way into the Persian Gulf so soon. In fact, the general belief had been that the Western powers would eventually come around to the new order in the Gulf and accept Iran’s hegemony in the region. But now battle had been joined; a very secret, and as of yet undeclared, war was being fought below the waves out of sight of the news media.
The world might never know what really happened.

Chapter Twenty Four

USS Seawolf
“Kris,” she heard him call to her.
The Seawolf was out of immediate danger. The Islamic Republic had launched a rescue effort consisting of some surface craft to try and recover any survivors from their lost submarines and frigate.
“Kris,” he called again.
The Republic had also commenced a rather haphazard sonar search in the vicinity using two dated helicopters employing dipping sonar.
“Lieutenant,” she heard Brodie say to her and felt him nudge her gently.
Kristen opened her eyes, pulling herself out of the sweetest of dreams. He was there… he was with her…they were together…
“Lieutenant,” she heard the familiar voice and struggled to extricate herself from the blissful slumber.
Kristen shook her head and looked up to see, instead of Brodie speaking to her gently, Fabrini nudging her awake. She’d fallen asleep against the rear bulkhead of the sonar shack.
“What is it?” she asked as she struggled to wake up. “Is it another Akula?”
“No, ma’am,” he assured her. “I’m sorry as hell to wake you, but the skipper just called and needs to see you in the control center.”
Kristen allowed Fabrini to help her to her feet. She shook her head to clear out the last vestiges of sleep, then rubbed her eyes and glanced at the digital clock on the wall. “How long was I out?” she asked as she ran a hand over her hair, feeling the perfectly prepared braids coming loose. She was certain she had to look like hell.
“Almost an hour.”
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“The Iranians are looking for us, but they haven’t come too close, yet.”
“Any contacts?” she asked as she straightened her crumpled uniform.
“Quite a few,” he admitted with a yawn. “But they’re all on the surface, and we suspect they’re still collecting survivors from the frigate.”
Kristen would have liked nothing more than to take a shower and get a fresh uniform on before reporting to the captain, but there was no time for that. She thanked Fabrini and stepped out of the shack and into the control room.
The Seawolf was as quiet as a tomb. In the control room, she saw that the navigation and tracking parties were resting. Three men were snoring where they’d gone to sleep at their stations during the extended lull of quiet since the furious exchange several hours earlier. Brodie, looking through a stack of radio messages, was seated on the fold-down seat reserved for him on the periscope platform. Kristen approached, pausing just short of the platform. “Sir?” she whispered so as not to disturb the cat-napping men.
He looked up from his messages and stifled a yawn as he stood and stretched.
“I was told you wanted to see me, Captain.”
“It would appear, Miss Whitaker,” he told her whimsically as he handed a message to her, “we’re dead.”
“Sir?” Kristen asked as she took the message. It was an intercepted broadcast from Iranian State run radio translated into English. The message reported a “great sea battle” had been fought in the Gulf of Oman in which surface and subsurface forces of the Islamic Republic’s Navy had beaten back an attack by “Zionist powers,” inflicting heavy losses on the attackers. Kristen shook her head in disgust at the stupidity of it all before handing it back to Brodie.
“You look surprisingly wide awake for a dead man, sir,” she offered. He was awake, but just barely. He had what looked like two days’ worth of beard on his face, and, as tired as she felt, he looked to be feeling worse.
“Thanks.” He leaned against the railing and then explained why he summoned her, “The drones are almost back.”
“Let’s hope they’re on time,” she added, knowing the longer the Seawolf stayed where it was the risk of detection increased.
“How’re you holding up?”
She felt his eyes on her, but didn’t allow herself to make eye contact. Not three minutes earlier she’d been dreaming of him and couldn’t trust herself to look at him now and not relive the recent fantasy. “A bit tired,” Kristen admitted, knowing she couldn’t hide anything from him anyway.
“Let me know if there’s any problem with the recovery.”
“Aye, sir,” she replied.
* * *
The drones returned on time and the recovery went off without any problem. Once they were unloaded from the tubes, Kristen removed the memory chips while MK48 torpedoes were loaded into the empty tubes. Once she’d retrieved the two chips, she went up to the wardroom where Martin was waiting to help download the data.
“How’s it going back in engineering?” Kristen asked him as she handed over the two data chips.
Martin shook his head miserably. “We still haven’t been able to stop all the leaks,” he told her and then added, “The reactor nearly scrammed from the shock of the first torpedo and…” His hands were shaking.
Kristen understood how he felt. The powerful grief she felt for Gibbs still lingered just below the surface. “Just try not to think about it, Danny,” Kristen offered him, feeling the same anxiety at how close they’d come to death. “We need to find a path through the minefield and get on with the mission. Thinking about what happened can come later, but for now we have to focus on the here and now, okay?”
“Two pipes burst,” he continued, ignoring her advice. “Tons of seawater poured in,” he added apparently finding it necessary to tell someone what happened. “Chief O’Rourke and Ski led two damage control teams into the rush of water and managed to seal the leaks for the most part, but three men were nearly killed. One has a fractured skull…”
“Danny,” Kristen chided gently. “Stop talking about it. I need you to focus.” She was trying to be understanding, but firm. She couldn’t let emotion control her or him at the moment.
“I didn’t sign up for this,” he whispered.
“That’s enough, Danny,” Kristen said in exasperation, having had enough of his bellyaching for the moment. “Just download the information.”
He did as she ordered, but Kristen could see he was on the very ragged edge of losing it. While the information was downloaded, she had a moment to consider her own condition. She needed to get some sleep. Even a few minutes would help, but she had no idea when she would get a chance.
“That’s it,” Martin offered as the download was complete, and a map of the minefield was projected onto the SMART Board.
Kristen turned to study the display and saw, despite the haphazard method of creating it, the minefield looked fairly solid. For thirty minutes they analyzed their data, searching for a path, but they found no direct line through the field. If Brodie decided to risk it, they would have to enter the field and make several sharp turns to get through safely.
“This is insane,” Martin whispered as the other officers began arriving for her briefing.
“Shh,” she whispered. “Just sit quiet and let me handle it.
“Kristen,” Martin responded with a forced whisper, “if COMSUBPAC knew what we were doing, they’d relieve Brodie in a heartbeat.”
Kristen turned on him and although she didn’t know just how sharp a look she gave him, it must have been pretty brutal because Martin wilted like a flower in the hot sun. “Not another word,” she said with a dangerous edge in her voice. It was only then she realized she’d grabbed him by the wrist and was holding it tightly. She released his arm immediately. He retracted it and began rubbing his wrist as he watched her carefully.
Brodie entered a few seconds later, skipping the usual pleasantries. Everyone was too tired and worked up for anything other than business. He moved to the SMART Board where he could get a good view of the minefield. Ryan Walcott — the navigator — was there along with the XO as Brodie turned to Kristen. “Whatcha got, Lieutenant?”
“Good and bad news I’m afraid, sir,” she admitted. “As you suspected, it is a mixed pattern, non-standard field with numerous gaps,” she answered politely, trying to keep her own mixture of emotions out of her voice. She was tired, nervous, and a bit afraid — none of which would help them at the moment. “But there isn’t a single gap in the field that’ll allow us to slip through to the other side without some fairly difficult maneuvering.”
“Well, we wouldn’t want it to be too easy,” he replied showing no hint of being deterred.
“No, of course not,” Graves said with a hint of sarcasm. “Perish the thought.”
“Ninety percent of the mines are nothing more than fifty-five gallon drums with magnetic detonators,” Kristen explained. “We could probably bump into one without it exploding. But I wouldn’t want to try it.”
“Agreed,” Brodie’s voice showed a hint of amusement. He sounded irritatingly fresh, despite the dark circles under his bloodshot eyes. “What about the other ten percent?”
“They’re a combination of contact mines moored to the sea floor, plus a handful of torpedo mines which could cause us some grief,” she explained.
“What about those PMK homing mines we saw off the coast of Korea?” Graves asked her. “The ones that hide on the sea floor?”
Kristen shook her head. “We haven’t seen any,” she replied as she removed her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose, adding, “But they’re hard to spot, and we can’t rule out the possibility.”
Walcott studied the maps before offering several possible routes, all of which Kristen had already considered. None of the routes would be easy. But they slowly shortened the list to a path near the southern end of the Strait.
“It’ll require careful maneuvering in some confined waters, Skipper” Graves warned, clearly aware of the dangers in Brodie’s plan. “There’re some areas where we’ll be threading the needle.”
“But just a few tight spots,” Brodie said positively, “and Ryan’s navigation team should be able to get us through them.”
Walcott didn’t look too certain, at least not as confident as Brodie, who looked quite convinced of the viability of the plan. “Any questions?” Brodie asked the assembled officers.
Kristen shot a warning glance at Martin who was still standing quietly to the side, but he said nothing.
“How certain are you there aren’t any mines floating free and drifting into the lanes?” Walcott asked her.
Kristen was leaning against the table, feeling the full weight of responsibility for all their lives, not to mention the three billion dollar boat, on her shoulders. She swiped a wayward lock of hair from her eyes and shook her head. “The drones didn’t detect any, but…” she wanted to sound more positive, but the reality was she couldn’t be certain.
“We go,” Brodie said simply, ending the discussion. She felt a tingling sensation course through her body as he placed a hand on her shoulder. “Good work, Lieutenant,” he said simply and patted her on the shoulder. She’d seen him do this to several men since coming on board. It was his way of rewarding good work, and she knew it should mean nothing more to her than that. He removed his hand. “All right, let’s get to it.”
The decision having been made, the officers headed for the doorway leading out of the wardroom. Kristen watched them file out, feeling almost numb with fatigue and emotionally spent. She slipped her glasses into a pocket as she watched Brodie walk toward the door, wishing she had the courage to stop him. Within an hour they would be in the minefield, and then — if they were only slightly off course — their small steel world would be crushed with a single blast. Martin, although panicky and possibly losing what little self-control he had left, was right. What Brodie was planning was dangerous and could, quite possibly, kill them all.
Brief thoughts of Gibbs and Miller entered her mind, followed by the words Patricia had said to her. Kristen had sacrificed everything to reach this point, and the possibility that it hadn’t been worth the sacrifice was haunting her. Additionally, physical and mental fatigue were taking their toll, preventing her usually disciplined mind from keeping her wayward thoughts in check.
“Captain?” Kristen heard herself call to him and immediately regretted it as he turned toward her. He paused just inside the wardroom. The other officers continued on.
“Yes, Lieutenant?” he asked, his eyes not quite as hard as they’d been a few moments earlier when he made the decision on the path through the minefield.
She stared at him dumbly, her mind racing with contradictory thoughts and conflicting feelings. She had to tell him. She wanted to tell him. But this was hardly the time or the place.
But if not now, when? He himself had told them there were no more tomorrows.
She stood on her trembling knees but just shook her head. “Nothing, sir. It’s nothing.”
But he didn’t walk off. He didn’t turn and walk away, leaving her alone to curse her weakness. Instead, he asked, “Are you all right, Kris?”
She felt his eyes upon her. She couldn’t imagine him not seeing what had to be plainly visible on her face. How many times had those eyes looked right through her? How many nights had she seen those eyes in her dreams? Fatigue and stress had combined to weaken any emotional control she had, and she was certain her feelings were evident. Was he toying with her? Was this his idea of some sort of cruel game?
“It’s nothing, sir,” she insisted. “I’m just a bit punchy,” she lied, looking away from him and then added, “I’d better get back to sonar.”
They were in the wardroom and all alone. She could tell him and be done with it. They were about to enter a minefield. She had the courage to do that, but she couldn’t summon the courage to tell him what she was feeling. Instead, she stepped past him and kept walking, terrified he might stop her and ask her what was really on her mind. At the same time, another part of her was afraid he would just let her go.

Chapter Twenty Five

USS Seawolf, The Strait of Hormuz
“Here we go,” Fabrini whispered.
In the cramped sonar room, every eye was turned to the MIDAS alarm. It would be their only warning before disaster if a mine happened to be floating loose, or if the Seawolf drifted outside the carefully prescribed course. No one had to remind any of them that what they were attempting had never been done before. Certainly not in a submarine the size of the Seawolf. There was no room for error.
The crew was at general quarters with every watertight hatch sealed in the event of disaster. But no one really believed this would save them if they hit a mine. It was simply one of the few precautions they could take. Kristen stood with Fabrini behind the sonar operators who would be virtually useless during the transit through the meager lane in the minefield. Above their heads, the squawk box was turned on so they could hear every word coming in from the control room and vice versa.
“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Greenberg whispered anxiously from his seat at the narrowband stack.
“Just stay sharp,” Kristen offered, wishing she were more confident.
Brodie was taking an awful risk. Once they entered the minefield there was no turning back. The lane they were going to try and pass through was sixteen miles long, but so narrow it would be impossible to turn around once committed. If even one mine had come loose and drifted in front of them, the Seawolf would be crippled at best.
Fabrini and Kristen watched the painstakingly slow progress of the Seawolf through the channel on the tactical display, their eyes and ears never far from the MIDAS alarm.
Fatigue, or at least the burning desire to sleep, left her as she focused on the tactical display. After nearly thirty minutes, the Seawolf reached the first turn, and Kristen found her left hand gripping an overhead pipe firmly, as if waiting for a sudden blast. She watched the display as the Seawolf turned slowly, staying in the exact center of the narrow channel. She felt something moving against her right leg and looked down to see her right hand trembling slightly. She shoved it into her pocket, tightening her hand into a fist.
Not now, damn you!
The whine of the MIDAS alarm nearly caused her to come out of her skin.
“MIDAS Alert! Mine bearing zero-one-five,” Kristen and Fabrini said almost in unison. She heard Brodie make a quick course change. The Seawolf turned slightly to port to avoid the mine and then, as they passed to the left of the errant mine, they resumed their base course. Everyone was now riveted to the alarm panel, expecting it to sound again at any moment. Where there was one mine out of position, there would be more.
But as the Seawolf continued on, the alarm stayed silent. After another eighteen minutes precisely, with everyone on board listening nervously to the sounds outside the submarine, the Seawolf made another turn and set up for the narrowest portion of the entire run through the minefield. The massive field was not one field at all, but dozens of smaller individual fields set seemingly at random with no rhyme or reason. In places there were gaps of nearly a mile between some mines, and in others they were almost on top of one another.
The Seawolf lined up to make a run between two of the random fields less than seventy yards apart. The narrow passage between them was nearly half a mile long, and at their current four knot speed they would take eight long minutes to slip through the gap.
Kristen felt sweat trickling down the small of her back, and she wiped some from her forehead as she reached up and gripped another overhead pipe. Around her, the others were holding on tight. The air in the small space — already stale — suddenly felt so thick with tension it was hard to draw a breath. The feeling that imminent death was at hand was like a great crushing weight. Kristen felt her right hand trembling in her pocket, and she closed her fist tight again, willing herself to hide her fear.
“God almighty,” Hicks whispered in prayer as the Seawolf approached the narrow lane between the two minefields.
“Amen, brother,” Goodman added as he gripped a handhold beside the narrowband stack.
The sudden blaring of the collision alarm caused a petty officer from another sonar watch to start crying. The alarm startled Kristen, but she held firm, gritting her teeth. She watched the tactical display as the Seawolf moved toward the narrow channel like a cork entering a bottle. The channel didn’t look wide enough. If just one of the mines had come loose and was floating in their path there would be no going around it.
“This is insane,” Greenberg whispered, “I’m too short for this shit.”
“Shh,” Kristen whispered to him as the Seawolf squeezed between the two minefields. She bit her lip nervously and had to consciously stop herself before she drew blood.
The MIDAS alarm sounded like a train whistle.
Kristen called out the warning, “MIDAS alert, dead ahead. Zero-zero-two!”
“It’s right in front of us,” Fabrini added as he grabbed the back of a seat and tensed his whole body in anticipation of the metal-shredding blast.
There was nowhere for the Seawolf to go. They were in too narrow a channel to maneuver around the mine. Like Fabrini who literally cringed beside her, Kristen tensed her whole body. She shut her eyes reflexively, expecting disaster.
But instead of a terrible explosion, Kristen heard Brodie’s calm voice over the squawk box ordering a thirty degree down angle on both the fore and aft dive planes. Immediately the Seawolf dove deeper. With both sets of dive planes at the same angle, the submarine settled gently, lowering on an even keel while still moving forward. The result was the Seawolf didn’t go around the mine; it went under it.
Kristen heard someone whispering. She opened her eyes to see Hicks praying at his seat and beside him the irreverent Greenberg joining in. Meanwhile, Fabrini was white knuckling a couple of handholds. Everyone fully expected disaster. But the Seawolf moved on and passed the errant mine floating in the middle of the channel before Brodie brought the submarine back up.
Kristen turned her head slowly, her neck muscles so tight from nervous tension it hurt to turn her head. She watched as they cleared the narrow channel and commenced another slight turn, still at four knots, toward the next narrow section. Kristen closed her eyes, forcing herself to relax her muscles. Her left arm was cramping from holding on, and she willed her stiff fingers to release the pipe.
But the transit of the channel continued, every turn as harrowing as the last, and with each tick of the clock seeming like an eternity. The strain was too much for some, as two more men from another sonar watch slid to the floor and began trembling with fear in the rear of the shack. Throughout the four-hour transit, the only thing providing any relief from the terror of knowing they were in a minefield and could be killed at any second was the tranquil and steady voice they heard over the squawk box as Brodie issued orders to the helm. His voice never sounded excited or nervous. Even when the MIDAS alarm went off, his orders were direct, deliberate, and always unruffled.
Passing through the last of the minefield with a tremendous sigh of relief, Kristen heard her men welcome the relatively narrow Persian Gulf. For herself, she felt as if she’d just finished a marathon. She was a mental and physical wreck. Kristen, along with everyone one on board, had been awake now for the better part of two days. Much of the time they’d all been under great stress, magnifying everyone’s exhaustion tenfold.
But now that they were in the Persian Gulf, she liked to think the worst was behind them. Of course, somewhere, perhaps lurking close by, the Borei and — quite probably — the Gagarin were waiting, and Kristen had no idea how they were going to find them.

Chapter Twenty Six

USS Seawolf
The desire to just sit down on the cramped floor and get a few minutes of sleep was tempting. At the same time, the need to strip off her filthy, sweat-soaked uniform and take a shower proved stronger. Kristen stepped from the sonar shack and headed for her cabin. Brodie had relaxed their readiness posture to allow the crew to eat and move about the submarine, so Kristen was determined to at least wash up a bit before returning to the caveman-like existence of the sonar shack.
After a brief shower that did little to remove her bone-numbing fatigue, she dressed into a clean uniform. Then, with her hygiene needs satisfied, she was anxious to crawl into her bunk for any sleep that might come. She slipped from the head and paused, looking about the spartan cabin the captain maintained for himself.
Kristen again considered the barren walls. She closed her eyes momentarily, envisioning how they should have looked, with pictures of family framed and mounted to help him remember there was a purpose behind everything he did. But his walls were bleak, without so much as a fingerprint marring them. It occurred to her how lonely the life of any ship’s captain must be, and especially his. He had nothing. No family. No one waiting for him. Nothing.
There’d been a time when she’d envied such an existence. She’d actively pursued the life of a submariner despite firsthand knowledge of how hard it was on families. She’d foolishly dismissed the thoughts of how difficult it might be. But as she leaned back against the door to the head, staring at the empty cabin, the reality hit her, and she felt not only tired but utterly alone herself.
Chief Miller and Gibbs were dead, and she grieved, but they at least had someone back home who would miss them and mourn their passing. Kristen realized, like Brodie, she had no one. Her father’s parents were still alive and she was close with them, recalling their modest home in the San Diego area not far from the naval base where her grandfather had retired. They would mourn her loss, but they also understood the risks associated with being a submariner. Her mother — if sober enough — might shed a tear, but there would be no real grief from the woman whose only concern would likely be Kristen’s life insurance.
She realized wallowing in self-pity was due partly to her lack of sleep, but the recognition of her own loneliness was only exacerbated by the epiphany that all of the sacrifice and hard work hadn’t been worth it. She’d forfeited too much, given up far more than she should have. She could very well have been killed in the minefield, never having experienced any of the joys life had to offer. The fact that it had taken such a near death experience for her to understand this was sobering.
At that moment, the door to the passageway opened.
She turned and saw Brodie enter.
Whatever fatigue, whatever loneliness, whatever weight she felt pressing down upon her was echoed and multiplied in the captain’s shockingly fragile expression he revealed only when alone. She must have startled him, and he stiffened a bit and paused in the doorway. “Excuse me, Lieutenant,” he said automatically as the door lingered open behind him.
Kristen stepped to the side to allow him to pass in the cramped quarters.
“Not at all, sir,” she said, a bit startled at having him suddenly in front of her. “I was just leaving.”
He moved to the side, releasing the hatch as she stepped toward the door. For a brief moment they were only a hair’s breadth apart. She paused, her hand touching the handle to the hatch, but she didn’t grip it. He’d paused as well, and she could smell his essence suddenly beside her, surrounding her, engulfing her.
Kristen opened her eyes, her disciplined mind unable to dismiss what she was feeling. She looked up into his eyes, seeing the weariness evident there. He was about to say something, perhaps some comment to cause the brief, unexpected moment to pass without another thought. But the words disappeared on his lips as he looked at her.
Kristen heard Patricia’s words echoing in her ears. She’d never seized the moment. She’d never enjoyed the few opportunities life offered. Patricia had cast off convention and had still achieved her goals. Kristen had suppressed the natural rebel within her and had suffered for it.
“Lieutenant?” Brodie’s voice was different than she’d ever heard it. The tone was no longer strong or commanding. He sounded almost timid, perhaps even a little afraid.
“Captain?” Kristen replied hungrily but with a hint of fear as well. She felt his warmth just beyond her own. She could almost drink the scent of him.
There could be nothing.
They were a lifetime apart.
They could be nothing, she reminded herself as her secret side, the side she’d suppressed for so long, leaned slightly forward. Her eyes saw his lips hesitating near hers. She could feel the desire a breath away.
“Kris…” he whispered, his tone filled with many meanings. He didn’t want it to happen. He’d kept his distance. He’d tried to ignore her. He wanted her to leave. But he was too tired. His strength — his resolve — gone. So many thoughts conveyed with but a word.
“Sean,” she answered him, feeling the same fears, the same concerns.
Inside her head, she heard the secret rebel within screaming to finally be let out, shouting for her to finally reach out and grasp what she wanted. She was in a dream world as she felt her left hand touch his right arm. She could feel the tension in his muscles as he resisted. She wanted him so terribly, nothing else mattered. He was everything she’d ever imagined and more. Kristen didn’t want another moment to slip by without him knowing how she felt.
She relished the feel of his rough skin against her cheek. She could hear his breathing; long, deep breaths drawing in her scent. She felt his chest brush against her own. Her body tingled with energy and excitement but also apprehension.
Kristen felt his warm breath against the side of her neck. She turned her lips hungrily toward him. She kissed the side of his neck, tasting the salt on his flesh.
“I can’t,” he whispered before she felt his lips touch her closed eyes.
“I know,” Kristen agreed as her left hand slipped behind his neck and pulled him to her.
She felt him resist; his hands were on the bulkhead on each side of her as if to hold himself back. But whatever defenses he’d erected crumbled as she pulled him to her, finding his lips with her own. She felt the strength within his powerful frame melt as his arms encircled her. Tentatively at first, his hands gripped her and then, as the last vestiges of resistance collapsed, he pulled her tight, crushing her to him.
His lips were more pleasurable than anything she’d ever imagined. She felt her arms pulling herself up to him as if afraid he might pull away. She felt the bulkhead behind her as he pressed her against it, her boot heels pushing against the bottom of the bulkhead trying to lift herself up against him. She felt her hands move through his thick brown hair as her lips pressed against his, refusing to let go. She could no longer discriminate her own throbbing heart from the thunderous pounding of his…

Chapter Twenty Seven

Sound Room, USS Seawolf
The high pitched whine from the WLR-9 acoustic intercept box sounded through the sonar shack, awakening Kristen with a start. She was seated on the floor, her knees drawn up against her chest, her head and arms resting on them. She scrambled to her feet. The alarm had awakened her, but Kristen’s head was still filled with the cobwebs of sleep.
“What’s going on?” Kristen asked as she struggled to regain her senses. It seemed like a moment ago she’d been in his cabin… but it had been nothing but a dream.
Just a dream…
As she regained her wits, Kristen recognized the WLR-9 alerting them to an inbound torpedo. The sleepy sonar operators sprang to action too late. The Seawolf was traveling through the Persian Gulf searching for any hint of the Borei. The groggy sonar operators and the hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of computers and acoustical equipment had failed to detect another submarine as it slipped in on their starboard quarter. She cleared her mind of the delightful dream and moved toward the spectrum analyzer where Greenberg only too happily gave up his seat.
“Torpedo bearing one-three-five!” Goodman shouted a bit louder than necessary. “Range four thousand yards.”
Kristen felt the submarine accelerating and begin turning. “What is it?” she asked. “Where did it come from?”
“Out of fucking nowhere!” Greenberg cursed. “We had nothing from that direction.”
“Con, sonar,” Fabrini shouted into the microphone. “Inbound torpedo bearing one-three-five, range four thousand, speed fifty knots!”
Kristen slipped into her seat and strapped in as the deck beneath her tilted at a bizarre angle. She felt herself pressed forward by the growing acceleration as the entire boat shuddered. The boat’s own noise monitoring system sounded, alerting them to the cavitating pump-jet propulsor. Over the squawk box, she heard Brodie’s voice order the submarine to emergency flank speed.
Kristen didn’t want to hear it. She didn’t want to hear his voice. She didn’t want to think about him or the all-too-real dream she’d been enjoying a moment earlier. She had to focus. She tightened her seatbelt and grabbed the headphones as they slid off the console and donned them. She turned her energy away from his voice and toward the sound of the approaching torpedo, forcing herself to ignore her fear and exhaustion and just concentrate. The computer had already recognized the torpedo as a Russian-made, Soviet Era, USET-80 torpedo, and it was coming directly for the Seawolf.
Brodie turned the Seawolf away and was accelerating rapidly to run from the approaching torpedo. The sonar shack momentarily lost the torpedo in their baffles. But then a far more ominous sound reached them as the torpedo went active and began lashing the Seawolf’s hull with sonar to help the torpedo guide itself to its target.
“The fucker’s got us,” Greenberg warned.
“Torpedo is active and homing. Range two thousand yards. Bearing one-eight-zero,” Fabrini reported, his voice again returning to a more normal pitch.
Kristen could hear nothing any more in her headphones except the homing torpedo getting closer and the sonar pings lashing the Seawolf’s hull.
“Sonar, this is Brodie,” she heard his voice, once again calm and controlled. “Count down the range by hundreds.”
Fabrini did as ordered, counting down the range as the Seawolf, now at forty-one knots, raced as fast as she could to hopefully outrun the torpedo. But the torpedo continued to bore in on them remorselessly. She heard the range drop below one thousand yards, and then the collision alarm sound. Kristen removed her headphones, hanging them on the peg by her display and gripped the edge of the console.
“Five hundred yards,” Fabrini reported as the other sonar operators prepared for the torpedo impact. Goodman literally groaned beside her as the torpedo bore in remorselessly.
“Three hundred yards,”
“Launch countermeasures,” she heard Brodie’s calm voice. “Hard right rudder, all stop.”
The Seawolf turned abruptly, causing the deck to pitch wildly to one side. Kristen tensed her muscles to hold herself erect and in front of her display. She knew what Brodie was trying to do. By turning sharply at high speed, the Seawolf’s huge rudder bit into the water and created a huge knuckle of swirling water and air bubbles into which he also launched their countermeasures. The result would hopefully look like a real target to the inbound torpedo and allow the Seawolf to escape yet again. But with the inbound torpedo already locked onto them with its own sonar…
Despite the alarms, despite the warnings, no one was ready for the blast when it came.
The Seawolf was slammed, as if by a massive fist, and thrown sideways. Several men screamed in fear as the lights twinkled and went out. The submarine shuddered violently. For a moment, Kristen thought her seat had broken loose from the deck as she was thrown viciously to the side.
She hit the console and barely avoided smashing her skull into the bulkhead. Emergency lighting came on immediately, and she sat up carefully. Her screens were blank, and Kristen glanced to her left to see that all of the other systems were down as well. She expected to hear the sound of the Seawolf’s ballast tanks blowing and lifting them to the surface, but instead she heard a far worse sound: water streaming in.
Kristen removed her seatbelt automatically as men donned their EABs. She climbed over two men who’d been thrown to the deck by the blast and then went through the hatch to see a ruptured pipe spraying water in the control room. She turned forward, remembering a valve in the passageway for the fractured saltwater line and ran for it. The sound of men shouting in the control room as they struggled to seal the damaged pipe, along with more ominous sounds of alarms blaring, assaulted her senses as sparks from shorted out systems fell in the passageway.
Kristen reached the valve and began turning it, forcing her arms to work and ignore her instincts screaming for her to run. They were sinking, and they needed to evacuate the stricken submarine. But she squelched these morbid thoughts and turned the valve as fast as she could.
Kristen heard the spraying water stop. She turned, looking down the dimly lit passageway to the control room beyond. Regular lighting still hadn’t returned, but she worked her way back past the sonar shack and into the control room as systems started coming back on line. Brodie was soaked from spraying water and there was standing water on the deck. Plus, several men were injured from being thrown about by the blast.
“COB, get me a damage report,” Brodie ordered as he made his way forward to the helm control. “Are you okay?” he asked as he reached the helm and saw her standing in the hatchway.
She ignored any concern for herself, knowing that if the submarine was going down, her injuries were irrelevant. “How bad are we hit?” she asked instead.
“I don’t know yet,” he admitted. “We’ve lost the reactor for certain and are currently on batteries. What does it look like in sonar?”
Kristen shook her head. “We lost power when the reactor scrammed. I’ll check and see what’s come back on line.”
Brodie nodded in response as he ordered the planesman to bring them down. Most men in his position, would surface, but even now, Brodie’s instincts drove him toward the depths and safety.
Kristen returned to sonar and saw the narrowband stack and the spectrum analyzer coming back on line, but everything else was dark. “Get some technicians in here,” she ordered Fabrini and then directed the others to go through the emergency procedures while she returned to the spectrum analyzer.
Kristen again took her seat and strapped in, automatically reaching for the headphones as she felt something she’d never felt before. The Seawolf seemed to strike something. The boat had already been going slow, but now suddenly slowed abruptly and tilted to one side as they gently struck the sandy bottom, coming to rest on the sea floor. The boat didn’t sit even though, and was tilted downward by the bow ten degrees and canted to the starboard side by nearly fifteen degrees.
“What the fuck’s happening?” someone shouted in panic.
“Dammit!” she barked angrily. She was as scared as anyone, but panicking would help none of them. “Settle down and get back on your system checks and damage control procedures!”
The sonar operators returned to their duties, but were — like her — clearly shaken by the fact they were now resting on the bottom of the Persian Gulf.
Kristen ran a systems check as soon as her equipment came back on line. “Starboard passive arrays are down, but the bow mounted sonar is still functioning,” she told Fabrini.
Fabrini reported to the control room as technicians arrived to begin assessing the damage and repairing it. The acoustic intercept box came back on line after a few minutes, a fuse having been tripped in a junction box in the passageway. But the broadband and classification stack would be at least twenty minutes. Similar teams were already moving throughout the submarine trying to repair damaged systems.
The hatch opened and Brodie appeared. She half expected him to rip into the sonar crew for allowing an enemy to sneak up on them, but he was far beyond recriminations. Instead, he patted a few men on the shoulder comfortingly as he made his way back to where she was seated and Fabrini was standing. “What can you still do?” he asked, speaking directly to her.
Kristen motioned to the various stacks and other equipment. “We’re still putting things back together in here, sir,” she explained in little more than a whisper. “But the hull arrays are all off line. All we have at present is the bow mounted sonar.”
“Okay,” he replied with exasperating calm, “then the bow mounted will have to be enough.”
Her first thought after realizing they weren’t sinking was that they would turn and escape back out of the Gulf. But his tone of voice and mannerisms made it clear he was determined to press on. Kristen had never found cause to question him. But now she hesitated, staring. She was scared. She wanted to live. The Seawolf was potentially fatally wounded; they still didn’t know for certain. Yet, despite this, he was focused on the mission before them.
Regardless of the risk.
“Do you have any idea what shot at us?” he asked.
“Only that it was a submarine,” Kristen replied, catching a hint of his scent and immediately remembering her dream and how he’d smelled exactly as he currently did. The dream had been so real she glanced at his neck and cheek where she had brushed against him. But he was oblivious to her thoughts.
“That’s all right, we’ll soon have a chance to set things right,” he said confidently.
“How so, Skipper?” Fabrini asked.
“Unless I miss my guess, whoever shot at us is on his way right now to finish us off,” Brodie warned them. “So, we need everyone in here looking sharp. We’re all tired, but we can’t afford to let our guard down.”
With that, Brodie departed.
Kristen quickly questioned everyone who’d been on duty when the surprise attack occurred. But they could give her very little information. The attack had come at them from their baffles, which meant someone had either sneaked in behind them, or more likely, someone had been lying quietly in ambush as the Seawolf sailed by.
The Seawolf had come to rest facing back toward where the torpedo had come from, which was good since they could now only hear with the powerful bow mounted array covering the area in front of the submarine. Kristen settled back down, feeling the pressure upon her and the others to find their attacker before the reverse happened. She hated herself for having been asleep when they’d probably cruised right past the hidden submarine. Her logical self knew she’d been dead on her feet. In fact, she couldn’t actually remember sitting down to sleep. But she’d been so tired after exiting the minefield nothing had seemed real.
Kristen pushed the self-recriminations aside and returned to listening. The sea around them was completely devoid of anything but the normal background noises in the Persian Gulf. She could hear the manmade racket from oil platforms, normal biological sounds, and distant patrol craft, but there were almost no ships around. She spent a solid hour listening and growing accustomed to every audible noise in the sea, hoping to pick up something different.
Meanwhile, Seawolf’s damage control parties were busy sealing leaks, rerouting power systems, repairing equipment, and attending to the wounded. They were still resting on the bottom and running on the sub’s finite battery capacity. The reactor, although undamaged, had scrammed automatically when the shock wave from the explosion hit and was currently dormant. This was good since it made the Seawolf even quieter than usual. But the reactor couldn't be restarted off battery power; the batteries weren’t strong enough to provide the power necessary to reactivate it, only the diesel engine could do this. But the only way to use the diesel was to rise back up off the bottom and raise the snorkel above the surface. Even then the diesel would be noisy and alert any lurking predators to the Seawolf’s position. So they waited on the bottom, their batteries slowly draining.
Kristen methodically moved her search back and forth, identifying every sound she could find, cataloguing it by bearing and its identity. It was slow and tedious work, but necessary since whatever had surprised them was exceptionally quiet. As two hours of patient listening turned to three and it became clear their antagonist was not rushing in to finish them off, she began to worry they might be waiting for the Seawolf to make the next move. But, on her battery power alone, the Seawolf was almost crippled. The submarine’s speed would be significantly reduced, and, more importantly, they couldn’t wait forever.
She swept through the arc covered by the bow array for what felt like the thousandth time in the last few hours. At first she heard nothing new, but then she picked up something she didn’t remember hearing during previous sweeps. It was faint, so faint it was hardly a sound at all. It was more like the sensation of a sound instead of anything concrete. What’s more, it was an unexpected sound; something that didn’t belong here. But over the past few hours, Kristen had memorized every sound on every bearing, and this new sound hadn’t been there a few minutes earlier.
Kristen raised her hand to get Fabrini’s attention as she homed in on the sound. She ran it through several filters and washed it through the computer, only to have the computer tell her she was listening to a natural sound.
“The computer says it’s a biological,” Fabrini whispered.
“It isn’t a biological,” she replied as she closed her eyes and listened intently. She was sweating profusely and struggling to concentrate. With the reactor off line, the air conditioning system had been shut down to conserve power. So, over the last three hours, the sonar shack had slowly become a sauna.
To help alleviate some of the heat emanating from the equipment, Fabrini had left the door opened and through it, Brodie appeared. “What is it?” Brodie whispered after making his way back to Kristen.
“Lieutenant Whitaker picked up something she thought might be a submerged contact,” Fabrini replied. Kristen noted his hint of skepticism. “But the computer says it’s a biological; crabs probably.”
Kristen ignored him and instead focused all of her energy on the bearing she’d heard the sound come from. She then felt a gentle hand on her shoulder. She glanced up and saw Brodie leaning over her. “What is it, Lieutenant?”
“It’s them,” Kristen replied softly.
“The computer said it’s a biological, Miss.” Fabrini offered again. “Snow Crabs to be exact.”
“That might be possible, Mister Fabrini,” she replied as she glanced back over her shoulder. “Except Snow Crabs aren’t found in the Persian Gulf.”
Brodie immediately rewarded her with a slight smile and a sudden glow in his eyes. “That a’girl,” Brodie said to her as his hand patted her shoulder. “Where’s the sneaky bugger?”
Kristen pointed to an intermittent thin line on her waterfall display. “Three-five-one, sir.”
He nodded, still leaning over her as the other operators began listening, trying to gain anything from the distant sound. “Any idea on the classification and range?”
“It’s not another Akula,” she explained. “And it’s no diesel electric boat I’ve ever heard.” She then added, “There are no plant noises at all, no cooling pumps… just this…”
She turned on the speaker at her station and Fabrini and Brodie listened closely. “Damn, that’s nothing but a shadow,” Fabrini said in disbelief. “How did you hear it?”
Brodie however reached up and pulled down a microphone. “Con, this is Brodie.”
A moment later Kristen heard Ryan Walcott’s voice, “Yes, Captain?”
“Have tubes one and four made ready in all respects. We may have a snapshot coming in a few minutes.”
“Aye, Captain.”
Meanwhile, Kristen was once more focused entirely on the noise. Her hands were on her headphones, her eyes closed, and motionless as if frozen in place. Around her she could almost feel every eye staring at her, but she did her best to tune all of them out as well. “New bearing,” she whispered, “three-four-eight.”
Her eyes didn’t open, nor did she hear the information transferred to the tracking parties who began working up a possible firing solution. Instead, Kristen continued to listen. The other sonar operators were on it now as well, but the computer had still not registered anything but a biological sound.
“Transients!” Hicks whispered as Kristen nodded her head, having heard the same thing.
“What was it?” Brodie asked, his voice still perfectly calm.
“It sounded like someone slamming a hatch, sir,” Hicks reported softly.
Kristen felt Brodie’s hand upon her shoulder. “Lieutenant?” he asked, wanting her opinion.
She shrugged her shoulder slightly. “It could’ve been a hatch,” she replied seeing no reason to argue over it, even though she thought it sounded more like someone jumping off a ladder and landing on a deck while wearing boots. “New bearing, three-four-zero,” she whispered and then added, “He’s very close, Captain.”
Kristen heard the contact clearly now, and she was certain it was either the Borei or the Gagarin operating on a fuel cell. All the sonar operators were picking up more transients now, including what sounded like someone speaking.
“New bearing, three-zero-five, Captain,” Kristen reported, knowing the submarine was on a course to within a few hundred yards of them. The temptation for Brodie to fire had to be enormous, but he maintained his cool despite the grueling pace of the previous few days.
“He’s passing astern of us,” she reported in a barely audible whisper. “I lost him on our port side.”
Brodie nodded but said nothing in reply. Instead, he issued orders to the control room via the microphone. “Bring her up off the bottom slowly, Spike.” Brodie then ordered the officer of the deck to prepare to bring the Seawolf around.
“Mister Fabrini, prepare for a Yankee search,” he said softly.
Kristen knew they would have little choice but an active sonar search. The contact had been nearly impossible to find and would be hard to reacquire as they came around. Kristen felt the canted deck begin to level off as the Seawolf slowly rose up off the sandy bottom. She heard Brodie whisper commands to engage the pump-jet, ordering the Seawolf around slowly.
Kristen turned her attention back to listening for the strange sound. She focused on the area to the rear of the Seawolf as they turned to port. Sweat dripped from her forehead and chin; her coveralls were drenched. But she noticed nothing, not even the stale air around her or the expectant stares of men on her as they waited for her to find their antagonist.
Through her headphones, she heard numerous other sounds cluttering up the water, making it difficult to isolate the particular sound she was searching for. Slowly, she dismissed each superfluous sound, filtering out the clutter, forcing her exhausted brain to work. Then she heard it. “Bearing three-four-seven and coming around fast,” she reported. “He’s still close. I can hear voices in engineering.”
“Snapshot, Weps,” Brodie ordered over the microphone. “I want them active the moment they leave the tubes, Andy.”
“Bearing now three-five-zero,” Kristen reported.
“Hold your course, helm,” Brodie ordered, still issuing commands from the sonar shack. Fabrini was standing by the active search panel, ready to initiate a powerful sonar search to quickly give them an exact range to the target. There was no doubt it was close and they were now in their opponent’s baffles. But Brodie waved Fabrini away from the active search sonar.
“All right, Andy, fire one,” he ordered smoothly.
Kristen heard the first torpedo leave the tube, its propeller turning to full speed as the torpedo’s own sonar went active. Kristen immediately got a return off the other submarine.
“Fire four!” Brodie ordered.
The second torpedo left the tube and also went active immediately. Kristen heard the torpedoes racing toward the target as well as their sonar lashing the other sub.
“Range seven hundred yards!” Fabrini reported using the return signal from the torpedo sonar to get the exact position of their antagonist.
Kristen knew what was about to happen. The other submarine had no chance. She briefly heard alarms, and then, for the first time, the submarines propeller as it began turning faster. But then the first MK-48 ADCAP torpedo hit. It was followed a few moments later by the second.
Kristen heard the detonations and felt the Seawolf shake slightly as the shock wave of the twin blasts reached the hull. There was no doubt they’d killed the other boat. The two blasts would have severely damaged the entire aft section of the submarine, and Kristen was betting the entire engineering compartment was already flooded.
“Bring us to periscope depth, standby on the diesel generator,” Brodie ordered abruptly, apparently having already put the dying submarine out of his thoughts.
Kristen continued to listen to the submarine, hearing the bow tanks blowing in a vain attempt to surface. She could clearly hear the alarms and screams in both Russian and what she thought might be Arabic coming from the submarine. Then she heard something extremely unsettling. She turned her head toward the other sonar operators, and saw their questioning looks.
“What was that?” Greenberg asked.
The sound had been a loud hissing, like cold water droplets on a hot surface.
“It’s their reactor,” she replied. “We cracked their reactor vessel. Cold seawater is rushing in.”

Chapter Twenty Eight

K-955 Borei
Captain Zuyev knew the Iranian crew was not ready for the fight ahead of them. Given a few more weeks, they might have been. But it was now quite clear to Zuyev that not only the Iranians, but his own political leaders had underestimated the American’s reaction to Iran seizing the Strait of Hormuz. All the bluster and threats of possible nuclear war — a bluff for certain — had failed to prevent the Western powers trying to regain the Strait. He was in the tiny radio room and accepted the message from his communications officer. It had just been decoded and Zuyev quickly read it.
“Captain?” Ahadi asked anxiously.
They’d received no more word about the battle outside the Strait of Hormuz and had assumed the Western powers had withdrawn to lick their wounds and reconsider their failed attempt. Zuyev had hoped that diplomacy would become the order of the day, and the crisis would end. But the message was the worst possible news. “The Gagarin is lost,” he said simply. “Her distress buoy started signaling seven hours ago.”
“But that’s impossible,” Ahadi exclaimed. “We’re perfectly silent once we’re on our fuel cell.”
“We don’t know if the Gagarin was running on her reactor when she was lost,” Zuyev reminded Ahadi.
Ahadi concluded, “This means the Americans or the British have made it through the barrier.”
Zuyev finished reading as the printer delivered another message, this one for Ahadi. “That will be our new orders.” Zuyev hoped those orders wouldn’t order the Borei into action. They were pushing the men hard, but they weren’t ready yet. If they stumbled onto an American SSN, they would be in big trouble.
Ahadi read the orders and then explained, “We’re ordered to stay hidden and take no offensive action that might threaten us; however, we are authorized to fire on any American or British warship as long as we don’t compromise our position.”
Zuyev immediately suggested what Ahadi was thinking, “All right, let’s refuel the hydrogen and oxygen tanks, then shut down the reactor and go dark. If we sit quietly, they’ll never find us.”
“What about training?” Ahadi asked.
“Battle drills,” Zuyev responded curtly. “We haven’t much time left.”

Chapter Twenty Nine

Sound Room, USS Seawolf
Graves was worried as he watched Kristen seated in front of the spectrum analyzer. It had been nearly twenty-four hours since their duel with what they assumed had been the Gagarin. The Seawolf was now searching for the Borei somewhere in the Persian Gulf. Over the past twenty-four hours, much of the crew — including himself — had been able to get a few hours of sleep. But, to his knowledge, Kristen hadn’t.
“How long has she been going at it?” he whispered to Fabrini.
“At least twelve hours,” Fabrini replied in a whisper. “The fact is no one else can hear what she’s hearing, sir.”
“She’s not going to be hearing much if she doesn’t get some sleep,” Graves replied as Brodie entered.
Graves was equally worried about Brodie, who was all but mainlining coffee to stay functioning. The National Command Authority wanted the Borei found before the Western Allies determined they could wait no longer to take out the Islamic Republic’s nuclear threat, and their window for finding the Borei was shrinking.
“Anything?” Brodie asked as he entered the shack.
Fabrini glanced at Kristen. Graves saw that she looked to be on her last leg. Her normally perfectly ordered hair had slowly scattered into a mess, her usually immaculate uniform was crumpled like an unmade bed and showed the stains from brief cat naps on the floor of the sonar shack.
“Nothing yet, Skipper,” Fabrini shook his head in apology.
“She’s been on the stack for over twelve hours now, Skipper,” Graves pointed out. “I doubt she’d hear a tractor-trailer drive by.”
Brodie exhaled tiredly and rubbed his blood-shot eyes. “Pull her off, Mister Fabrini,” he ordered and stepped back out into the passageway.
Graves followed Brodie and held the door open for Kristen, who worked her way through the cramped space. Stepping into the passageway, she offered Graves a weak smile.
“Yes, sir?” she asked Brodie.
“Anything yet?”
She could only shake her head.
Brodie leaned against the far bulkhead and closed his eyes. Graves knew his old friend was racking his brains trying to come up with any idea where the Borei might be hiding. But lack of sleep was affecting all of them, reducing their mental capacity.
“What do you think, Jason?” he asked. “If you were a Boomer skipper, where would you hide?”
Graves thought for a moment, considering the oceanographic characteristics of the Persian Gulf. Compared to the open ocean, the Gulf was a very narrow waterway with only one exit, so the Borei’s potential hiding spots were equally limited.
“Are we absolutely certain it was the Gagarin we destroyed and not the Borei, Captain?” Kristen asked.
She had a good point. Both subs were supposedly using identical power plants, so their noise signature would be near identical. But Brodie shook his shaggy head. “It was the Gagarin,” he said as if there could be no doubt. “If it had been the Borei, then their skipper never would have fired on us. He would’ve stayed hidden and let us go on about our business. Boomer skippers are all about finding a nice quiet piece of ocean and disappearing. The guy who shot at us was an attack boat skipper,” Brodie concluded, confident in his conclusion.
Graves knew Brodie was probably right. No one knew submarines and tactics as well as his friend, and Graves trusted his judgment.
“So, you’re now captain of the Borei,” Brodie posed his query again. “Where would you hide?”
“In Iranian waters,” Graves said but couldn’t be certain. “I’d be in close where land-based planes could keep sub-hunting aircraft away from me, and where foreign attack subs would hesitate to go. Plus, there are all kinds of background noises along the coast to help mask my acoustic signature.”
Brodie nodded, apparently pleased with his line of thought. Then he looked at Kristen. “Lieutenant, what would you do?”
She looked to be far beyond the capacity for rational thought. Sheer exhaustion didn’t come close to describing the way she appeared. She was all but dead on her feet. “I think the XO might be right, sir,” she agreed. “But that’s still a lot of water to search.”
“So where?” Brodie asked.
She ran her hands through her disheveled hair and answered, “If I were driving the Borei, I would hide near one of the oil rigs. The transients coming off the rigs, especially any drilling rig, would mask a submarine from underwater detection. Plus, any aircraft we have looking for them would have to stay clear of the oil rigs as a flight hazard. Even if an aircraft did overfly the area, it is doubtful their magnetic anomaly detectors would pick up a submarine with all the metal on the oil rigs.”
She stifled a yawn while Brodie and Graves exchanged looks. Graves could see Brodie agreed with her. It was the perfect place to hide in the shallow Persian Gulf, and Graves thought her reasoning was logical despite her lack of rest.
“All right, Jason,” Brodie ordered, “let’s start with the platforms in Iranian waters. Have Ryan prepare a search pattern. If necessary, we’ll go from rig to rig until we find them.”
Graves concurred and then spoke to Kristen, “Why don’t you get some sleep, Lieutenant? You’re no use to us fumbling and bumbling. Go get some rest and then come back fresh.”
She shook her head and jerked her hand back toward the sonar shack. “I’m okay,” she lied. “I just needed to stretch my legs and get some fresh air.”
Charles Horner appeared in the hatchway carrying a message in his hand. “Captain?” he called out to get Brodie’s attention.
“Whatcha got, Charlie?”
“We just received this on the VLF net. It’s from CENTCOM.”
Brodie looked it over. Graves could see his friend’s exhaustion turn to disgust.
“What now?” Graves asked. “More prodding to find the Borei?”
“Worse,” Brodie admitted. “The National Command Authority has decided they can’t wait any longer. H-Hour for the start of the air campaign is in just under twenty-three hours.”
“What if we haven’t found the Borei yet?” Kristen asked. “If she’s equipped with even one nuclear missile, she’ll fire as soon as we begin taking out the Republic’s nuclear arsenal.”
“Get me Weps,” Brodie said to Horner and then turned back to Kristen. “Then we’d better find them,” he said, as if it were as simple as that.
“They want us to launch our Tomahawks as part of the opening attack,” Graves read out loud as he studied the Seawolf’s target package. Because the Seawolf was in so close to the Islamic Republic, CENTCOM believed they could hit their assigned cruise missile targets before the Iranian defenses would have a chance to react.
“You need to see me, Captain?” Andy Stahl asked as he arrived.
“Target package for our TLAMs,” Brodie explained as Graves handed Stahl the message.
“You’re kidding!” Stahl replied as he studied the message. “What if we haven’t found the Borei by then?” Clearly Stahl understood the need to remove this significant threat, which begged the question: why didn’t CENTCOM?
“H-Hour for the attack is set; the JCS, the NCA, and NATO have all signed off on it,” Brodie answered tiredly.
Firing Tomahawk cruise missiles at the start of an air offensive wasn’t unusual for American submarines. It was the fact that CENTCOM wanted the Seawolf to participate when the sub was in the middle of a completely incompatible mission to find the Borei that irked them. The hunt for the Borei required stealth, whereas launching a series of Tomahawk missiles would be like shooting up a flare. Wherever the Borei was lurking in the Persian Gulf, they would detect the launch and know precisely where the Seawolf was seconds after firing the first cruise missile.

Chapter Thirty

Sound Room, USS Seawolf
The Seawolf moved northward through the Persian Gulf, staying in shallow water. Their course took them through a seeming endless maze of oil platforms as they searched for any hint of another submarine. Fabrini stayed in the sonar shack, monitoring his sleepy sonar operators. He’d been able to get Martinez, Hicks, Greenberg, and Goldman some sleep, but Kristen had stayed. How she stayed awake he wasn’t sure. The mental exhaustion created by maintaining complete concentration for hours on end was the reason they had multiple teams of sonar operators and why the teams rotated frequently.
Fabrini had kept a close eye on her ever since her brief break seven hours earlier when she’d met with Graves and Brodie in the passageway. Following that short meeting, she’d been relatively alert initially, but soon her head had begun to bob every few minutes, and he knew he had to force her to come off the analyzer and get some real sleep.
He had only hesitated this long because he’d hoped she might detect something. The other operators had shown themselves incapable of hearing what she could, and so he’d believed she was their best chance for success. But her task was made significantly harder by the amount of manmade noise in the Persian Gulf. Thousands of oil rigs were emanating sound into the water, and the Seawolf’s sensors vacuumed it all up. This cacophony of sound had to be filtered out before she could have any chance of finding the Borei.
Fabrini stepped up beside her, seeing her head droop. He thought she was asleep. Her eyes were closed and her glasses far down on her nose. He was about to shake her awake when he saw the slightest movement of her right hand on the joystick. Her eyes opened, and she turned toward him. She looked awful.
“I’ve got something,” she whispered. “Plant noises, I think. Very faint.”
Fabrini snapped his fingers toward the other operators and checked the bearing she was listening to, but he saw absolutely no hint of anything on her waterfall display. “Bearing two-nine-eight,” Fabrini told the others as he grabbed the microphone.
“Conn, sonar. We have a possible submerged contact bearing two-nine-eight. Very faint, but it could be a nuclear submarine.”
Fabrini ordered the other operators to focus on the bearing in hopes of finding whatever it was and classifying it. Greenberg heard nothing, but beside him on the classification stack, Hicks suddenly nodded his head. “It isn’t much, but it is definitely manmade.” Unfortunately, there were thousands of manmade noises around them at the moment.
“What is it?” Fabrini heard the captain ask as he entered the shack. Brodie looked even worse than Kristen.
“Possible submerged submarine, Skipper,” Fabrini reported promptly.
“Who picked it up?” Brodie asked, not looking very impressed. There’d been well over two dozen false alarms in the last two hours. There was just too much clutter in the water for the operators to separate the important sounds from all the background chaff.
Fabrini nodded toward Kristen. “Hicks thinks he heard it too, sir.”
Brodie shook his head in exhaustion and possible annoyance. “All this equipment doesn’t seem to be doing us much good, Mister Fabrini.” He slipped behind Kristen and leaned down over her slightly. “Whatcha got, Lieutenant?”
“It’s faint and intermittent. But I would have sworn it was plant noise, sir,” she replied without looking up.
“When was the last time you slept?”
She shook her head in reply, removed her glasses and rubbed her tired eyes. “I’m not sure any more.”
Brodie glanced at Fabrini with a questioning eye, but Fabrini could only shrug, not certain when she’d last slept.
“Well, that’s good enough for me,” Brodie concluded, willing to accept that she’d heard what she claimed. He patted her shoulder then grabbed the microphone to speak with the control room.
“Con, this is Brodie. New course bearing three-one-five and bring the boat to general quarters.”
The Seawolf turned slowly while Kristen and the other sonar operators continued listening. Meanwhile the rest of the crew manned their battle stations, something they were now taking as routine instead of unusual. Fabrini stood by Brodie, and they each watched Kristen, knowing that if anyone would find the noise, it would be her. But after fifteen minutes of patiently waiting and watching the other sonar operators come up empty, they finally saw her lean back tiredly in her seat and remove her headphones. “It’s not there,” she reported in a tone of voice that hinted at more than just exhaustion affecting her. She sounded frustrated and, perhaps, a little embarrassed.
“Lieutenant?” Brodie asked calmly.
“I…I lost him,” she admitted but didn’t look up. She kept her eyes focused on the display in front of her. “I’m sorry, sir.”
Fabrini felt bad for her. She’d been killing herself hoping to find the elusive Borei, but she was clearly beyond being effective. She needed to come off the sonar and get some decent rest.
“Nothing to apologize for, Lieutenant,” Brodie replied as he patted her slender shoulder. “Take a break, get cleaned up, and I want you to hit the rack for at least six hours,” he ordered. “Killing yourself won’t help us.”
She stood slowly. Fabrini could see that her entire body was stiff from having been seated in the same position hovering over the spectrum analyzer for so long. He knew the feeling, but he’d never been at it nearly as long as she had. He couldn’t imagine how sore she had to be. The look on her face was testament enough that she’d done her best, but she was now dead on her feet. Slowly, as if already dreaming, she stumbled out of the shack.
Brodie watched her leave, and Fabrini could see the concern in the captain’s eyes. “How long has she been in here?” Brodie asked once she was gone.
“Other than a couple of short breaks to get rid of coffee, she’s been in here for the better part of thirty-six hours, sir,” he admitted.
Brodie exhaled in a bit of frustration. “If she comes back in here before she gets at least six hours of sleep, I want to know about it.”
“Aye, sir,” Fabrini replied feeling guilty he’d let her go for so long.
* * *
Kristen felt like she was in a fog as she made it to the bathroom, her body going almost on autopilot as she headed for the shower. Fatigued physically and mentally more than she could have ever imagined, she sat down on the commode for just a brief moment to rest and was instantly asleep.
Almost immediately she was dreaming. The vision was far more pleasurable than reality. She was once again in Brodie’s cabin and in his arms. Just like in the previous dream, the two of them surrendered to their secret desires and traded their duty for passion.
She awoke abruptly as her body sagged, and she nearly fell over. Kristen shook her head and forced herself to stand. She plunged her head into a sink of ice-cold water then stripped out of her soiled uniform before climbing into the shower. After several minutes of letting the icy water refresh her as much as possible, she turned off the water. She then realized that in her mental fog, she’d forgotten a towel.
Forced to use the only towel available, she picked up Brodie’s that was hanging — as usual — from a metal peg on the bulkhead. She was almost too tired to care, but then, as she towel dried her hair, she caught a hint of his scent on the towel. She buried her face in the soft cotton and inhaled deeply. The aroma was almost hypnotic to her, and for several seconds she held the towel to her face breathing in and out. She finally returned the moist towel to its proper place and dressed before stepping back out into his cabin.
Tiredly, she leaned against the bulkhead. The same bulkhead in her dream she’d fallen back against, pulling him to her. In her exhaustion, she now all but wilted against it, her head sagging slightly. She was too drained to force the errant thoughts aside. She was almost asleep on her feet. She opened her eyes, wishing for the dream to become reality, but knew she would never tell him how she felt. Despite Patricia’s voice haunting her, despite her burning desire to let him know, she couldn’t do it.
Kristen pushed herself back to an upright position. But as she did, she noticed something on the bottom of the bulkhead by the floor. Her first thought was that she’d dropped something and she bent down to pick it up. But then froze as she saw, along the bottom of the wall, several scuff marks made by the heel of a boot.
Brodie’s cabin had never had so much as a hair out of place. Not even once. But the heel marks now stared back at her accusingly. No one wore boots on the Seawolf except her; everyone else wore soft-soled tennis shoes. She’d discarded her gore-stained tennis shoes weeks earlier following Vance’s suicide.
Her thoughts of the dream came rolling back to her. Kristen stood, the exhaustion momentarily forgotten, her thoughts clear for the first time in hours.
It had been real!
She hadn’t dreamed it at all. Nor had she imagined it.
Just like she hadn’t imagined what she was now certain she’d heard in the sonar shack just before being relieved from duty to get some sleep.
Kristen rushed from the cabin and back to the sonar shack. She entered the stuffy, stench-filled space and saw Fabrini supervising the others. He immediately turned on her, and she could see he was surprised to see her. “I hadn’t expected you back so soon, Lieutenant,” he offered as he stood in front of her.
“I wasn’t imagining it,” Kristen told him as she slipped by him to the broadband stack. “Hicks, can I?” she asked, prodding Hicks to surrender his seat.
Hicks did so grudgingly as Fabrini stepped in behind her. “Ma’am, I thought the captain wanted you to get some sleep?” he asked delicately.
Kristen had regained — for a brief time she was certain — some semblance of alertness, and she frantically began searching the depths for the sound she now knew she hadn’t imagined.
“What course are we on?” she asked Fabrini, trying to maintain her recent surge of energy long enough to locate the contact she’d heard.
“We’re back on the base course, heading north,” Fabrini offered.
“No,” she said out loud, shaking her head to keep herself awake. “No, that’s wrong,” she insisted. “He’s behind us. We need to turn around.”
Normally the control room listened to course suggestions from the sonar room when they were working a target, but Fabrini hesitated. “Lieutenant, maybe you should get some sleep.”
Kristen shook her head forcefully. “Mister Fabrini, the Borei is dead astern of us right now. If we don’t turn around, we may never find her again.”
“How can you be so certain?” he asked. “The waters there were filled with noises, and you’re—”
“Trust me,” Kristen insisted trying to ward off the onset of physical collapse from exhaustion just a few minutes longer. “It was them.”
Fabrini hesitated, but then reached up and pulled down the microphone. “Con, sonar.”
“Whatcha got, Mister Fabrini?” Kristen heard Brodie’s voice.
“Sir, Lieutenant Whitaker requests we execute a one-eighty and double back on our course,” Fabrini explained. Kristen could hear the combination of skepticism and concern in his voice.
“I’m on my way.”
She knew Fabrini and the others thought she was losing it. This recognition caused her to get angry, which helped keep her alert as she waited for Brodie who appeared a few moments later.
He came in, looking as haggard as before. For a brief moment she feared he would join the others in their skepticism. Instead, he simply asked, “What is it, Lieutenant?”
“Sir, I know what I was hearing,” she explained. “I wasn’t imagining it. It was plant noise.”
Brodie didn’t argue with her. “Yes, but we couldn’t reacquire them.”
“True, but there was something else; something within the other noise; something I missed.” Kristen’s encyclopedic memory was pulling the sounds she’d heard and replaying them over and over again in her head. “Please, Captain, you have to trust me,” she nearly pleaded. “Just once more.”
He paused for a moment and glanced at Fabrini, who clearly thought she could no longer be counted on because of her fatigue. Despite this, he nodded his head. “Okay, Lieutenant,” Brodie replied and leaned against the stack, gripping a handhold to steady himself. Brodie pulled down the microphone and ordered the one-hundred-eighty degree turn about as Kristen had requested.
The Seawolf came around slowly, turning her powerful bow mounted sonar array on the waters behind them. As they turned, Kristen worked her controls, closing her eyes and searching for the noise she was certain was there. She’d heard it. She hadn’t been mistaken; just like she wasn’t mistaken about their encounter in his cabin. A momentary encounter interrupted by a call from the communications shack about an incoming message for him. Her fatigue had caused it all to blend together, but she’d managed to push the weariness away once more.
Behind her, she could feel him watching. The fact he believed her, the fact he’d changed course meant more to her than any words he could ever say. But now she had to justify his confidence. She had to once more prove to everyone she was right.
Her hand trembled slightly as she adjusted the fine tuning on the broadband system. She focused the incredible sound vacuuming power of the thousands of hydrophones in the bow sonar array to bring in the one noise she was looking for. She listened intently, certain she would hear it if she were patient enough.
It seemed to take forever for the Seawolf to turn. Her fingers constantly adjusted her controls. Then she heard it, and with a hint of triumph she flipped a switch on the panel, and the sound was now audible over her speakers. “Bearing zero-two-three,” she reported, leaning back tiredly but with eminent satisfaction.
“What’s that?” Brodie asked anyone who cared to answer.
Fabrini response was simply, “Jesus.” The other sonar operators heard it too and looked at her incredulously, not believing it. “Crab, sir,” Fabrini explained. “Snow Crab.” He then spoke to her, “How did you know? How did you pick it up?”
Kristen told them how she’d heard regular plant noises originally, but the noises had faded. In her exhaustion, she’d failed to consider what might occur if the Borei shut down its reactor and turned over to its fuel cell. “If they did it, then the plant noises would be replaced by something similar to what we heard earlier when we encountered the Gagarin,” she explained.
“Snow Crab,” Brodie concluded as the Seawolf once more had a target.
Kristen stayed on the broadband stack as Brodie ordered three course changes over a twenty minute period. This was sufficient to provide a trio of new bearings for the tracking party to begin estimating a firing solution. Meanwhile, the Seawolf slipped silently through the water.
“Keep your ears open in other directions,” Brodie ordered the sonar operators. “Standard Russian submarine doctrine,” he explained. “No Boomer travels alone, so I doubt the Borei is flying solo.”
Kristen stuck to the Borei as the others continued searching in the event a fast-attack boat was close at hand.
“He’s loitering, Captain,” she whispered. “There’s hardly any propeller noise.”
The squawk box overhead came to life with Andrew Stahl’s voice, “Skipper, we’ve got a pretty good firing solution, on Sierra Twelve.”
“Roger,” Brodie replied. “Program the information into tubes five and eight. Be ready for a snapshot on tubes three and seven. We’ve got a fast-attack boat out there somewhere.”
Kristen didn’t doubt him, but had no idea how he could be so sure. The Gagarin might have been the Borei’s escort.
“Look sharp, people,” Brodie whispered.
“Sir,” she again heard Stahl, “ADCAPs in five and eight have firing date entered. Should we flood tubes and open outer doors?” This evolution would put sound energy into the water and possibly alert any nearby fast-attack boat.
“Roger,” Brodie ordered, “flood tubes three and seven as well. Once we launch on the Borei, our hidden friend will show himself.”
He turned his attention back to Kristen. “Anything?”
She shook her head. Brodie responded by having Fabrini stand by to use the sonar from the torpedoes he was preparing to fire. Each torpedo’s sonar — once active — could be used by the sonar shack to help locate any other submarines in the area without necessarily revealing the Seawolf’s position.
Kristen glanced up at Brodie as he issued the commands to fire the first two torpedoes. There was no sense of relief or joy in his expression, just a determination to finish the task assigned.
Kristen heard the torpedoes swim out of the tubes. Once clear, the torpedoes were programmed to move away from the Seawolf in opposite directions. Once they’d moved off far enough, they would turn and approach the Borei from two different directions, making any chance of escape nearly impossible.
“Come on, you sneaky bugger,” Brodie whispered behind her.
She felt herself searching even harder for the fast-attack boat he seemed certain was close at hand. She trusted him. He’d never been wrong before, and she was certain if she looked hard enough there would be a second submarine guarding the Borei as he predicted.
The two MK-48s moved slowly away from the Seawolf. Their pump-jet motors were on a low power setting making little noise. Plus, what little sound they did make was lost in the clutter from two nearby drilling rigs filling the water with transients. Kristen felt the waves of exhaustion hitting her like the sea striking a beach. The brief energy boost had faded, and her eyes were burning once more.
For three minutes the two torpedoes swam away from the Seawolf before turning toward the unsuspecting Borei. As they turned on their target, the torpedoes activated their onboard sonar systems and began pounding the water ahead of them, searching.
Immediately, the active sonar from the torpedoes illuminated the Borei’s hull with high-energy pulses. In the sonar shack these sounds were translated into thick lines on everyone’s waterfall displays.
“She’s increasing speed and launching countermeasures,” Hicks reported as the Borei, caught unaware, reacted to the sudden barrage of sonar pulses from the two torpedoes. “Weapons are active and have acquired target, speed is increasing to fifty-five knots,” Hicks reported.
“Transients!” Greenberg shouted, nearly coming out of his chair. “Bearing two-eight-five, torpedo hatches opening.”
Brodie’s response was incredibly calm considering the situation. “Yankee search, now!” he ordered and keyed the microphone to the control room. “Snapshot, bearing two-eight-five, fire three and seven.”
The months of incessant drills now bore fruit as the Seawolf’s tracking parties were able to fire both torpedoes within seconds, whereas the two enemy submarines had yet to get a single torpedo in the water. At the same moment, the powerful bow sonar went active, sending out a cone-shaped, highly-focused beam of sound energy on the bearing where Greenberg heard the tubes opening. The information gleaned from the bow mounted sonar was fed directly into the two torpedoes just launched, and each adjusted its course to bore in on its target.
“Sierra Twelve has increased speed to ten knots and is running,” Hicks reported.
“Classify Sierra Thirteen as Akula II fast-attack submarine!” Fabrini added, as the computer recognized the second submarine as it increased speed.
Both sets of torpedoes — each with a different target — now had not only a general direction to their targets, but depth and range because of the active sonar search. Kristen could almost see the deadly dance now occurring a few thousand yards away from the Seawolf as she heard the two submarines fleeing and launching more countermeasures.
She’d already heard the sounds of men trapped inside a sinking submarine; the memory would haunt her the rest of her life. So, as the four torpedoes raced in on their targets, she removed her headphones and leaned back in her seat, staring numbly ahead as Greenberg counted down the ranges until impact.
The MK48s advanced sonar systems ignored the countermeasures and raced, as she knew they would, unerringly to their targets. The Borei was struck first. Greenberg reported both the first and second torpedo blasts. The Akula II was hit a minute later. There were no celebrations or high fives from anyone this time. Exhaustion and simple battle fatigue had turned the fight into purely a matter of survival; the simple grim math of war had replaced any excitement.
Kristen listened vaguely to the reports from Greenberg as he described both submarines trying to reach the surface, and then their final descent before she relinquished her seat and walked zombie like to her quarters.
It was over.

Chapter Thirty One

The Kremlin
The lofty spires of the Kremlin were covered in snow and ice, and more snow was falling. Winters in Russia were long and hard. The president knew this only too well, although this winter had turned particularly bitter and cruel. He watched from his window as the massive crowd continued to grow in Red Square despite the cold. Among the protesters were soldiers and military vehicles, except those troops no longer obeyed his will.
He’d known his great gamble would remake the world, and it had.
Following the Borei’s unexpected destruction, the American led air offensive had swept across Iran like a tempest. Key command and control stations were among the first targets as B-2 stealth bombers dropped bunker-busting bombs on underground nuclear facilities, destroying Iran’s ability to defend itself. This initial wave of attacks was followed by a concentrated attack on the Iranian Navy. Within twenty-four hours it was over. Surprisingly, the Americans ignored the Iranian forces on the Musandam Peninsula. But with the destruction of the Iranian Navy came the inability to resupply the thousands of Iranians garrisoning the Peninsula. The Islamic Republic had tried an aerial resupply, but those few aircraft that managed to get into the air were shot down within minutes, leaving the troops on the Peninsula completely cut off.
The end had been inevitable. Within a week, the Iranian garrison was forced to surrender or starve to death. The Americans had been surprisingly gracious by allowing the captured soldiers to return — minus their equipment — to the Islamic Republic. Of course, they returned to a very different country than the one they had left. Political turmoil had seized the country and the president had resigned. But the mob hadn’t been satisfied with this, and the horrific images of the Iranian president being dragged through the streets of Tehran before finally being hanged from a crane were still fresh in Vladimir’s mind.
Now it was Russia’s turn.
Information about Russian involvement had been leaked to the press. By whom? He hadn’t been certain. Surely it had been one of his Security Council members, his close friends. He’d tried to control the media to prevent the catastrophe now before him, but the world press had seized upon the sensational story about an undeclared war having been fought under the waves, all at his behest. His country was now in turmoil as protests spread nationwide despite his attempts to suppress it and now the military had turned against his government.
He considered his trusted ministers, and had wondered from where the axe would fall.
Now he knew.
Vitaliy Shuvalov cleared his throat.
The president turned and looked at the youthful head of the FSB. It made sense. Vitaliy was a survivor. All along, he’d prepared quietly for the possibility of defeat and had planned well. It was Vitaliy who leaked the information to the press. It was Vitaliy who’d failed to suppress the dissent created by the shocking news. The president had considered him a friend, but there was no room in Vitaliy’s heart for anyone else but Vitaliy.
“It is time,” Vitaliy concluded coldly. Behind him were half a dozen Kremlin guards whose real loyalty had been, all along, to Vitaliy.
The price of failure.
Vitaliy motioned toward one of these men. The guard stepped forward, drew his service pistol, and chambered a round. He quietly removed the magazine, leaving the single bullet in the chamber and set the pistol down on Vladimir’s desk. His eyes were without pity as he looked at the president before stepping back.
Vladimir hesitated as he looked down upon the instrument of his death. There was no escape, and he knew it. He’d gambled all and lost.
“Resign or be prosecuted, Mister President,” Vitaliy ordered coldly.
The president stepped away from the window and picked up the pistol. It would be relatively painless, especially when compared to what the mob outside would do to him. If he somehow survived the raging crowd, then would come the lengthy trial followed by an equally humiliating execution.
He raised the pistol to his own temple.
The failed great gamble required one more casualty.

Chapter Thirty Two

USS Seawolf, The Pacific Ocean
Kristen walked through the deserted torpedo room. A month earlier, when they’d entered the Gulf of Oman, the torpedo room had been filled to capacity; now it was over half empty. Following the battle, they’d spent a week in Diego Garcia undergoing maintenance to make the hasty battle damage repairs more permanent and strong enough to handle the voyage back across the Indian and Pacific Oceans to Bremerton.
Kristen walked aft from the torpedo room through the deserted submarine, finding only a few watch personnel on duty as she made her way to the forward escape hatch and the brilliant shining sunlight pouring through. She heard the sound of tropical music as she climbed up the ladder and then out onto the deck where most of the crew, dressed in bathing suits, sunglasses, and wearing — she hoped — copious amounts of sunscreen, were enjoying the time-honored tradition of “Steel Beach.” The Seawolf was lying motionless in still water with no land visible in any direction. The submarine had broached the ocean as high as she could, and her long, cylindrical hull had become a quasi-beach for the party now underway.
Music from several sources competed for her attention, and the blazing hot sun threatened to turn the anechoic tiles on the hull into a skillet. Kristen saw the safety swimmer standing watch as a few dozen brave souls dared swim in the open ocean while most relaxed in the sun. The smell of hamburgers cooking on a charcoal grill caught her attention, and she looked aft to see Brodie, Graves, and COB standing around a large barrel grill, drinking beer, and talking.
Kristen was dressed in a navy blue one-piece swimsuit plus a pair of Bermuda shorts. Her long hair was held back in a simple ponytail, and she wore sandals to protect her from the broiling deck. She wore a hat with the symbol for the SEAL Special Warfare Development Group on it — a gift she’d found on her bunk after Hamilton and Hoover had departed back at Sasebo — and her prescription sunglasses. Kristen was a bit self-conscious about her two tattoos being on display, but she assumed she could handle any ribbing from the men.
“What’re you drinkin’, Lassie?” Chief O’Rourke, who was dressed in an aging, ill-fitting bathing suit and t-shirt, asked. He was seated in a nylon lawn chair by the largest beer cooler.
“You wouldn’t happen to have a bottle of water in there anywhere would you, Senior Chief?” she asked as he offered her a spare lawn chair.
“Water?” O’Rourke asked in disgust as he directed her to join him and a group of chiefs and petty officers seated in a tight — exclusive — circle. No commissioned officers were seated with this small group, but they all looked at her acceptingly. “Today’s a day for celebrating, Lassie.”
He opened a beer and handed it to her while she sat down. Her eyes drifted aft to where Brodie was flipping burgers. He was dressed in sandals, old khaki shorts, a tank style T-shirt, sunglasses, and a Seawolf baseball hat. The message from the Bureau of Naval Personnel announcing his selection for full captain had arrived two days earlier, but she’d not had a chance to congratulate him. In fact, she hadn’t had a chance to be alone with him since the Persian Gulf.
Kristen accepted the beer, knowing she would spend the afternoon nursing it. “Whatever you say, Senior Chief.”
“Lassie,” he began and motioned toward Brodie, “that tattoo on the skipper’s arm,” he began, “the lads and I’ve been wondering what it means: avdentes fortuna juvat?” He then added, “You’re about the smartest person we got around here, so we figured you’d know.”
Kristen eyes lingered on the stern where he was cooking food for the crew. “It’s Latin,” she replied and then said simply, “It means: fortune favors the bold.”
The group of Chiefs seemed to think such a tattoo was appropriate on Brodie and nodded in approval. “Well, that sure fits,” O’Rourke offered and then looked at her. “And what’s the ink on your back?” he asked. “I recognize the trident, but what’s the other one about?”
Kristen shrugged. “It’s the reason I’ll only have one beer, Senior Chief,” she assured him.
* * *
“So what now, Sean?” Graves asked Brodie as his friend worked the grill. Brodie always handled the grill whenever they had the opportunity to surface and conduct the traditional party before returning to home port. Graves was dressed similar to Brodie, except he wore a collared shirt instead of a tank top.
“Don’t know,” he shrugged in reply.
Along with the message regarding Brodie’s promotion to full captain, there’d also been orders sending him to COMSUBPAC where he was to be rewarded for his years of service with a comfortable desk job. “All these years driving subs hasn’t exactly prepared me for driving a desk.”
COB shook his head in disgust, sipping a beer. He expressed his thoughts in characteristic fashion, “Well I’m done. I’m fuckin’ retiring.”
Graves watched Brodie shake his head with a knowing smile. “What will the Silent Service do without you, Spike?”
But COB shook his own head and answered, “Fuck ’em.”
Graves knew COB wouldn’t serve on another submarine without Brodie as captain. The two of them had discussed the possibility of Brodie getting a missile boat, but they had each agreed it would never happen. Brodie was too much of a rebel to ever be given a ballistic missile submarine. “Don’t bail out too quickly, COB,” Graves suggested. “I’m going to need you on my boat.”
Along with the message relieving Brodie, there’d been orders for Graves giving him his first command. Both would be leaving the Seawolf upon their return to Bremerton.
“Well, if you can swing it and find a spot for me, I might stick around for a few more years,” COB offered, but Graves knew the old sea dog had seen enough. He was looking forward to retiring and spending his time fishing and watching his grandchildren grow up.
Brodie shook his head and warned, “Your wife’ll have your ass if you go on another boat, Spike.”
“Ahh,” COB brushed off the possibility with his gravelly voice, “she’ll get over it.”
COB moved forward, spying a couple of petty officers having more than their allotted two beers per man. Graves sipped his own beer and studied Brodie, who’d congratulated Graves profusely on his first command but had hardly spoken about anything else since the fighting in the Persian Gulf. Instead, Brodie had withdrawn into a cocoon of silence, working on paperwork and writing up award recommendations for many of the crew. Graves had his own fair share of award write ups to keep him busy, too, but Brodie had been unusually withdrawn. Graves worried about Brodie at the best of times, but with his friend having command for only a few more weeks and the Seawolf’s new captain waiting in Bremerton already, he knew Brodie had to be wishing for one more patrol. “You okay, Sean?”
Brodie had gone out of his way to avoid any such conversation. Graves watched him for any reaction, desperately wanting to see the twinkle Brodie always had in his eyes when he had some secret plan. But his eyes were hidden behind the dark glasses, and his face revealed little. Brodie shrugged. “Yeah, of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Because for the last two decades, your whole life has been wrapped up in these damn steel tubes, and now you’re about to be put on the beach for good,” Graves told him bluntly. “And to be perfectly honest, I don’t know what you’re gonna do with yourself.”
“It was bound to happen eventually,” Brodie said with a sigh and another meaningless shrug of a meaty shoulder. Brodie turned his head to look forward along the hull. Graves followed the brief look and saw Kristen seated by O’Rourke. He glanced back at Brodie, whose attention was once more on the searing grill in front of him. Graves was no fool and had picked up something between Brodie and Kristen during the tumultuous cruise. It had been subtle. Both had been determined to hide it. But Graves had seen it and now offered softly, “She’s a fine woman, Sean.”
Brodie didn’t immediately answer. Graves watched him shift the barbeque spatula into his right hand and wipe a bit of sweat from his brow. For a moment Graves thought his friend would simply choose to ignore the comment, but then Brodie said, “I assume you’re talking about Penny.”
“You know damn well who I’m talking about,” Graves replied easily. “Don’t start turning into an asshole just because you made O-6.”
Brodie rewarded him with an amused smile, but his eyes stayed on the hamburgers in front of him. There was a long, uncomfortable silence between them. Graves hoped Brodie would say something. But he stayed tightlipped. “Maybe you could…” Graves let the suggestion linger over the grill thoughtfully.
Brodie flipped a few burgers and set a couple of cooked ones aside. He said nothing.
Graves moved closer, making certain no one could hear them. “Sean, maybe after all these years, she’s the one.” Graves knew Brodie had seen women periodically since his divorce years earlier. Penny had tried to fix him up several times with women they felt certain would be good for their friend, but despite Penny’s best efforts, Brodie had resisted all attempts. “Maybe you two could make something together.”
“I’ve been married,” came the curt, unyielding reply. “Remember?”
Graves knew this only too well, although Brodie had never mentioned the divorce. “I know, but maybe this could be different.”
Graves’ saw a bittersweet smile cross Brodie’s face. “What? You mean like a white picket fence, two and a half kids, and a dog?” Brodie’s voice seemed to make it clear he thought the idea preposterous. “That kind of different?”
“Why not?” Graves asked, not caring anything about protocol at the moment. “Hell, it worked for me and Penny.”
“I know it has,” he answered. “And you have The One. They broke the mold after Penny.” Brodie’s tone made it clear he would accept no argument on the subject as far as his opinion of Penny Graves was concerned. After all these years, she was like a dear sister to him. “You’re a damn lucky man, Jason.”
“And I know it, but we ain’t talkin’ about me,” Graves pointed out. “Sean, you can’t go on like you have. The ride’s ending. It’s time to get off the boat and get on with your life.” Graves’ voice betrayed the concern he felt. “I’m worried about you, man.”
“Jason, that isn’t gonna happen,” Brodie said simply as if the thought of him and Kristen together was impossible.
“Why not?” Graves asked, anxious to see his friend happy.
Brodie shook his head slightly at the ludicrous suggestion. “Well, why don’t we start with: I’m her captain and it would be beyond the pale of unprofessionalism. Not to mention I’m about sixteen years her senior.”
“We’ve both known people who’ve gotten past that sort of stuff. She’s a mature woman. Maybe she knows exactly what she wants.”
“You’re right, she does know what she wants,” Brodie responded pointedly. “She wants a career and maybe her own command someday. And we both know after the hell she’s been put through, the last thing she needs to hinder her realizing those dreams is for anyone to think for one second that the only reason she’s heading up the ladder is because she couldn’t keep it professional with her first skipper.”
“No one would think that,” Graves insisted, not at all certain he believed it. Because of the close quarters on submarines, the Navy had issued draconian regulations regarding fraternization between male and female personnel, and he knew the opponents of women on submarines would jump at the chance to drag her name through the mud as an example of the dangers of women on board. “Anyone who knows you would know better.”
“You’re too trusting of our officer corps,” Brodie said bluntly and motioned toward her. “I never thought every officer in this damn Navy would turn their backs on one of our own,” he said angrily. “But they sure as hell did.”
Graves hadn’t thought about the possible damage to Kristen’s career created by her and Brodie being together. But Brodie had raised the specter of what others might think if they knew they were having an affair. His glowing comments on her fitness report and his stamp of approval would lose their luster quickly. “Maybe she doesn’t care about any of that now?” Graves suggested.
“Then it’s my job to worry about it for her,” Brodie countered simply.
“Are those the only reasons?” he asked. “Because if they are, then I can tell you they wouldn’t have been enough to keep me and Penny apart.”
Graves watched Brodie, his laser-like eyes hidden behind the dark glasses, but his normally stone face showed a hint of sadness, and then he shook his head slowly. “You remember when we pulled into Rota years back?” Brodie asked him.
Graves recalled the divorce papers waiting for Brodie in Rota, Spain. “Yeah, I do.” Brodie had never mentioned it before. Not once in all their years together had he uttered so much as a passing comment about his former wife. It was as if he’d scrapped her from his memory. Only Graves knew better. Despite her faults, Brodie had loved Cheryl, and she’d hurt him in the worst way.
Brodie’s right hand stopped moving, the stainless steel spatula hovered over the grill, his eyes stared into the burning coals as if in a trance. He stood still for over a minute. He didn’t even blink as Graves watched him struggling with what was still a painful memory. Graves saw the hair on Brodie’s knuckles singe off and realized Brodie was reliving the experience, all the pain, and all of the agony he’d endured privately. “Sean?” he whispered and reached for Brodie’s arm.
But then Brodie spoke, his voice low and distant. “I hadn’t thought it possible to hurt so much.”
Graves pulled Brodie’s hand away from the heat.
Brodie came out of the momentary daze and looked at his friend. Graves had never seen his face more stone like. “I can’t go through it again,” he said as he returned to setting the cooked burgers aside. “I won’t do it.” His tone left no room for argument. He preferred eternal loneliness than to risk exposing himself to the same pain again.
Graves glanced forward at Kristen, seeing her visiting with the Chiefs. He’d never known anyone more extraordinary than her. No other woman alive could’ve carved out a place for herself among these men who’d cursed her very name three months earlier when she’d first reported aboard. O’Rourke, who’d been a loud critic, looked perfectly at ease with her now as he tried to get her to take a second beer. Graves glanced back at Brodie, and saw his friend looking forward as well. He knew Brodie was struggling with his decision. Brodie had never said it, he’d never even hinted it, but Graves was certain, should he pull Brodie’s sunglasses away, there would be no hiding the love he felt for her.
“Sean… maybe you should give her a chance.”
Brodie turned his head away from her and looked back at the searing hamburgers. “Never again, Jason,” he repeated, his tone tightly controlled and resolute. “Never again.”
* * *
The food was served and the beer drunk. Once the party was finished, a formation was held behind the sail where the crew gathered. They had a few minutes of remembrance for Senior Chief Miller and Gibbs. Their bodies had been taken off the Seawolf and sent home to their families along with letters from many of the crew including Kristen. Then Brodie addressed them and offered the crew a few words of thanks for all their hard work. Coming from him, the words meant more than medals for heroism, although some of these would be waiting in Bremerton as well.
“Once we get back home, I can’t promise you anything other than my word that my last official act as your skipper will be to make sure each and every one of you gets all the leave and time off you and your families have earned,” he said in closing. For the crew of the Seawolf this was what they now cared about more than anything else. They’d been on board for the better part of a year. None of them wanted the hassle of dealing with a new CO who — having not gone through what the crew had — would want to work his men to death.
They then held an awards ceremony, giving out good conduct medals and other awards earned by the crew. Kristen was recognized for her actions during the start of the patrol when she’s saved Hodges and again for putting out the fire in the galley. Finally, she received her gold dolphins.
“Normally you have to wait until you get back to port and the admiral has a chance to question you personally,” Brodie told her as he presented her gold dolphins in front of the entire crew. “But you’ve earned them, and I don’t think Admiral Beagler will complain too loudly.”
Receiving her dolphins had been a moment she’d looked forward to ever since she could remember. Kristen looked down at them as Brodie handed them over. They weren’t brand new but had belonged to someone before. The passing of dolphins from senior to junior officer was not unheard of and normally gave added meaning to the ceremony. Kristen looked at the weathered gold dolphins then up at him. “Yours, Captain?”
Kristen couldn’t see his eyes concealed behind the dark glasses. He’d hidden himself away from her ever since the Persian Gulf. “I know you’ll wear them well.”
Kristen had known she was going to receive her dolphins during the ceremony and had promised herself she wouldn’t cry. But now felt the tears forming in her eyes. “I will, sir.”

Chapter Thirty Three

USS Seawolf
The Seawolf continued on to Bremerton. Even with her gold dolphins now displayed proudly on her left breast, Kristen still found very little spare time on her hands, although there was enough to allow her thoughts to wander far from the rigors of the eighteen-hour schedule. She tried to stay busy with technical manuals, award recommendations, and her regular duties. But he was never far from her thoughts. When they’d been in the Persian Gulf, exhausted and under the tremendous stress of combat, a part of her had again tried to convince the rest of her that what she was feeling for him was fleeting. Her emotions were simply out of whack because of the stress. But once she’d managed to get some rest and had a chance to decompress following the fight, it’d become clear to her. What she was feeling was anything but fleeting.
Kristen spent days trying to decide what to do, finally concluding that she needed to tell him. But this proved more difficult on the tiny submarine than she’d expected. The two of them were on opposite schedules, so their encounters were always brief, hurried affairs and always when others were present.
At the same time, she knew that a part of her was afraid to talk to him. She was scared he might not feel the same way, and she knew she was using her own jam-packed schedule as an excuse to avoid talking to him. But the images of their two encounters in his cabin were her constant companions. She dreamed of nothing else. Even her dreams of a lifelong career in the Navy no longer mattered to her. Kristen had served on a submarine, and during the last three months, she’d managed to make peace with the ghost of her father. Now, all she wanted was Sean.
She knew it would be difficult, if not impossible, with both of them on active duty. The Navy, prior to her boarding the Seawolf, had made it clear the punishment for fraternization. Her career would be ruined if the two of them were to become more than professional acquaintances. But — just like when she’d decided to join the submarine forces — she was willing to make any sacrifice, forsaking her future for whatever time she might have with him.
It had been quite a revelation for her the night she’d been lying awake in her bunk, thinking of him and realized for the first time in her life that she was anxious to embrace the here and now, regardless of what it meant for the future.
Kristen completed inventorying the LMRS drones and ancillary equipment in the torpedo handling room. They were barely forty-eight hours out from Bremerton, and the two drones would be removed once they were back in port. Kristen was securing the last transport box when she heard someone’s footsteps on the deck beyond an empty rack of torpedoes. She hadn’t expected to see anyone in the torpedo room. But as she stood, she came face to face with him.
Brodie stopped for a moment, apparently not having expected to see her, either. There was a brief moment of surprise on his face, but then the stony mask of command clamped down firmly in place. “Good evening, Lieutenant.”
“Good evening, Captain,” she replied reflexively suddenly feeling her tongue turn dry like paper. The words she wanted to say to him vanished in an instant, and she felt tongue tied.
There were several long, uncomfortable seconds of silence between them before Brodie offered, “Well, I’ll let you get back to your work.”
“Yes, sir,” she managed, wanting to kick herself for being a fool.
Brodie turned and stepped away, leaving her. Kristen saw him walking away, and the thought he might keep going was more horrible than she wanted to imagine. “Sean?” she managed, finally finding the courage to speak.
He stopped.
Kristen felt her hands tremble slightly, more nervous than she’d ever imagined possible. At the moment it seemed to her their time in the Gulf had been almost child’s play and her Korean experience insignificant compared to the task now before her. She stared at him, wishing he’d turn around. But he hesitated.
“I’m in love with you,” Kristen whispered. Hearing herself utter the phrase was almost a shock, and she hardly believed she’d found the strength.
His head sagged slightly, but he didn’t turn around.
“I think I’ve loved you from the beginning.”
Brodie’s head turned toward her slightly, but he still didn’t turn around. “Please stop,” he whispered.
But Kristen had found her resolve once more, and she was determined to tell him everything, unwilling to risk eternity never knowing what might have been. “I don’t know how you feel… but I don’t believe what we’ve shared was just stress or fatigue. At least it wasn’t for me.”
Brodie’s back was still to her, and she took a tentative step toward him, wishing he would turn around. Kristen could hear his heavy breathing now, and she saw his head shaking slowly. She didn’t know what he was thinking, but continued. “I’ve spent my whole life wanting nothing more than to be on a submarine, maybe command one someday. But now…” she hesitated, taking a breath as the reality of the feelings she had for this man were finally allowed free reign. She felt an almost refreshing release from the years of self-imposed emotional bondage, “But none of that matters anymore.”
“Don’t say that,” he replied in a voice still barely above a whisper.
“It’s true,” she admitted freely. “I’ve already drawn up my resignation,” she informed him. “I plan on submitting it to COMSUBPAC upon our return to Bremerton.”
Kristen had learned from watching her fellow officers on the Seawolf how difficult it was to be in a relationship as a submariner. The situation was intolerable at best. Submariners were either deployed overseas or training stateside constantly, leaving little time for family. But if the two of them were to ever have a chance, she felt it only logical for her to give up her career. It no longer mattered to her anyway, and he’d reached the pinnacle of his. It would be crazy to ask him to give it up.
Brodie stood silently, but she saw his hands clench into tight fists.
“Please turn around,” Kristen whispered helplessly. She’d exposed her heart to him, and now that the truth was out, her greatest fear lay before her: his denial.
Brodie hesitated another moment before he turned slowly. But instead of seeing the loving eyes and hearing his own profession of affection, she saw his eyes were hard and cold. Then, as he spoke, his tone had a hard edge in it, “Have you lost your mind?”
Kristen blinked a few times. She felt a sudden spasm of pain deep within her. “I had to tell you.”
Kristen watched, desperately wanting to see the warmth in his eyes again. But the steel grey eyes were as cold as an arctic blast. “I…” he paused. She thought she briefly heard his voice waver, but then he continued, his voice once more steady, “It was the stress,” he assured her. “Nothing more.”
Kristen blinked a few times, not believing him. She’d felt it. She’d felt it in his arms. She’d seen it in his eyes. She remembered every detail of every second they’d shared. She could still taste the sweetness of his lips. She could smell his scent and hear his heart beating alongside her own. Her memory allowed her to forget not the slightest detail.
“Nothing?” Kristen asked in disbelief.
“Nothing,” Brodie responded coldly, without any hint of emotion in his voice. “I regret any confusion, Lieutenant. But there was nothing more.”
She stared blankly at him.
He was lying.
He had to be lying.
She recalled the dim memory of him carrying her to Gibbs’ coffin rack, their moment on the sail in the Tsushima Straits. She could see his face, the love in his eyes. But he turned from her, and stepped away.
“You’re lying,” Kristen uttered to his back. “Tell me why you’re lying, please.” She felt her tears welling up in her eyes as the pain within her grew. It felt like he was ripping the heart out of her chest.
He paused, his back still to her.
“I know you love me,” Kristen told him. “I know it.”
He hesitated, and she could see the broad shoulders struggling; they seemed to almost tremble. “You’re mistaken,” he replied slowly.
Kristen bit her lip, not understanding why he was denying it. Had she been wrong? She was new to love. Could she have misread the signs? “Turn around and tell me to my face,” Kristen insisted. “Say it to my face. I want you to look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t care for me.”
His head lowered slightly. His shoulders and arms tensed. Then, after what seemed like hours of struggle, but was only a few moments, he once more turned his head slightly. “I don’t love you,” he said flatly.
He then walked away, leaving her in the empty torpedo room with the shattered remnants of her heart strewn around her on the floor.

Chapter Thirty Four

Bremerton, Washington
Kristen was in maneuvering when the Seawolf returned home. Whereas everyone else had been anxious to be topside to see their waiting loved ones, Kristen had asked the XO to take her off the bridge crew. He hadn’t argued with her request, and she wondered if Brodie had told his old friend of her profession of love in the torpedo room a few days earlier. Regardless, being around Brodie was now pure torture for her. She couldn’t trust herself to even look his way in the wardroom, and she felt like a complete emotional wreck every time she saw him.
Tears were something she hadn’t experienced in over fifteen years. There’d been a time when she hadn’t believed it possible to cry. But since that awful moment in the torpedo room when he’d walked away from her, she’d learned just how quickly her tears could come.
The Seawolf pulled back into her berth at Pier D without incident, and Kristen supervised the powering down of the reactor and the transfer to shore power, officially ending her first patrol. She knew it would be a patrol never to be repeated. The Seawolf was the current topic of discussion among everyone familiar with the submarine service. The officers and crew were living legends in Bremerton, and she soon learned the crowd on the pier waiting to welcome them home contained dignitaries, crews from other submarines, and numerous flag officers besides the families waiting for their loved ones.
But Kristen knew no one would be waiting for her. Her paternal grandparents were far too frail to make the journey from southern California. Her mother?
The thought almost made her laugh.
No, Kristen reminded herself, she had no one.
She caught a glimpse of Brodie in the passageway, walking with two admirals including Beagler, along with Brodie’s replacement. He was a forty-something, salt and pepper haired commander nursing a small spare tire around his waist. Brodie led them forward to the wardroom where they could begin the changeover process. Kristen knew Brodie was already packed; all of his possessions fitting into a single sea bag and one clothing bag. Both of the bags were already resting on the deck of his cabin.
They’d not spoken again since their meeting in the torpedo room, and she could hardly bring herself to imagine ever speaking with him again. Her own feelings hadn’t changed, and her love for him seemed only stronger after his denial. But the grim reality made her love now bittersweet. The fact she still had her career was little consolation. Without him in her life, she would have no life at all, and her career would be hollow and marginally satisfying at best.
Kristen left the submarine. It was warm on deck, and it appeared Bremerton was enjoying an early spring. She was once more in her khaki uniform with her recent decorations added to her modest display of meaningless ribbons and the worn gold dolphins displayed proudly as she’d promised him when he gave them to her. Carrying her bag, she walked ashore and took the duty vehicle to the Combined Bachelor’s Quarters, where she returned to her old room.
Her first order of business was to make phone calls to her family. She spent nearly an hour talking with her grandparents, promising to come and see them during her upcoming leave. Her conversation with her mother was much shorter; lasting less than two minutes after her mother explained she was on her way out the door when Kristen had called. The balance of the afternoon was then spent in her room, shedding more tears and struggling to come to grips with the loneliness that surrounded her.
The next day there was a brief and relatively painless ceremony held on the pier alongside the Seawolf where Brodie was formally relieved of command and Kristen’s new captain took over. His name was Campbell. She’d heard of him, of course. He was considered competent, but nothing like the legend Brodie had become. Normally, change of command ceremonies were rather elaborate affairs with bands and speeches, especially when Brodie was also promoted to full captain during the ceremony, making it even more significant. But true to his word, Brodie’s last command as the skipper of the Seawolf had been to keep the ceremony short so the men could start their leave as soon as possible. No speeches, no bands, just a brief promotion, a formal reading of the orders relieving Brodie and posting his replacement, and then the men were dismissed.
Following the ceremony, all the officers were taken to the Officers’ Club for a reception where Commander Campbell could meet his new officers. Kristen wasn’t in a partying mood to say the least. Mercifully, she saw Brodie only once. He was standing by a window deep in conversation with Admiral Beagler while she spoke briefly with her new captain.
“Captain Brodie speaks highly of you, Lieutenant,” Campbell greeted her with a painted-on smile. He reminded her of a sleazy car salesman for some reason. After he gave her a pleasant look, his eyes glanced beyond her toward Brodie and the Admiral enviously.
Kristen offered her congratulations for his command, but could hardly muster an ounce of sincerity. She then withdrew, finding some company with Penny Graves, who helped Kristen get through the next two hours; the bare minimum time Kristen had to wait before she could slip out of the party to start her own leave.
Somewhere during the conversation with Penny, Kristen lost sight of Brodie. She assumed the Seawolf’s former master had beaten a hasty exit to allow the submarine’s new captain to be the center of attention.
“Are you okay, Kristen?” Penny asked suspiciously.
“I’m fine,” she lied, hearing the lack of sincerity in her own voice as she looked toward an exit.
“You don’t look okay,” Penny pointed out. “You wanna talk about it?”
Kristen could only shake her head. There was no one alive she could talk to about it except for Patricia; only Patricia would understand.
She excused herself and headed for the nearest door, anxious to be alone. She’d nearly made it out when she heard a voice off to her left call her name. For a brief moment she thought it might be Brodie. But she recognized Terry walking through the crowd toward her.
“Leaving so soon?” he asked with his charming smile. She’d noticed over the past month no more open advances from him. Instead, he’d become more interested in just talking to her, which had been a welcome relief from dodging his constant barrage of proposals.
Kristen motioned toward the door. “Yeah, I was. I start leave in the morning and need to pack.”
“Where to?” he asked, and she noticed an unusual note of desperation in his tone which she didn’t understand.
“I promised my grandparents I would come and see them,” Kristen admitted.
Terry nodded and then, as if as an afterthought asked, “What’re your plans for tonight?”
“Nothing really,” she admitted. “Just packing.”
“Maybe we could get something to eat?” he asked hopefully.
But she shook her head. “Nah,” then added in explanation, “I don’t think I’d be very good company right now.”
But Terry wasn’t about to surrender so easily. “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that.”
Kristen suspected he might have developed stronger feelings for her than simple lust, but shook her head. “Sorry, Terry,” she told him. “I really just want to be alone.”
She said goodnight to him and headed back to her barracks. She tried to purge herself of thoughts of Brodie as she walked, but it was impossible. He’d said nothing to her at the reception, avoiding her as he had for the last month of the cruise. But their last conversation rang in her ears, stinging her still.
Kristen changed into her gym clothing, hoping to exorcise him from the depths of her soul by punishing her body. But even though she ran nearly five miles at such a pace she made herself sick, her thoughts were still plagued by him.
Kristen returned to her room as dusk settled. After a shower, she finished unpacking her gear and prepared a bag for the trip to San Diego. But within an hour, she’d seen to her uniforms, packed and repacked her bag, and then faced the prospect of a long night alone.
She had no more tears left to shed.
She tried reminding herself that she was accustomed to being alone, having spent her life isolated from everyone around her. But now, for the first time, the bitter loneliness felt like a weight too heavy to bear. The empty room only amplified her depression and sense of isolation.
Finally, unable to stand the solitude any longer, she grabbed her leather flight jacket and fled the room, wanting to get some fresh night air. The fickle Puget Sound weather had turned a bit cold, and she was thankful for the jacket as she walked aimlessly along the sidewalk. Occasionally a car slowed and some half-drunk sailor offered her a ride, but otherwise, she met no one as she walked aimlessly around the base.
As she meandered, Kristen couldn’t stop her persistent memory from replaying every moment with him, searching for any hint to prove she’d been wrong. But with each step, her mind replayed the last words he spoke to her, telling her he didn’t care for her. Kristen walked on and finally found herself at the wharf looking out at the submarine piers.
In the distance, she could make out the lights around the Seawolf. But the submarine no longer held the allure for her it once had. The price to serve was too high. Her right hand pulled a folded handkerchief from her pocket. It was the handkerchief he’d given her that night on the sail to dry her tears. She held it to her nose, breathing in his essence once more, and feeling the stabbing pain of loss. She loved him. No matter what he said to her, she still loved him. What was worse, she was quite certain that for as long as she lived, she would never love another.
A few cars passed behind her as she stood against the security fence looking out at the submarines tugging gently at their mooring lines. She couldn’t help but second guess herself, wondering if she’d scared him off somehow. Had she been too abrupt? Should she have waited until they were off the Seawolf? Did he truly have no feelings for her? She looked across the waves at the submarine resting peacefully. The thought of returning to the Seawolf without him on board caused the tears to threaten again. She wiped them away on her sleeve.
“Hey, good looking!” Kristen heard someone from a car filled with sailors call to her as they pulled up a few yards behind her at the curb. “You need a ride?”
Kristen turned, shook her head, and then looked back out at the wharf. She stared at the water, feeling the chill wind trying to bite through her leather flight jacket. She could hear the wind whipping through the leaves of some low bushes and a seagull call. Then she heard the throaty rumble of a motorcycle approaching. She didn’t turn her head at the sound, her grief-stricken thoughts not registering the deep-throated grumble. But Kristen became aware of it as she heard it slow and come to a stop behind her. For a moment she allowed the foolish, stupid little girl within her the fantasy, imagining he was behind her. Kristen waited for the latest sailor to offer her a ride, but after several seconds, she still heard nothing more.
Kristen turned slowly, not daring to hope. Then she saw Brodie seated on the back of the motorcycle. His helmet hung from the handlebars and his left leg was cocked over the seat. He was wearing his riding leathers with jeans, boots, and a sweater under his leather jacket. His thick, beautifully unruly hair was blowing in the wind, beckoning her fingers to try and tame it. Kristen caught her breath, not entirely certain she wasn’t hallucinating.
“You’re a hard person to find, Lieutenant,” Brodie broke the silence softly.
“Sir?” Kristen asked numbly.
“I’ve been riding all over the base for the last five hours. I was beginning to think I’d never find you,” he told her honestly.
She stepped toward him tentatively. “Why…” Her voice cracked, and she paused to clear her throat, struggling to control her emotions. “Why would you want to find me?”
“Well,” he shrugged easily, “I thought I might ask you a couple of questions.”
“Okay.” She stopped barely a foot from him. “You found me.”
Kristen felt his eyes on her once more. But this time it was different. Looking into his eyes, she could feel what she’d never been certain of before. The utter loneliness she’d felt since their last meeting faded. Without him saying a word, she knew she’d been right. The mask of command was gone. There were no more regulations standing between them. No more expectations of professionalism.
The cold wind warmed slightly.
“Would you like a ride, Kris?” he queried as his eyes held her gaze and reflected what she felt.
“Are you sure?” she asked, unable to bear it if he wasn’t. “Because if you aren’t…”
Brodie nodded firmly. “I’m sure,” he told her honestly. “I don’t think I was willing to admit it to myself until today when I knew I’d probably never see you again.”
“But…” she hesitated, afraid now to take a chance after their conversation in the torpedo room. “But, I thought you said…”
“I couldn’t let you resign, Kris,” he told her simply. “You have your whole career ahead of you. Mine is over.”
“But, you could be an admiral,” Kristen reminded him.
“I don’t want to be an admiral,” Brodie told her sincerely. “I never did. And now, after twenty years of giving it all to the Navy, all I want is you.”
Kristen felt her lip quiver slightly as she stepped forward. She took his offered hand and slipped up behind him on the bike. Brodie handed her a helmet. She wiped away a few tears on the back of his jacket and then pulled on the helmet. She then slipped her arms around him, pulling her body close to him and letting the tears of joy fall as they may.
“What was the other question?” she asked him lovingly.
“Where to?” Brodie responded as he balanced the bike and prepared to start it.
She kissed the back of his neck, nestled against him, and offered in a hoarse whisper, “How about wherever life takes us?”
“Aye-aye, ma’am.”

Epilogue

Puget Sound, Twelve Years Later
“Good morning, Captain Brodie,” Ensign Tara Neal reported as she came up on the bridge to relieve the current lookouts so they could go below and get some lunch before the galley closed.
Her captain offered a reassuring nod in greeting. The captain was seated on the sail behind the bridge and looking toward the south as they moved past the last point of land before clearing Puget Sound and entering the broad blue Pacific.
Tara was one of three female officers on board the USS California, the newest SSBN in the American arsenal. Although a bit intimidated by the living legend seated on the sail, she counted herself fortunate to have gotten assigned to the California. Any officer who hoped to one day gain a submarine command of their own fought tooth and nail to be assigned to the California for one reason: a stamp of approval from the paragon of the submarine forces who currently commanded the California would all but guarantee a fast track to command.
Tara recalled her first meeting with the skipper in the captain’s stateroom when she’d reported aboard, literally trembling with nervous energy. The captain’s stateroom walls were covered with numerous pictures of skydiving, sailing, motorcycle riding, fishing expeditions, camping, and family vacations from seemingly everywhere. Each picture included the captain and the man she assumed was the captain’s husband. He had thick, slightly graying hair that appeared to always be blowing in the wind, and many of the pictures also included a pair of young boys.
But, the most interesting picture had been one of the captain taken years earlier in front of the old USS Seawolf. The picture showed the captain holding up a bulletproof vest with a pair of Navy SEALs beside her. She’d heard rumors of the captain’s past exploits, and Tara knew her captain had a rather impressive list of decorations including a Navy Cross from one of her clandestine missions.
“What’s the latest project, Skipper?” The Chief of the Boat, Master Chief Gameroz asked from where he sat perched beside the captain.
The captain looked through her binoculars at a house nestled high on the bluff. Mount Olympus formed the backdrop for the grey cottage-style home overlooking the Pacific Ocean. As she looked, a broad smile crossed her face. “Oh, you know, Sean,” she replied. “It’s supposed to be a surprise, COB.”
“I bet it’s a game room,” Gameroz suggested.
“Nope,” she answered. “He built one during our last patrol.”
“What is it, COB?” Tara asked only aware of rumors about her legendary captain’s exploits and not privy to her personal life.
Gameroz pointed toward the house on the bluff. Tara raised her twenty-power binoculars and saw the beautiful home, complete with a white picket fence. She followed the steps down to the beginnings of a dock where a man, with wild flowing hair, stood. Beside him, two boys, one perhaps ten and the other a couple of years younger, stood and waved at the passing submarine. The man leaned calmly against the railing, a stack of lumber behind him and a wooden tool box at his feet with hammers and handsaws visible. “The captain’s husband likes to surprise her with new additions to their home after every patrol,” the no nonsense, hard-as-nails Chief of the Boat explained.
“It damn well better not be another nursery,” the captain replied with a playful smile.
Tara glanced back at her captain, who was usually a rock of self-control. She then saw the captain tear up momentarily as she put her fingers to her lips and waved the two boys and the man a kiss. Tara glanced back, looking through her binoculars to see the two boys still waving goodbye as the man returned the kiss across the waves.
The End
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