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Аннотация
With a US nuclear sub hovering on the brink of war, the last thing it needs is a killer on the loose.

PACIFIC DEEPS

A killer is loose aboard a Virginia class submarine and it's a race against time for Captain Russell Grant to find him. With the USS Obama on a war footing, Captain Russell Grant takes extraordinary measures to pin down the murderer before morale plummets aboard and his mission is scuppered beyond repair. He promotes a female member of the crew to Chief Warrant Officer, and she's soon joined in her investigation by two federal agents specially flown out to examine the circumstances. Things take a turn for the worse when one of the agents is also killed, and razor sharp tension surfaces between Captain Grant and Agent Frank Waters. Tensions also arise as the submarine is placed on a war footing with the Chinese and the Koreans, and it's all Grant can do to keep a lid on things, before matters implode beyond repair.


Liam Robert Mullen
Pacific Deeps


CHAPTER 1

The USS Obama slipped her mooring ropes, and made ready for sea.
A Virginia Class Attack boat, also known as an SSN 774 Class, the submarine had been commissioned in 2014, and was named after the President of the United States — the present incumbent. The submarine type was a replacement for the old Los Angeles Attack boat, and carried a crew of 134. It had a displacement of 7,900 metric tons, was 377 foot long with a beam of 34 feet. She could dive to 800 foot plus and had a speed of over 35 knots. As well as being nuclear powered, her armament consisted of twelve Tomahawk missiles that were launched from vertical positions, 4 by 533 mm torpedo tubes, and 27 torpedoes and missiles.
Captain Russell Grant followed the progress of the small pilot boat leading them out from the bay at San Diego Naval base. He stood on the bridge in a heavy seagoing reefer trenchcoat, binoculars around his neck, his cool grey eyes everywhere. He was in his early fifties, and a Cold War veteran in its latter stages including Able Archer '83, who knew his way around submarines. He'd previously commanded both Seawolf and Los Angeles boomers.
His Executive officer, the XO, was standing on the bridge with him, and relaying orders to the junior watch officers around them. Russell allowed him free rein, trusting his judgement.
The pilot steered them to open water, and saluted them as he turned his small craft back towards shore.
"All ahead full," the XO ordered, passing the order down to the engine room. Above them the sun was setting in the sky. It was a warm, balmy August evening.
One of the lookouts cried out: "Dolphins off the port bow."
The sea creatures kept track with them, leaping out of the water, and then putting on bursts of speed. They entertained the sailors privileged to see them for a good ten minutes, before Russell took a deep breath and turned to his XO. "Prepare the boat for diving."
"Prepare for dive. Aye, Sir. Lookouts clear the bridge."
The dolphins would be the last light hearted moment enjoyed by the crew of the USS Obama for quite some time. The XO followed the lookouts, leaving the Captain to secure the bridge hatch. "Switch to battery power," the XO ordered the diving officer. "All ahead two thirds."
"Close main induction," Grant ordered, watching to make sure his instructions were carried out. This was an important procedure as failure to close the induction could flood the engine room. "Close induction," the XO also ordered, keeping an eye on the procedure as well.
"Make your depth 300 feet," Russell ordered.
"Diving officers… make your depth 300 feet," the XO confirmed. Aboard the Virginia class, two station officers manned the roles previously done by the diving officer, the helmsman, the planesman, and the chief of the watch. The two officers monitored everything on computer screens in front of them. They were known as pilots.
The XO, Stephen Pirman, grinned at his captain. "Plenty of room on these new tubs," he said. The words were said half in jest. In reality, things were still quite cramped. Pirman was a tall man, with ocean blue eyes, and a thin, narrow face.
Russell grinned back. "Sure is, Steve," he agreed, looking around. There were major differences to the old style boomers they were both used to. The periscope system was gone, replaced by state of the art photonics masts which took three seconds to break water and give back a 360 degree view of the submarines's surrounds.
Submarines had finally broken into the 21st century, and the command centre was brightly lit. Russell nodded his head at the XO's assessment and added: "And loaded for bear."
The XO nodded soberly. It could be a sobering experience realising what the vessel was capable of.
Russell turned to his navigator, Lieutenant Luke Larsen. "Set a plot, Lieutenant for the South Chinese Sea, twelve nautical miles off the Spratly Archipelago."
The navigator grinned. "The 'nine-dash line'.
Russell returned the grin, although behind the jesting he knew the Chinese could get mighty antsy about their territorial claims on the artificial islands. The USS Lassen had recently tested the Chinese resolve regarding the islands, and although shadowed by Chinese vessels, had passed through without incident. Tensions were still high over the incident.
Although the boat was guided by modern computers, Larsen still had to employ the old methods of navigation. He stood over a map of the Pacific deeps with a slide ruler and a dividers. Underwater navigation could be tricky, as there were many areas that weren't mapped, and it wasn't unknown for subs to hit underwater mountains or other submerged obstacles. Even entering and leaving harbours had its tricky points, and the navigator had to use his charts and visual aids like buoys to keep the vessel on the right track. In the US markers and buoys were colour-coded and positioned to the side of shallow waters and obstructions. The coastguard operated a federal system which meant that markers had red lights on the starboard side when entering harbours, and green lights on the far side. Green coloured cans and red nuns and chart markings helped the seafarers as they approached land. Or left, whatever the case may be.
Underwater, things got a little more complicated. Every man had to be on top of his game. The whole thing was like a well oiled machine; if one part broke, it could affect the whole ship.
Even the chefs aboard had a vital role, because if the crew weren't happy with their diet aboard, there was nothing surer that would allow morale to plummet.
The submarine was optimized to run as silently as possible, and shock absorbers aboard the Obama minimized noise levels. The hull was also coated with a special material. It was driven by a pump action propulsor that helped to reduce cavitation — the bubbles that popped and gave off noise signatures when more conventional propellers were used — a noise that could give away a submarine's position to another submarine, a warship, a helo, or an anti-submarine aircraft. Stealth was key.
The Obama had picked up speed. Russell turned towards the Officer of the Deck — Jonah Moses — a big, black man who almost looked too big for submarine duty. The face of Moses was heavy and craggy, rocklike features that were inscrutable, and muscles bulged in his forearms. Jonah liked to workout. "Mr Moses has the Conn."
"Aye, captain," Jonah announced. "I have the Conn."
There were certain procedures to be followed when handing over the Conn. Jonah turned to Luke Larsen, and spoke to him from the corner of his mouth. "Navigator, show me our position."
Larsen pointed out the position on the charts.
Russell smiled, knowing the boat was in good hands whilst he was off watch. He addressed Moses before leaving the Conn. "Maintain course and speed, lieutenant."
"Aye, aye, sir. Maintaining course and speed. Pilots, you heard the commander. Maintain course and speed. What's our depth?"
"Six zero zero, sir," one of the pilots said, responding to Moses' deep, booming voice.
"Very well," he boomed. "Maintain current depth." Moses had previously served on Los Angeles boomers and knew his job back to front. He nodded his head in acknowledgement towards Russell as the commander left the Conn in his very capable hands.
Moses settled himself into the commander's chair, a happy smile on his face as he called out for some rugrats. He was one of those guys who loved the sea and he was happiest when he was out on patrol. He settled into the start of his long watch.

CHAPTER 2

It was a far cry from December 1941 when Japan had launched an unannounced attack on the American fleet at Pearl Harbour.
Times had changed, priorities and loyalties and alliances. Now Japan was seen as a key ally of the US, hence the appeal for help.
North Korean aggression had been on the up for a number of years now, and coupled with new Chinese antagonism towards Taiwan, the combination was proving dangerous and very troublesome. The Soviets too were hovering in the background, wanting to do business with the warring factions, selling armaments, and generally throwing their weight around just as they'd done in Syria.
The Virginia class had been built for Littoral operations and was ideally suited for this type of op'.
Their orders were to proceed to the Yellow Sea for a possible pre-emptive strike against Pyongyang and other targets, to maintain strict radio silence, to monitor transmissions on the Korean peninsula, and to identify threats to the US, including but not limited to Chinese assets, Russian Akula submarines, and North Korean warships and submarines.
Russell caught the eyes of his XO. "Pre-emptive?"
"Washington must be getting uptight," the XO replied.
The Chief of the Boat, Harry Cobb, popped his head around the door. He glanced from the captain to the XO. "What's with the long faces?"
The captain showed him their orders, and Cobb grew grim as he read them. "We're on a war footing," he commented.
Russell nodded and stood. "I'm going to the conn to brief the crew. XO, with me please."
* * *
"Captain to the quartermaster storeroom."
Russell looked at his XO. "Take the conn, Steve."
"XO has the conn," the COB confirmed.
The captain made his way to the quartermaster's room, where he was greeted with a small cluster of men standing around. Had they no duties to attend to? he thought sourly. Something of this must have showed on his face, because Lieutenant Rawlings spoke quietly: "You'd best look at this, Sir. It's Mahon. He's been knifed from behind."
The captain's anger died and he looked from the body on the floor to Rawlings. "Knifed?" he queried blankly. "Is he…?"
"He's dead, sir," Rawlings confirmed.
"Get the duty corpsman down here on the double," the captain ordered.
"Here he is now, sir."
Doc Smithy went through the throng like they weren't there, kneeling beside the stricken man, and checking for a pulse. He looked up at the captain and shook his head.
"He's gone," he declared.
"Who found the body?" The captain's voice was ominous.
"I did, sir," said Hennessey, somewhat nervously. He was a newbie. Assigned to galley work. Russell knew him to be on the COB's dink list. Which meant the kid had a lot to prove to show he was capable of fitting in somewhere, otherwise he'd be shipped out.
"Did you indeed, seaman?" Russell replied in a non-committal manner. "Was there anyone else around, kid, when you found the body?"
"No, sir."
"Was Mahon dead when you found him?"
"Yes, sir. I checked for a pulse. He was gone."
The captain nodded absent-mindedly, his brain racing.
* * *
"You men will need to step up to the plate, if you'll pardon the pun."
"You can rely on us, sir," said Riggs, the youngest of the quartet. He was a small, stocky individual with a scar over his left eye that he had received in a street fight in the Bronx when he was growing up. He was a tough looking kid.
"I'm sure I can," the Captain replied. His face had a pained, puzzled look. "Why anyone would want to kill Mahon in that fashion is beyond me. Were any of you men aware of anyone holding a grudge against him?"
The quartet shook their heads. "He was a hard taskmaster, captain, but we're sorry he's dead. A bit of a 'Sea Daddy', though."
Russell looked at the man who had just spoken. Corby was a hardbitten sailor, with cold blue eyes, and what seemed like a permanent sneer etched onto his narrow face. Russell was aware that Mahon had given Corby a dressing down before leaving port. Still, the words seemed genuine.
* * *
The COB approached the Captain.
"What's on your mind, Harry?"
"Have you met Warrant Officer Hobbs yet?"
"Briefly. Why do you ask?"
"She may be able to assist us with this thing."
"Assist us how?"
"Did you know she used to work homicide in the San Francisco PD?"
Russell started. "No, I didn't know that."
"You should talk to her."
"Set it up, will you Cob," Russell ordered. He glanced at his watch. "Perhaps, later this afternoon?"
"I'll see to it, sir."
* * *
At a quarter to four that afternoon, fifteen minutes before the first dogwatch of the evening, the COB ushered Warrant Officer Jennifer Hobbs into the captain's quarters and left the two of them alone to talk. Hobbs stood at attention before the captain.
"At ease, sailor," Russell ordered. He stood up and pulled out a seat for her. "Coffee?" he asked her.
"Black, sir. No sugars."
Russell poured two cups from the hob, and added some milk to his.
He sipped his thoughtfully, and smiled at her. "First real chance we've had to talk. How do you like submarine life?"
"It's a challenge, sir. My father warned me it would be."
"Your father?"
"Bill Hobbs. Vice Admiral, retired now of course."
Russell started. "Your father is Bill Hobbs?"
"Do you know him, sir?" she queried, taking a sip of her coffee. The captain liked his coffee strong, she thought.
Russell smiled. "He was my first CO when I entered the service. He was a hell of a commander. Well, if that don't beat all," he enthused.
Jennifer smiled. "He never stops talking about those old days."
"I can imagine," he said, cordially.
He eyed her with new eyes, slim with her father's watchful gaze. Thirty years of age, blond hair cut in a rapunzel fashion, and smart looking in her blue uniform. The poopie suit as they called it. Like every other submariner aboard, she was wearing soft-soled trainers. This minimized noise as the crew moved around.
* * *
"I'd have to investigate all personnel, officers included, without fear or favour," she pointed out.
"You'll have my full backing and authority to carry out your investigations in any way that you see fit, provided it doesn't interfere with the smooth running of the Obama. The COB will assist you with all the enlisted personnel, and either myself or the XO will assist you with the officers." Russell remained thoughtful for a few minutes, and then resumed speaking. "No doubt you're aware of our orders, and the fact that this boat has been put on a war footing. That gives me extra powers, so to reinforce matters, I'm giving you an in-field promotion, effective immediately. You're now a Chief Warrant Officer. Any questions?"
"What about radio comms, captain? Should I need to contact base?"
The captain could see that causing problems. "We'll see," he said. "Depends on the urgency of the comms. We'll cross that bridge when we come to it. Where do you want to start?"
"I think I should see the victim," Hobbs said.
* * *
Hobbs examined the body of Mahon with a cool detached eye. She used her smartphone to take pictures of the body, paying particular attention to the entry wound. She examined the man's fingers for defence cuts, but the lack of any such marks didn't surprise her. Mahon had been struck from behind, and probably never knew what had hit him. The weapon used had penetrated the body just once and told Hobbs she was dealing with somebody very ruthless, very deadly.
The captain and the duty corpsman watched her throughout. Eventually Russell cleared his throat. "Any conclusions, Jenny?"
"He was likely killed with a narrow bladed weapon. Something like a stiletto or a commando's dagger," she pointed out. "It has to be aboard somewhere?"
"I'll organise a search," he decided. "Trouble is there's a million and one places it could be hidden."
Hobbs was continuing to process the crime scene. Like the captain, she was puzzled as to who would want to harm Mahon. Though only aboard the Obama a short time, she had liked the big chef. He always had a smile for her whenever she was in the canteen.
She sighed and returned to her work. The body was processed in the same way that a homicide department on the mainland would have done it, and Hobbs took photographs from every angle and carried out a minute search of the crime scene. She then nodded to the corpsman and two sailors nearby and watched in grim silence as the body of Mahon was wrapped in a tarpaulin shroud, zipped up, and carried into the deeper recesses of the refrigeration unit.
For the moment there was nothing much to say. A gloom had settled over the Obama like a thick sea fog; impenetrable, dark, foreboding. Hobbs shivered uncontrollably.

CHAPTER 3

Submarining could be a claustrophobic experience even without a killer running amok on board. It wasn't for everyone. The commander knew morale would plummet unless some answers were found, and on this mission it was imperative that every hand perform to the top of his abilities.
Having consulted with Hobbs he decided to push ahead with her suggestion that every crew member be rescreened as though they were only applying for their job. He'd spent the better part of the night reviewing personnel jackets and he was bleary eyed as a result.
He'd also decided to take Hobb's advice to interview the crew as they came off watch, when theoretically they would be at their lowest ebb. The day was broken up by a number of watches, and normally lasted for six hour spells. The submarine day was a 18 hour day, with personnel on watch for 6 hours with 12 hours off. In real terms, the submarine was operated around the clock.
The ability to tell the time was often lost by a submarine crew on watch, and often they only knew the time by what they happened to be eating at chow time. Pancakes meant it was morning, lasagne dinner time, and rugrats close to midnight. Certain days also had designated menus — pizza days were usually Fridays, Sundays involved a roast dinner, and Saturday was steak day.
Russell conducted the interviews in his cabin. Each man was ushered in by the COB, one at a time, saluted and stood at attention until the Captain issued his 'at ease, sailor'. The questions followed a similar pattern. Where were you on the boat when Mahon was killed? How well did you know the man? Had you witnessed anything untoward towards the head chef?
The men were upfront in their responses, most seeming genuinely upset and perplexed at the unusual turn of events. They responded, one by one, but there was a similarity to a lot of their answers.
"Peterson, Sir. Engine room."
"At ease, sailor."
"Rich, Captain. Petty Officer. Engineering."
"Hone, Sir. Sonar technology operator."
As each man was ushered in by the COB, each gave their name, rank, and job aboard to the senior commander. Many of them he knew anyway, but there was a protocol and military procedure to be carried out.
* * *
If it was true that an army marched on its stomach, then it was equally true that a submarine crew swam on its stomach. The death of Mahon had caused the quality of food aboard to plummet. The man had kept some of his recipes a closely guarded secret, even from those chefs working under him, and Russell knew as soon as he began tucking into his dinner that the taste wasn't the same. The food was passable, but bland.
He scowled, knowing he didn't need new headaches. He called the COB to his wardroom.
The Chief of the Boat was an important man aboard, the most senior of the enlisted men. As he entered Russell's quarters, his blue eyes fell onto the captain's plate, and he grinned wryly. "Food not to your taste, Sir?"
The captain pulled a face and said: "No, it isn't. What are we going to do about it, COB?"
"I might have an answer, Sir. Hone was telling me that Hennessey was showing an aptitude for sound technology. We could slot him in there, and take Davids out."
"Davids?" said Grant surprised. "Why him?"
The COB smiled, his next words showing his grasp of the strengths and weaknesses of the enlisted personnel aboard the Obama. "It's his hobby, Sir. He has a real passion for culinary matters and even entered Masterchef America. He was a semi-finalist. It's how he met his wife."
The captain leaned back in his chair, and steepled his fingers, thinking hard. Not for the first time, he found himself grateful that the COB had such a good pulse on the crew. A decision formed in the captain's grey eyes.
"Okay, Chief. Make it so. You're dismissed."
The COB saluted his captain and left the wardroom.
* * *
There was an immediate improvement with the chow aboard the Obama following David's transfer to the galleys. Not for the first time did Russell thank his chief for having such a good pulse and insight into the crew of the Obama. It made for an easier trip. Submarines like the Obama went to sea for months on end, the nuclear plant onboard providing electricity, fresh water and air, and indeed the only limitation on the crew's ability to survive forever in such an environment was the food supply.
It was a far cry from the old days of submarining when boats had to constantly surface to recharge their batteries and risk detection on the surface. The nuclear plant, which delivered 40,000 shaft horse power from the S9G nuclear reactor also supplied the propulsion to the pump- jet propulsors which helped to power the submarine through the water like a jet. The propulsors had replaced the old style propellers that had been prevalent on the old Seawolf Class and Los Angeles boomers. It's crush depth was a classified military secret, but it could operate effectively at 800 feet plus, and there were some in the know who said it could dive to 1,600 feet. If the 1,600 estimate was correct, it nearly matched the capabilities of the titanium hulls that the Soviets had dabbled in a few years back. The Soviets had developed a Komsomolets Class, known to NATO forces as a Mike Class, that could achieve record depths and had dived to 3,350 feet. Mind boggling stuff. The Soviets had also used titanium in the hull structure of their Alfa Class — a formidable foe.
The Obama was as battle ready as they came.
She would need to be.

CHAPTER 4

The crew were now aware that there was something amiss aboard the Obama. Fear, suspicions and mistrust were everywhere. Tensions surfaced in the oddest of moments, and Russell and his officer cadre had their work cut out to contain it. They needed to keep a tight lid on things, until Hobbs could make some headway in his investigations.
Russell was worried. In all his years in the submarine arm, he had never experienced a situation like this one before. He decided that the best way forward would be to keep the men's energies focused on the task in hand. He ordered his XO to prepare a missile drill.
The XO turned to the Chief of the Boat. "Set condition 1 SQ for strategic missile launch."
The Chief bellowed out orders. The communicator, who used to be known under the sobriquet of radioman, appeared with an Emergency Action Message, which he handed to the Captain. The authentication codes were checked and the Captain was handed his missile key. "On the 1 MC," he announced. "This is your Captain. Authentication codes have been verified. We have an EAM authorising the release of tomahawk missiles. Spin out missiles one through five, and fifteen through twenty for a strategic missile launch."
The XO took the radio from his commander. "This is the XO. Spin out missiles one through five, and fifteen through twenty for a strategic missile launch. The use of missiles have been approved."
The radioman, Jimmy Watts, approached the Captain again. He had another EAM in his hands.
"What have you got Jimmy?"
"Urgent message from base, Sir."
Russell took the new EAM, his face darkening as he read the contents. He reached for the radio, and growled to Lieutenant Rawlings who was the acting officer of the deck. "On the 1 MC, Lieutenant."
The Lieutenant flicked a switch.
"This is the Captain. We're terminating this drill. Resume previous stations. Pilots take us to periscope depth."
The XO approached, a query in his eyes. The Captain handed him the new EAM.
"Unbelievable," he muttered.
"Damned straight, Steve."
The Obama was rising steadily. "Periscope depth," Oscar confirmed.
"Very well. Deploy the mast."
"Mast deployed, Sir."
The XO moved to join the Captain who was studying the computer screen that gave a panoramic view of the boat's surrounds. The Captain grunted and turned to the COB. "Surface the boat."
"Surface the boat… aye, Captain."
"Lookouts to the bridge with a grappling hook. Prepare to take guests on board. Two civvies."
* * *
The officers had their own wardroom for meals and although it was fairly cramped it could accommodate about nine or ten guests. It was as good a place as any to discuss operational problems and the running of the Virginia.
Pirman put a question to Grant.
"You were involved on Archer, weren't you, sir?"
"Yes." Reflectively. "It was as tense a time as the Cuban missile crisis, in which some of my commanders at the time had been involved in. I was a young lieutenant back then and it was as you know a NATO exercise. Top Secret, but the secrecy surrounding it caused a problem for the Russians. They were convinced we were planning a preemptive first strike, nuclear of course, and they placed their entire fleet on a war footing."
"Tense times," Pirman remarked.
"Aye," the captain agreed. "The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 changed things somewhat, but world politics being what it was, new threats emerged and we didn't see some of them coming.
"911," a chief observed. He was a quiet individual in charge of the reactor at the back of the Boat and one who rarely ventured forward except for meals. His name was Meyer and he usually had his head stuck in a book, normally some technical thing that other men avoided like the plague. The boat had its own library aboard including a good stock of submarine thrillers and classics like Das Boot, The Hunt for Red October, Typhoon, Crush Depth and a range of others. There were plenty of magazines too, including copies of Proceedings and the Navy Times.
* * *
Another day. Another drill.
The captain ordered Moses to assume command and initiate an angles and dangles drill.
Moses could feel the pressure of command as he issued orders to the crew. The captain was watching his every move.
"Down angle," Moses ordered the pilots. "Twenty degrees down. Petty officers check for leaks."
Moses leaned forward to maintain his balance looking a bit like an astronaut in an airless vacuum. In every area of the submarine, chiefs watched over the men under their control like hawks waiting to pounce on their prey.
* * *
Their biggest enemy was the ocean itself. Strangely enough, it was also their biggest friend, producing enough air to allow the crew to breathe.
It used to be that submarines were built from the inside out, but these days they were built from the outside in. The Obama was ready for whatever action it had to pursue.
It moved through the ocean water, a powerful predator waiting to pounce.

CHAPTER 5

Submarine duty consisted of drill after drill, with all hands preparing for every eventuality. Fire drills, flood drills, propulsion loss drills, drills for weapons release, crash dive drills, scram drills, the list was endless and exhaustive.
In civvy life he had been known as Paddy the Plumber, but within the navy they simply called him Paddy. A laconic Irishman, he was the only man aboard who had also worked in submarines for the British Royal Navy. He knew his stuff, and had spent time aboard the new British Astute class on HMS Ambush. Like the American Virginia class it was a fast attack nuclear sub. He knew every wrench and valve aboard, and was entrusted with any flooding problems that materialised aboard. His rank was that of a lieutenant, and he was also the only Irishman aboard.
Russell himself had had a lot of dealings with the Royal Navy, attending the Perisher submarine school when he had gone for his command posting. The sea trials had thrown up a lot of challenges, and he had encountered difficulties with the British way of doing things. They had different regulations with regard to fishing trawlers encountered at sea, and in many ways he had understood their concerns. It wasn't unknown for submarines to snag the lines of a fishing trawler, and it could lead to tragic outcomes.
The trials had also involved different scenarios and war games. Deep and shallow water operations, reconnaissance of land based features like lighthouses, often with a destroyer or anti-submarine corvette bearing down, and often with helicopters using sonar buoys to track them down. He had passed the course, but he had found elements of it very tricky. It gave him a newfound respect for the men and women of Britain's submarine arm.
Paddy was one of the busiest men aboard the Obama during the angles and dangles drill, going from one spot to another on the ship with his trusty spanner and tightening valves that showed the mere hint of a leak. He carried a tool belt around his waist that contained various size spanners, wrenches, and pliers.
Russell had ordered Pirman to keep a close eye on Paddy.
A question had hung in Pirman's eyes.
Russell smiled and remarked. "For command," he explained. "He might make a good COB some day."

CHAPTER 6

The last thing newly-promoted Chief Warrant Officer Jenny Hobbs expected to be doing aboard a US nuclear submarine was conducting a homicide investigation. She'd thought she'd left all that behind her when she resigned from the homicide division of the San Francisco Police Department, and put herself forward for officer training school in the US navy, a role she'd dreamt of since childhood when her grandfather and her father had filled her head with dashing tales of far flung lands and tales of derring-do.
She had been excited upon learning that the latest Virginia class subs were taking on women, something previous submarine classes hadn't permitted. She realised she was breaking new ground in applying for this arm of the service, but she liked challenging situations and opportunities to push herself.
She'd already examined and discounted the personal effects of Mahon. There were no clues there. The personal effects included nothing more than service uniforms, spare clothing, and a small chess set. Limited space on submarines meant crew couldn't be overburdened with many trappings, and Mahon was no exception to that rule. Working closely with the corpsman who was responsible for all medical matters aboard the Obama, and by interviewing those crew members who'd last seen Mahon, she had arrived at a good approximation of time of death. At sea, they didn't have the modern labs that would have been available on terra firma, and they obviously had to improvise. The time of death was obviously important because it meant she could start tracking the crew as to where they were at the time. She knew she could eliminate about half of the crew already, because they had been manning their watch at the time. It still left a lot of suspects, but she had ways of whittling down the list even further.
She had already ruled out the captain as a suspect because he'd been manning control at the time. Pirman hadn't been cleared because he'd gone walkabout at the time of the killing but she saw nothing unusual there. As the XO he had authority to wander all over the submarine should he so wish. It bothered her that she hadn't yet cleared the more senior men on the Obama, and that even the Chief of the Boat was suspect. Jonah Moses had been cleared, but two other sub-lieutenants were still suspect, and she was interviewing both later.
* * *
Russell had decided to sit in on some of the interviews Hobbs was conducting with various crew members. He took the decision because all too well he knew how clannish the submariners could get. They weren't used to women forming part of the crew and many were sceptical about the effectiveness of women in such a high stress situation as nuclear submarines allowed. The interviews had been going on for the better part of the afternoon, mostly with ordinary seamen.
"Who's next, captain?"
Russell consulted his charts. "Sub lieutenant Dan Vinson. The men call him Ice Cold."
"Ice Cold?"
Russell grinned. "You'll see why."
The man who entered looked like he was straight out of a military school like Westpoint. There was a sharpness and crisp attitude about him, and the salute to his captain was faultless. Pristine.
He answered the questions put to him with a military ease, never amplifying anything. Hobbs could see why they called him Ice Cold, but her gut was telling her this wasn't her man.
"You're dismissed," she said.
"Ma'am," he acknowledged, with a crisp salute, before turning sharply and leaving the wardroom.

CHAPTER 7

Nothing got by Hone when he was on watch at his sonar listening post. A thin, studious individual with incredible hearing he had come out of sub school with a penchant for sonar work. He had a cool, calm and detached air when delivering reports as was the case now. He could tell from listening that she was noisier than the Russian Delta 111 Class, and he remembered its designation listing as a 094. Hone was the kind of guy who could remember the signature tracking systems of dozens of vessels, much as another man might remember chess moves or the cards remaining in a deck.
"Broadband contact, Sir."
"What type?"
"Jin class, COB."
The COB turned to Russell. "Captain, we have a Chinese nuclear sub bearing zero nine zero."
"Action stations," Russell announced on the 1and 7MC. Russell turned to sonar. "Start a track."
"Starting a signature track, captain," Hone confirmed.
The captain nodded. All too well, he knew the danger that could be posed by other subs, even diesel powered ones with API technology. Only last year he had taken part in Pacific war games, attempting without much success to track and eliminate the threat posed by a deadly Swedish sub which was playing havoc with a carrier task force on the surface. Their Gotland class, which the Swedes had loaned to the Americans, was a deadly little hunter killer that was extremely hard to detect in the water, and which really could be rigged for ultra quiet. The little sub manned by a lean crew of 24 Swedish sailors had run rings around the Americans.
So, Russell knew enough not to take foolish chances. As he pondered on what action to take with the Chinese contact, a thought struck him and he remarked to Hone. "Thought that class was decommissioned. I remember seeing something about it in Proceedings?"
"It's definitely a Jin Class, sir. I'd know it's signature track from a mile away."
Hone's confirmation convinced Russell. If his sonarman said it was a Jin Class, then a Jin Class it was. Russell knew his men's capabilities very well.
He thought about what he knew of the Class. It was a second generation SSBN of the Chinese navy, a nuclear powered ballistic missile submarine. He recalled a NATO report that said it carried three nuclear tipped missiles; so it wasn't a boat to be trifled with. His XO arrived on the run and Russell acknowledged his presence. "Thanks for joining us, Mister Pirman."
"What's up, captain?"
"We have a submerged contact, Steve. Bearing zero nine zero. Sonar reports it as a Chinese Jin Class."
Suddenly they all froze as a noise echoed throughout the vessel. Russell whirled on Pirman. "XO, check out what that noise was?"
"She's heard us, captain," Hone announced calmly. "She's turning towards."
Russell grunted a curse and reached for the 1MC. "Man battle stations, torpedo," he ordered, his voice as calm as that of his sonarman.
Hone sounded startled for the first time. "Sir, they've opened their outer doors and flooded their tubes."
Russell whirled. "WHAT?"
"Torpedo in the water," Hone announced, his voice calm again. "Second torpedo in the water."
"Left, full rudder," Russell ordered. "Launch full countermeasures. Chief of the Boat, bring us deep."
"Pilots, bring us deep," Cobb ordered, sounding tense. "Twenty five degree down."
"Three hundred yards and closing," Hone said. The submarine was going deep, and men were holding on to whatever they could to maintain their balance. Pirman had returned to the control room and told Russell he'd fill him in later about the noise. The captain nodded, his mind busy on evasion tactics.
"Two hundred yards." Hone was adding to the suspense.
"Rig ship for impact," Russell ordered. The XO repeated the order. The men shared tense looks.
"One hundred yards." Hone's voice was matter of fact.
"Sound collision alarm," Russell ordered. The sound rippled through the submarine.
"Fifty yards, and closing fast."
The sound of an explosion rocked them and lights flickered on and off.
"First torpedo hit the countermeasures," Hone explained. "Second, closing fast. It's going to hit."
They all heard a dull thud against the steel hull of the ship. "A dud," Hone said. "A dud," he repeated, in a louder tone.
A ragged cheer went up.
Russell ignored the din. "Weapons have you a solution on our target?"
"Solution plotted, captain."
"Fire when ready."
"Torpedo away, captain."
"Second away… third away."
"Range and speed of our weapons," Russell ordered, checking a stopwatch in his hand. "Have our weapons locked?"
"Acquiring, captain."
"First had locked. Second, locked. Third, locked."
"Arm," Russell ordered.
"Armed, sir."
Explosions rippled through the water and another ragged cheer went up amongst the Obama crew.
Russell didn't join in the celebrations but instead curtly ordered his officers to his wardroom for an urgent debrief.
* * *
It was the equivalent of a post mortem and it took place in the captain's wardroom. Russell looked around at his assembled officers and addressed them.
"So gentlemen, have any of you any ideas on why the Chinese suddenly went hostile on us?"
"A rogue sub?" Pirman suggested.
Russell shook his head. "I can't buy into that, Steve."
"Maybe it wasn't the Chinese," Cobb put in.
"How do you mean, chief?"
"We'll, maybe the XO is partially right. We might have a rogue nation that bought a Jin Class from the Chinese and was using it for their own agenda, as yet unknown. According to Intel' reports, there has been no military activity on mainland China to support their sub's actions. Makes no sense, unless you consider the possibility that the Chinese weren't to blame."
Russell remained silent, thinking. Cobb had articulated a viewpoint that made some sense and the more that he thought about it, the more he became convinced his chief had hit the nail on the head. It made perfect sense. A rogue nation, with the Chinese set up as patsies. But, who?
Sudden realisation hit them all simultaneously, but it was Pirman who put it into words. "It must have been the Koreans?"
That would make perfect sense, Russell thought, but it also made for uneasy conjecture. Did the Koreans have prior knowledge of their mission and if so how? Had there been a security breach in some way? And the big question, had the Koreans mastered some new technology that could find the Obama and other Virginia subs out there? If they had, it undermined America's whole strategy in relation to their nuclear powered submarines and deterrence, and Russell bit his lip in anxiety as he pondered on that last uneasy thought. He'd have to notify SUBPAC. So much for radio silence.
* * *
Four thousand miles away, a similar meeting to that which took place on the USS Obama was taking place in a conference room at the White House. The meeting was being held by the President of the United States and with him in the room was his national security advisor, his Vice-President, and several high ranking key military officers including Commodore Henry Perkins, the navy chief of Pacific operations known as SUBPAC. The President's opening words were nearly a match for those uttered on the Obama by Russell Grant. "So gentlemen, what's happening with our Chinese friends and why have they started hostilities against one of our submarines?"
The Vice President coughed. "Perhaps we provoked them in some way?"
Perkins was shaking his bald head. He was in his early sixties and fast approaching retirement age. "There was no provocation, certainly not from our end."
"So why did they fire on us?" The President persisted. He addressed his next words to his army chief. "Any sign of troop mobilisation on mainland China?"
"No, sir. Nothing. Perhaps it was just a one off?"
"Who's in command of our sub?"
"Captain Russell Grant." Perkins looked suddenly defensive.
"Experienced man?" The President asked.
Perkins nodded. "The best, the very best. Navy career all the way. Totally dedicated. He's had some trouble on his latest patrol though."
"What kind of trouble?" The VP asked for them all. The Vice was older than the President by a good ten years but lacked the sharpness of his younger boss.
"He's commanding one of our latest Virginia attack subs. Somebody murdered a crewman on his boat."
"Murdered?" The President was lost for words. "In heaven's sake why?"
"We're not sure yet, Mister President. We're currently looking into it and we have federal agents aboard investigating the matter."
The President shook his head in disbelief. Good God. What next? The President was a relatively young man with dark, black looks and was into his second term in the house. He was a Democrat, having overcome all of his Republican opponents in the primaries during his race to the White House. He started as he realised his SUBPAC chief was saying something about possible motivation. "They can be mighty antsy about the Spratlys."
"Fill us all in, Henry," the President ordered.
Perkins nodded and opening his attache case he extracted a map and spread it out on the table. He used his stubby fingers to highlight particular points of interest to his audience. "The Spratly Islands," Perkins began, "a strip of atolls, cats and islands located in the South Chinese Sea and a hotly disputed claim between China and the rest of the world on ownership. Some of you might remember the furore over the USS Lassen."
"Remind us, Henry," the President ordered.
Perkins reached into his case again and drew out a photograph, unembellished by Photoshop and clearly defined in black and white. "Exercise Foal Eagle," Perkins pointed out. "The Lassen. Classification DDG-82, an Arleigh Burke Class guided missile destroyer commissioned back in 2001 and named after a medal of Honour recipient, a true American hero. In October of 2015 she was tasked with an assignment and as part of the operation navigated within twelve miles of the Spratly Islands at Subi Reef, one of the artificial islands China has built up and maintaining, in our view anyway, an illegal twelve mile exclusion zone."
"International waters, gentlemen," the President interjected.
"Indeed, Mister President," Perkins agreed, "but hotly contested by our Chinese friends. The shipping channels through the South China Sea carry about 5.3 trillion dollars worth of trade including gas and oil from the Gulf region; so it's a significant area in terms of global trade."
The Vice whistled in surprise. "5.3 trillion dollars?"
Perkins nodded. He paused and watched as a young lady wearing naval whites entered the room and handed him a decoded brief. "It's from the Obama," she explained apologetically.
"Thanks, Sue," Perkins said, taking the paper from her and scanning its contents. He frowned and passed it to the President, who in turn passed it to his national security advisor, a dry, taciturn man who hadn't contributed much to the conversation so far. He added his two dollars worth now. "The Obama thinks we're dealing with the North Koreans and that they're using the Chinese as fallguys."
"How credible is that, Dirk?" The President asked.
The National Security Advisor nodded his bullet shaped skull. "It's highly likely, Mister President. The Obama might just have nailed it?"
"What are you going to do?" the Vice asked.
The President remained silent, thinking. He suddenly reached for the telephone and asked to be put through to the American ambassador for North Korea.
He looked at the others and remarked: "We'll reach out first and try a few questions. If diplomacy fails, then all bets are off."
It spoke of a reckoning.

CHAPTER 8

The investigation by Hobbs was beginning to take shape. Her close cooperation with the captain had ruled out a large number of men. She had set up a meeting with the commander to discuss progress. Agent Frank Waters insisted on sitting in.
"Any clear suspects yet?" Russell was curious.
"Some," she confirmed. "You're not going to like this."
"Shoot."
"The COB?"
"Harry?" Russell asked, incredulous.
"He said he was in his quarters, the goat locker, at the time of the kill, but I can't find anyone to confirm." The goat locker was the quarters of the COB, the Chief Engineer, and the other chiefs aboard the Obama.
"How about the other Chiefs?" Russell asked tightly.
"They were all on watches, Sir."
"Who else?" Russell asked, his voice quiet. He was acutely aware of the agent's sudden interest, and he wanted to scream at him that it wasn't his COB. He knew Harry too well and had been to sea with him more times than he could count.
"I want those names checked with Washington," Waters insisted, "for prior criminal histories."
Jennifer said nothing to that, but looked to Russell who was wearing a new frown. His words to the federal agent were short and perfunctory. "That would all have been done at the time of enlistment, Agent Waters. We have orders in hand to maintain strict radio silence."
"Nevertheless, captain. I'm afraid I must insist. Something could have been overlooked at the time."
Russell exchanged a look with Hobbs and she decided to put her oar in. "Makes sense, sir. Agent Waters is right."
Waters shot her a look of gratitude.
Russell nodded slowly.

CHAPTER 9

The message on the 1MC sounded urgent.
"Hobbs to engineering. Hobbs to engineering."
Hobbs ran through the decks, shouting 'coming through' to ratings who were in her way. Despite the upgrades in the Obama, submarines were still tight, restrictive spaces, and sailors were constantly getting in one another's way. As Hobbs got to the engineering plant in the boat, she spotted Agent Frank Waters standing off to the side, a pained expression on his normally inscrutable face. She was slightly out of breath as the Captain turned towards her. Grant looked terrible.
"Captain?" she queried. "What's up?"
He motioned with his head, and looking beyond she saw Agent Helena Price lying dead on the floor. Waters was standing off to the side, his head down. Hobbs bent and examined the body. She looked up and caught Russell's eyes. "She's been killed the same way. Captain, we have a serial killer on board."
A serial killer?
Russell Grant felt a cold chill. He had never experienced anything like this at sea before. It was unprecedented. His mind raced. How best to combat the problem?
He wasn't for turning back. It wasn't in his nature.
He sighed and fixed his peaked hat firmly onto his head. Come what may, this patrol would go on. He issued instructions for Hobbs to continue her crime scene processing and he retired to his private cabin.
He needed time alone.
To reflect.
To pray.
To think.

CHAPTER 10

New tensions had surfaced on the Obama since the slaying of Agent Helena Price. Waters was apoplectic with rage over the captain's stubborn refusal to allow another forensics expert rendezvous with the Obama. A heated debate took place in the control room. The captain was sticking to his guns.
"It's out of the question," he was insisting to Waters. The Obama is on a war footing, and we can't compromise our position any further by taking more people aboard."
"Do I have to remind you captain that a federal agent has been killed here? he stated caustically.
Russell nodded his head in acknowledgement. "I understand your grief, Agent Waters. We've lost somebody too, but you'll just have to carry on as best you can. I've instructed the CWO to afford you all the assistance she can. I can't be any more positive than that at this moment in time."
And with that Waters had to be content. He stormed out of the control room. "Bloody navy," he was heard saying. "Bullshit regulations."
Russell turned and returned Pirman's smile. "XO, let's get back to our bloody duties, shall we?"
The navy men within the control room were all smiling. It was true what they said.
The navy were always as one.

CHAPTER 11

The murder weapon had been found.
Paddy the plumber stood hopping from foot to foot. He'd been ruled out early in the investigation as a suspect, because he'd been on duty at the time of Mahon's murder. He hadn't been the only one ruled out. At any given time, at least a third of the crew are on duty or watch and in the presence of others when carrying out those duties. There aren't many hiding places on a submarine, and there can be no shirking of duty. In the old days, men could slink off to the engineering plant to sneak a quick smoke, but those days were long gone. Most submariners were now non-smokers.
Paddy had discovered the crude device hidden in the engineering section of the boat. The wicked looking device had been sharpened and honed to a lethal edge.
Waters looked at it, and then brought his eyes up to meet those of the captain. "How many of the crew would have metal fabrication experience?" he queried.
Russell scowled. "All our teams aboard have cross-functionality experience," he explained. "It's what we do."
Waters seemed to be over his earlier tantrum. In fact, he seemed hyped up by the fact that the murder weapon had been found.
Russell would have been happier if the murderer himself had been unmasked, but he was thankful for small mercies.
Maybe now, the killings would stop.
Maybe?

CHAPTER 12

Russell couldn't believe yet another murder had taken place aboard, having assumed with the discovery of the offending weapon, that the killer no longer had the means to continue his murderous spree. Despair hit him like a sponge in the face, and for the first time he contemplated seriously cutting their losses and returning to base, perhaps Hawaii, until this matter could be straightened out.
Just as this thought was forming however, the whole situation aboard changed. Lieutenant Rawlings approached him clutching an EAM.
"Thanks, Jim," Russell said, taking the paper from the lanky lieutenant.
Russell read the EAM, a new frown deepening his countenance. He turned to his XO, and showed him the transmission.
"Take over here, Stephen, will you. I'm going to the Conn to address the crew."
Pirman threw his captain a salute. Moments later, the strained voice of Russell came over the loudspeaker system. "Crew of the Obama," he announced. "We have been ordered by command to assume DEFCON 2. I expect your total commitment and dedication. I have received word that at 0800 this morning, North Korea launched an all out invasion on its southern counterpart. I'm sorry to have to inform you that this action has resulted in American casualties at the 38th Parallel. War is imminent. I wish to further advise that Petty Officer Wayne Peddigrew has been found murdered in the same circumstances as the others. From this point on, all movements throughout the boat are curtailed unless absolutely necessary. Form yourselves into two man security teams. Anyone found to be in breach of these conditions will be severely reprimanded and will face charges. Out."

CHAPTER 13

The Spratly Archipelago.
Numerous contacts were now being reported by the radar and sonar operators, and the boat was ready for treachery from any quarter. The Archipelago was buzzing with contacts, and the computer screens aboard the Obama were awash with information.
Russell picked up the radio, and issued fresh instructions. "Man battle stations missiles. Silent running." The XO repeated the order.
Hone suddenly spoke. "Conn, sonar. Surface contact closing."
Russell issued fresh instructions to the pilots. "Right, full rudder. All ahead standard."
"Right, full rudder. All ahead standard, aye."
Russell eyed his sonarman. "Are they coming around?"
"Negative, captain. They're continuing straight ahead."
Russell nodded. "They can't hear us, so."
He suddenly grinned and Hone instinctively knew what he was going to say next. His captain was a true submariner with a daring sense of adventure. "Let's shadow them for awhile," he ordered. He relayed orders to maneuvering.
"Simulated attack, sir?" Hone whispered.
"Aye. What have we got up there, Hone?"
Hone had been busy with his manuals and NATO briefs and was still listening through his headphones as he monitored the activity above. "Sovremennyy Class destroyer, captain. Designation by the Russians as the buzzard."
Russell remembered reading about that class; they carried one anti-submarine helicopter."
Hone must have read his mind. "The helix," he reminded his captain using the NATO classification. The Kamov KA-27."
He'd have to be careful, Russell decided. The helix was equipped with sonobuoys and torpedoes. A submarine's worst nightmare.

CHAPTER 14

The Spratly Islands were now behind them, and they were continuing their mission towards the Yellow Sea. Russell's new security procedures seemed to be progressing well; there had been no further untoward incidents aboard the Obama. The numerous Chinese contacts around the Spratly Islands had died away, and they had resumed normal patrol operations.
The normality didn't last for long.
"Launch bluefin," Russell ordered. The bluefin could search the surrounding waters for targets that the Obama hadn't picked up on.
It was a tactical weapon.

CHAPTER 15

The Yellow Sea.
They were now in distinctly unfriendly and hostile waters. The crew were in a heightened state of alert, with each crew member on edge. They had to be very careful here, and it wasn't just down to the Korean and Chinese presence, but the shallow nature of much of the inlet.
The area was also known as Hwang Hai, and it derived its name from the storm particles washed down the Yellow River from the Gobi desert. The maximum depth of the water was 152 meters, but could go as low as 44 meters, and encompassed an area of 380,000 sq km, extending 960 km from north to south, and 700 km from east to west. The navigator, in particular, aboard the Obama had to be on his toes. He was constantly taking soundings and poring over his charts. Larsen had never looked so much under pressure.
They moved through the water at a snail's pace, ready for anything.

CHAPTER 16

Waters hadn't expected such a feeling of claustrophobia aboard the Obama. In all his years with the NCIS, he had been on surface vessels so many times he had lost track of the number. His work had brought him onto submarines before, but always when they were tied up in port. This was his first time aboard a nuclear submarine when it was at sea, and he wasn't sure that he liked the experience. The cramped positions aboard were unbelievable, and everytime he moved he kept banging his head off something, or his elbow, or some part of his anatomy. The noises unnerved him. Especially when they went deep.
It wasn't an easy situation to stay on top of. Aboard a submarine he couldn't just step off. There was nowhere to go. The talk aboard was also making him uneasy. Imminent orders to launch a nuclear strike.
The situation aboard was also unprecedented. Never in all his years had he handled such a strange situation.
There was a strange, palpable fear on board the Obama, and suspicion and mistrust were rife. Waters spoke at length with Hobbs about the unique situation they found themselves up against. Of all the personnel aboard, he found her the easiest to get along with, probably because of her investigator background. The fact that she used to be a cop helped. He trusted the captain too, but his earlier row with the man hadn't helped matters. It wasn't by an means an ideal state of affairs.
Hobbs was as perplexed as he was by the state of affairs aboard the Obama. Waters knew by this stage that she also had a good rapport with the captain, and knew he could use this as a conduit to the man and hopefully avoid any further misunderstandings and antagonism. He knew too he could probably trust her to discuss his newfound feelings of claustrophobia. He had learned that it was also Hobb's maiden voyage aboard a submarine. He put the question to her.
"Claustrophobia?" she queried, surprise in her eyes. It was an unexpected question from the NCIS man. She looked at him anew.
There was a chemistry between the pair that was electric, although finding intimacy aboard a submarine was nigh on impossible.
Things simmered.

CHAPTER 17

Emergency Action Message.
Grant read the message with a rising trepidation and no small amount of foreboding. The XO saw the look on his face. "What is it?"
Russell handed him the message without speaking. He turned to the senior weapons officer. "Get the authenticator codes."
Pirman's voice was very subdued. "A strategic launch… nuclear warheads."
A tense silence fell over the control room.
"Codes are authentic, captain."
The XO agreed.
Russell sighed. He turned to Cobb. "Bring us up, Chief," he ordered. "Level off at one hundred feet and commence hovering."
The captain picked up the 1 MC. "Crew of the Obama. Man battle stations — missiles. This is not a drill. Spin out missiles one to five for strategic launch, and seven to eight."
The silence aboard was uncanny.

CHAPTER 18

Waters was aghast.
"You're not seriously going to launch a nuclear strike, Captain?"
"I have my orders, Agent Waters."
"But they're crazy orders. COMSUBPAC must be out of their minds." Waters was aware that his voice had risen stridently.
Russell's eyes narrowed and he turned to his XO. "Get the COB to Control now," he ordered. "With his sidearm."
"Sir, please," interceded Hobbs.
It was in that moment that Russell realised the depth of feeling between Hobbs and Waters. His face softened. Love was an emotion he could understand, although it was an emotion alien to a nuclear submarine in a heightened state of alert.
* * *
"Conn, Sonar. Torpedo in the water, Captain." Hones' voice was urgent.
Russell started. "Christ… where had that come from?"
"All hands man battle stations," he ordered. "Diving officers… take us deep. Launch a full array of countermeasures. Man battle stations torpedoes."
"1200 yards," Hones intoned. The faces of the crew grew tense. No submariner liked to be under attack. On a surface vessel, one could always grab a life jacket and jump overboard, but a submarine was a different kettle of fish. You either survived with your shipmates or invariably the vessel was sunk with the loss of all hands. Escape was a slim possibility at best.
It was the life they had chosen.
* * *
New orders had come in.
North Korea had fired a barrage of Rodong and Musudan missiles at Japan, and according to National Command Authority had developed and tested the Taepodong-2 which had the capability of reaching the western shores of the United States. The Taepodong-2 was an inter-continental ballistic missile capable of flying thousands of miles and armed with nuclear warheads.
* * *
"Man battle stations… missiles."
Grant's voice left no doubt that this was deadly serious, and moments later the equally terse orders of the XO came over the 1MC. "Man battle stations… missiles," he confirmed. "This is the XO. This is not a drill. Spin out missiles one and two and prepare to deploy."
The crew had trained for this very scenario, although more than one were biting their lips in anxiety. The two missiles mentioned were the ones that carried nuclear warheads. The men moved like a well oiled machine, having trained for this very scenario time after time. They couldn't allow emotions to interfere with what they had to do. It was the nature of their job.
In the missile room, the Virginia's technicians readied the missiles for deployment.
Russell's voice sounded calm in control. "Maneuvering, bring us to launch depth."
The Virginia glided upwards.
"Conn, maneuvering. Launch depth."
"Commence hovering," Russell ordered. "Open missile doors."
"Doors open, captain."
Russell addressed his next remarks to communications. "Anything further from SUBPAC?"
"Negative, sir."
Russell scowled and turned to his weapons deployment people. "Target package confirmed?"
"Confirmed, captain."
"Remove tactical firing pin."
"So removed, captain."
"Fire one," the captain ordered.
"One fired, sir."
Russell took a deep breath. His voice was subdued when he spoke again. "Fire two."
"Two fired, sir."
The birds were in the air. There was no going back now. The men grew silent. Fearful."
The tension aboard was palpable and could have been cut with a knife. Russell turned to communications. "Inform SUBPAC. Missiles deployed."
"Aye, aye sir. Notifying SUBPAC."
Washington would know within the hour.
The die was cast.
* * *
A confrontation was brewing between Hobbs and Davids. Both had been in the mess at the same time and somehow Davids had become aware of the intense scrutiny he had been receiving from Hobbs. He was waiting for her outside the mess when she finished eating and emerged from the mess and his voice was turbulent when he addressed her. "What's your problem, Hobbs?" he asked, his tones aggressive. "Are you a submariner or some kind of cop? A dirty spy put in to annoy us?"
His aggression surprised her and took her aback. Her previous encounters with the man had always been mild affairs and she wondered had he somehow instinctively figured out that she had him pegged as a possible killer in much the same way as a cornered rat leaving a sinking ship. Had she somehow given him a signal that he was now high on her list of suspects? She didn't think she'd given him any such hint but perhaps he'd heard from another crewman that she had been asking questions about him. The seaman's face was contorted with rage, a suffused look that gave him a wild, mad look like that of a rabid dog.
She was tempted to put the confrontation down to the natural tension being felt by every crew member aboard the Obama, but her former cop instincts told her there was something further at play here. She decided to use her rank to try and defuse the situation but Davids wasn't buying. "I'd like to remind you of my rank, seaman," she pointed out.
It wasn't working. "Chief Warrant Officer," he sneered. "Appointed by the captain. Won't wash, back at base. It has to be by presidential approval."
Hobbs wondered how he knew that. He was partially right, but aboard a US nuclear sub at war, a commander's decision was watertight and as good as any presidential approval. Base would likely approve their commander's decision. They gave their commanders a lot of latitude in the field and didn't like to be seen as undermining their officer's decisions. It could underpin morale, and the Navy were big on morale.
She knew suddenly that he was her man. With help from Agent Waters she later placed him under arrest for murder and sabotage.
Davids said nothing as handcuffs were placed on his wrists and he was apprised of his rights.

CHAPTER 19

"Okay, Davids… what's the story? Why did you do it?"
Davids' thin face was crestfallen. "My wife," he explained lamely.
"Your wife?" Grant's voice was harsh. "How does she come into it?"
"She's Korean, as you know. Not from the south, but the north. They were holding her family to ransom. I had no choice."
"Well," Grant said sadly. "You've left me with no choice, Davids. I'll have to convene a court martial. We're at war, so you'll likely know the penalty."
"Death?" Davids' voice was very quiet.
"Death," Grant confirmed. "By firing squad."
* * *
The Captain's Mast was held in the long wardroom. The three judges in the matter were led by Russell, and assisting him was his number one Lieutenant Commander Stephen Pirman and Chief Cobb.
The prosecution team was led by Agent Frank Waters, ably assisted by Chief Warrant Officer Jennifer Hobbs. Lieutenant Ed Rawlings who had once studied for the bar was persuaded to act as defence counsel and he was assisted by two seamen who also had a legal background, one of whom had been heavily involved in trade unions and was a good negotiator.
The prisoner, John Davids, was brought in, his hands handcuffed behind him, which Grant ordered removed as proceedings got underway.
It followed standard procedure, very similar to a court on the mainland. Evidence was sifted through and various witnesses testified under oath. In the end, Davids was found guilty and sentence was pronounced.
* * *
Waters had volunteered for that particular task, but Grant had curtly overruled that. "The Navy looks after its own, Mister Waters," he stated flatly. "Through good and bad."
Waters hadn't argued. It was a dirty job anyway.
* * *
The damage inflicted from a T80 nuclear warhead depended on a number of different factors, including the weather at the time of the launch. It depended too on the yield of the warhead which could contain a variable amount of between 5 and 150 kilotons of TNT. The weapon itself was a W80 Model 0, commonly referred to as a Mod 0, specifically designed for use with Tomahawk missiles.
In order to launch the missiles, the Obama had to retreat to a safe distance, otherwise it could theoretically have been damaged in the initial blast. For only the second time in its history, the US had been forced to deploy nuclear weaponry against an enemy state. The first occasions had been the atomic bombs against Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan at the end of World War 11.
Weapons had changed a lot since then, and were now far more destructive.
There were a number of different outcomes with a nuclear explosion. An initial flash, like lightening, but brighter by a long shot. The blast itself vaporized everything close by and depended on where the missile exploded, either at sea level or in the air. Following on from the blast, there were further effects from thermal, ionizing and residual radiation.
The Obama's main targets included the submarine bases at Mayangdo and Ch'aho and Pyongyang itself.
After the fallout from the nuclear launch, they hadn't been left alone. The North Koreans had thrown everything they had at them, and had come out of their bases like locusts actively pinging away with their sonars and dropping depth charges that at times had been quite close.
The Obama had been lucky.
Further orders had come through from Comsubpac to launch all remaining Tomahawks at designated targets that included naval and air assets and an oil refinery. They were also ordered to use their torpedoes against enemy shipping and submarines as they sought fit. It was all out war and it wasn't pretty.
No quarter was given.
They were unable to retaliate with nuclear weapons as their bases had been wiped out, and that really left only one option: talks.
Having seen the damage inflicted, the Koreans had no stomach for further nuclear exchanges.
* * *
Grant's eyes were grim as he watched Davids being led from below to face a firing squad of eight crew members of the Obama. He hadn't wanted this, and he brooded about the events of the past few days. He wondered why the death of one man was bothering him as much as the almost certain death of millions from the T80 warheads. He scowled.
Up to now, he had never questioned his choice of a career in the navy. He had always loved the sea, even as a young boy.
Not surprisingly, there had been few volunteers for the firing party duty. Grant had ordered Pirman to arrange lots and the crews' names were put into a hat.
The execution took place on the forward deck of the Virginia. Davids was hustled up from below as soon as the Obama had surfaced. Hobbs was one of the firing party.
Davids was blindfolded and stood a few feet from his executioners. It was carried out with military precision.
The body of the killer keeled over before the echo of the shots had died away.

CHAPTER 20

It was a very subdued crew that took the Obama home at the end of its patrol.
Normally high spirits abounded on return legs as crew members looked forward to reunions with family members, but the events of the past few weeks had shaken them to the core, and they felt numb and powerless as they made their way back across the Pacific Deeps.
The submarine was traveling on the surface at high speed, Grant's orders.
In the control room below Pirman stretched his muscles and replied to a question from Waters.
"Yes, sir. The captain is still on the bridge manning the watch. He's acting strange. Won't talk to anyone and says he just wants to be left alone."
"Permission to join him on the bridge?"
Pirman looked at him, intuitively guessing at the reason behind the request. "Think it will do any good, Agent Waters?"
"I'd like to try."
"Permission granted."
Waters nodded at Pirman and took the steel steps leading to the conning tower. He was wearing his orange flotation suit and he looked every inch a seasoned submariner.
The commander looked at him with bleak eyes. Waters coughed nervously looking around at the vast expanse of ocean.
"Captain," Waters began. "I know we've had our ups and downs, and haven't always seen eye to eye, but I don't think you should be doing this to yourself."
"Doing what, Mister Waters?" The captain's voice was empty and cold, and like the water that surrounded the submarine in every direction for as far as the eye could see. There was a fathomless emptiness in the commander's tired eyes.
"Punishing yourself like this," Water continued. "You made the right decisions."
"Did I, Mister Waters?" The commander's voice was as cold as an icy tundra. His eyes swept the horizon. He knew he'd have to live with the consequences of this patrol for a long time. Millions were dead and it was as a result of his actions.
He had never questioned his navy life before. He had always loved the sea. He knew from an early age that he would pursue a seagoing career and he had never regretted his decisions in life. Recent events had given him pause though.
It was fine for politicians in Washington to order these things but men had to live with the consequences. He wondered was he suffering from post traumatic stress disorder. It certainly felt like it.
The court martial onboard the Obama had also unsettled him and he continued berating himself for playing God, hurt and executioner. Who was he to rule over a man like Davids? Who really knew what had been tormenting the mind of the killer sailor?
Something of what Waters had said seeped slowly into his brain. It was time to go below and to resume control of his crew.
His duty was done.
It was time to go home.
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