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Аннотация
North Korea has perfected a ballistic nuclear submarine capable of lying way off the Californian coast and raining down nuclear terror on Seattle, San Francisco, LA and San Diego.
Enough is enough. It’s time take out this threat and take apart North Korea’s Navy one at a time.

They say cometh the hour, cometh the man.
Cometh the foe, cometh the submarine.

In exercises against allied diesel-electric boats, the USN watched and learned. Its answer? The most powerful and silent, the most deadly diesel-electric boat ever to patrol the deeps.
She’ll need to employ stealth and guile to seek out the foe.

It would require a cunning warrior of the seas. The USN has chosen its best young submariner.
Commander Nathan Blake commands a sword of vengeance.

The USS Stonewall Jackson.

She’s on her way; she’s mean and mad as all hell.
But will Nathan find that the Korean Peoples Navy has a trick up its sleeve?

Follow Nathan and the USS Stonewall Jackson into hell and damnation.


Stephen Makk
USS Stonewall Jackson


Chapter 1

NORTH PACIFIC OCEAN.
One hundred and thirty miles west of Eureka, Northern California.
“RIG TRIM TO ASCEND fore and aft. Up angle fifteen degrees. Make for periscope depth.”
“Periscope depth, Sir.” The planesman pulled back on the yoke and the deck tilted upwards. The control room crew leaned to compensate. After a short time, the planesman pushed the yoke forward and the boat came level.
“At periscope depth, Sir.” All on board felt the gentle rise and fall of the ocean swell.
The submarine Seopung is a medium size diesel-electric vessel at 2,800 tons, developed from the earlier Sinpo class boats.
“Signals Officer, raise the communications buoy.”
“Sir.” The buoy streamed up to the surface held on its cable.
“What’s our position Lieutenant Rhee?” The Communications Officer read off the latitude and longitude to the Navigation Officer, who plotted it on the chart.
“Sir, datum bearing two six five degrees, point seven kilometres.”
“Planesman come to two six five. Maintain speed.”
Captain Kwon Hwan, of the Korean People’s Navy, calculated the time to the datum.
“Check our position.”
“Coming up on datum Sir.”
“Very good, coast the boat.” The revs dropped off and the boat slowed.
The Navigation Officer worked on his chart.
“Sir, we’re at datum now.” Kwon raised the periscope did a three hundred and sixty sweep.
He flipped the handles upwards and lowered the periscope.
Pride of the Navy, the Seopung an SSB (Strategic Submarine Ballistic) was ready. It was time for the ballistic missile submarine Seopung, West Wind, to announce its nuclear missile presence to the world.
“Weapons Officer ready missile tube one.” The Weapons Officer set several buttons and switches on the console he sat at, and waited for a digital display counter to reach the correct value.
“Ready for missile launch Sir. Target is T1.”
“Open tube one door.” The circular cover on the vertical tube swung open.
“Door open, Sir.” This was it, thought Kwon; please go well.
“Launch tube one.”
There was a vibration and a rushing sound from up forward as the compressed air was forced into the launch tube. The missile climbed out and upwards, broke the surface, and its solid rocket motor ignited. The Pukgukson-3 ballistic missile roared skywards on a tower of flame. As it gained altitude the exhaust gimbaled and the missile started to arc toward its apogee, the highest point in its flight. Now in space, the missile started its curving fall back into the atmosphere. In the atmosphere heat built up on the outer skin of the warhead. T1 is eight hundred and ninety miles downrange. The missile plunged into the Pacific some 1,020 miles off the Californian coast. The Seopung now streamed her communications buoy on the surface by cable.
A North Korean cargo ship temporarily equipped with a P-35M BARLOCK-B E/F-band target search radar sailed south of the expected ground zero, tracking the missile as it reached its impact point. The radar had been taken from an SA-5 Gammon surface to air missile system. The ship sent a coded signal to Naval HQ in Pyongyang North Korea and the Seopung.
“T1 has been achieved, strike confirmed,” reported the Communications Officer.
“Yes!” exclaimed Kwon, and clenched his fist.
“Close tube one door. Run the tape and transmit.”
The Communications Officer hit the tape start and transmit buttons. The tape was a repeated recording of ‘Aegukka’, the North Korean national anthem. “Let morning shine on the silver and gold of this land…”
The anthem played seven times then stopped.
“Rewind and stow the buoy. Flood forward. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth. Down angle fifteen degrees, make for depth two hundred and thirty feet. Speed fourteen knots, bearing three hundred and fifty five degrees.”
“Two eight five at seventy, speed fourteen, Sir.” The deck angled down to the bow, and the boat dived on the start of her journey back to homeport. She’d head North to Canadian waters and make her way along the coast of British Columbia. Then it would be westward, just south of the Aleutian Islands. Kwon expected the Americans to search directly west of the launch point.
THE PENTAGON.
“YES, SIR. I KNOW. YES, it’s unacceptable.” Admiral Koch sat with his elbow on the desk, his left hand on his forehead. He listened to the National Security Adviser and Chief of Defense staff taking turns to chew his ass. “No Sir, we can’t track everything. I know.” He stood.
“Sir I’m going to make sure they regret this.” There was a pause. “Yes, Sir. I understand, the ROE just got shoved up a buffalo’s ass.” He shook his head, and listened to the Chief of Defense staff, who he knew was an Air Force fighter jock, and therefore just a poser.
“I have a man in mind, Sir. He’s a plank owner.” The Admiral smiled. “That means he knows what he’s goddam doing. I’m sure the National Security Adviser is pissed Sir, but it’s time you got that monkey’s dick out of my ear and let me get on with the job. I will Sir.”
Admiral Koch put the phone down. “Assholes.”
He paced the room for a few minutes, then left his office and walked into his outer office, where his private secretary Petty Officer Cindy Seebring sat working at her computer.
“Cindy, get me COMSUBPAC on the line.”
She glanced at the clock. “Sir, it is five AM at Pearl Harbor.”
“I don’t care a rat’s ass. And get me a coffee.”
“Yes, Sir.”
She walked into his office a few minutes later with a coffee. “Here, Sir. They’re getting him up.”
“Thanks.”
His desk phone rang. “Sir, I have Rear Admiral Sutton on the line.”
“Thanks.” The line clicked. “Sooty, sorry to get you up.”
“Hi, Sandy. It’s o dark hundred here. I figure it’s urgent.”
“Yeah, you’ll probably see a story on CNN today, it’ll leak no doubt. About four hours ago a Korean People’s Navy SSB launched a missile from the Pacific, it splashed down about a thousand miles north east of you. There was no warhead.”
“Jeez, that far across the Pacific? I guess it had to happen sometime, they’re obviously making solid progress with the missile technology.”
“No Sooty, the bird flew about eight hundred and twenty miles. They launched from about two hundred and seventy miles north west of San Francisco.”
“What? We thought about halfway to Hawaii would be about the max range of the new Sinpo class, and that was at a push!”
“Yeah, well we need to think that one again. The bastards launched to the north east and then stayed around to broadcast their national anthem. We can’t keep the lid on that one. They’ll no doubt be on the way back now. We have P8-Poseidons on the way. They’ll fly the likely routes searching for her. I’m going to get COMSEVENTHFLT, Yokosuka to deploy assets, it’ll be a good number of days before she’s back in their patch though.”
“I’ll get one of our boats looking out for her too.”
Koch stood and walked over to the window, he looked over the Washington skyline. “Sooty, I got my balls chewed off by NSA Stockhaisen and the Chief of Defense staff. They want ass, and they want it now. The line’s been crossed, I want you to…”
USS STONEWALL JACKSON.
(SS-582)
Ten miles west of Santa Catalina Island.
LIEUTENANT COMMANDER Lemineux, the boat’s Communications Officer handed Commander Nathan Blake a communications slip.
“This just came in from COMSUBPAC Sir.”
PRIORITY RED
R 221345Z JUL 86 ZY10
COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/PACOPS 6722/COMSUBPAC ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
PROCEED WITH ALL HASTE TO PEARL.
REPORT TO ME IMMEDIATELY ON ARRIVAL.
MSG END//

Blake raised his eyebrows, a PRIORITY RED, and from Rear Admiral Sutton himself too.
Nathan Blake, a native of Pine Bluff, Arkansas was thirty five, young to be handed command of a boat. Of medium height, with black hair and green eyes, women thought him good-looking, at least some of them did.
He turned to his Executive officer Lieutenant Commander Larry Sayers. “Larry, can you think of any reason we can’t transit directly to Pearl?”
Sayers frowned. Older than Nathan, black with a thin moustache, he rubbed his shaven head as he thought. “We’re not exactly overstocked with fresh food, but we’ve enough. If we have to, we can always go on rations for a couple of days. I think we’ve just enough, anyway. Plenty of diesel.”
“Acknowledge the signal Comms; then rewind the buoy.”
“Ok. Kaminski, plot us a course to Pearl.”
“Aye Sir.” She worked on her plot board for a minute. Lieutenant Nikki Kaminski had quite a following among the male crew members, thanks to her fair hair, which she wore pulled back in a pony tail, bright blue eyes, and trim but curvy build. She was a Ring Knocker; that is a graduate of the Naval Academy, but one with no airs and graces and very competent. Nathan knew she’d get her own boat one day.
“Two fifty five degrees, Sir.”
“Maintain depth, come to two fifty five degrees. Speed twenty five knots. Larry, descend to two hundred feet when we come alongside San Nicolas Island. I’m going to get some bunk time.”
Sayers nodded. “Right Sir.”
Nathan walked aft to his small cabin and took to his bunk.
USS Stonewall Jackson was a new boat. She’d just carried out her shakedown cruise and come through the Panama Canal to her home base of Kitsap in the Puget Sound, Washington state. She’d been on exercise with three frigates when the call had come through.
She was the USN’s first diesel-electric boat in a long time. The USN was an all-nuclear submarine fleet, but it was aware that in any conflict it would likely have to face diesel-electric boats. They’re powered by diesel on the surface, and able to charge their large powerful batteries there for underwater propulsion and use. These boats are generally slower and more limited in the time they can spend underwater. But, they’re generally quieter and equipped with the same weapons. If a wire-guided torpedo strikes you, it doesn’t much matter what type of boat launched it. The USN exercises against this type of vessel whenever it can. A Swedish Navy boat, the Gotland and its crew, had been hired long term as the Navy’s own pet diesel-electric boat for training. In 2005 the carrier USS Ronald Reagan sank after multiple torpedo strikes. This fortunately was an exercise, despite making multiple attack runs on the Reagan, the Gotland was never detected. The submarine was said to run rings around the carrier task force, demoralising USN ASW specialists.
How? The Gotland uses batteries or an Air independent Propulsion system when on the prowl. No engine with rotating parts creating noise. On AIP the Gotland can remain submerged for two weeks at an average of six MPH, surges are possible to 23 MPH.
So, slow but almost unseen, a lethal combination. Japan’s Soryu uses Lithium Ion batteries instead of an AIP, a significant advance.
The Navy watched and learned, a partnership and joint development with Japan was formed and came up with a tool they didn’t possess: their own diesel-electric boat. First in the class is the Stonewall Jackson. She is the most powerful and silent, the most deadly diesel-electric boat ever to patrol the deeps, and she was Nathan’s command.
* * *
THE BOAT HAD COMPLETED the long transit to Pearl, and Nathan stood at the conn. “Planesman, up angle fifteen degrees come to periscope depth.” The deck angle tilted up at the bow. Then levelled.
“Periscope depth, Sir.”
He looked into a monitor at his station. He selected full rotation from the touchscreen. The scope raised itself, did a brief 360 rotate and then lowered itself. Nathan looked at the view on screen and rotated the view; all clear. He could pick off the bearing, range to any targets, and zoom in if necessary. The scope could switch to night mode if needed. The boat was three miles south of Hanauma Bay, around ten miles from Pearl. He’d come around Diamond Head and into the base.
“Surface the boat.”
The USS Stonewall Jackson broke surface on a bright sunny morning with a moderate following sea.
“Crack the hatch, COB.”
“Aye, Sir.”
Chief of the Boat was the senior enlisted man aboard, in charge of all enlisted men, watch station assignment, racking assignments, and crew discipline. He was indispensable and could train, blame, curse and chew ass. The boat’s COB was Seamus Cox. He didn’t mind being called Dick. The COB climbed the sail and opened the hatch to let in some fresh air. He stayed upstairs for several minutes; Nathan didn’t object to his little luxury.
Once tied up alongside at the quayside, Nathan left the boat and walked to the office building and entered COMSUBPAC’s outer office.
“Hi,” He checked out her name badge, “PO McFadley. I’m here to see Admiral Sutton, Nathan Blake.”
“Yes, Sir, go right on in.”
Nathan knocked on the office door and entered. Sutton was sitting at his desk, behind piles of paperwork and a model of an Ohio class Boomer. A Boomer was an SSBN; Ship, Submersible, Ballistic Nuclear; a nuclear missile boat. The USS Nevada had been Sutton’s last sea-going command.
“Blake. Good to see you. Coffee?”
“Thanks, Sir.”
Sutton poured two coffees and sat. “All well with Jackson?”
“Yes Sir, she’s had a few minor teething issues, but nothing serious.”
Rear Admiral Sutton sipped his coffee then set it down on his coaster and stared fixedly at Blake. “We need you to carry out a mission for us. You probably haven’t heard about it, but Kim Jong-un has been up to his tricks again…
… So, there you have it.
Not exactly good news. The bastard can sit off Northern California and drop the good news on Seattle, San Francisco, LA and San Diego. The Sinpo-3 class has four tubes forward of the sail, each with a Pukguksong 3 missile in it, so he can take a dump on all those cities.”
“It’ll be tough to catch him now, Sir.”
“I know, we have P8-Poseidons up there flying around searching, they’ve had a few possible contacts but nothing firm. COMSEVENTHFLT is deploying an SSN, the USS Key West, out from Guam. She might find it.” Sutton leaned forward. “We have permission from the White house to sink her. POTUS is pissed as all hell. We’re ROE free, so your mission and Rules Of Engagement are to sink the enemy boat and any enemy boats or ships you encounter. Not only that, but you’re to seek them out and sink ‘em. Blake, you are officially weapons free. You lucky bastard.”
Nathan tried to keep his mouth shut. This was amazing. The first real cruise and he’d not been told that he may see action. He’d been told to seek it out.
“I see, Sir. But why us? There are many more experienced Captains and crews.”
“Because Stonewall Jackson is the stealthiest boat in the fleet. Also, she’s led by the ballsiest young Commander we have. Get out there Blake, and sink the bastards.
If I remember Stonewall’s words correctly, the business of a soldier is to fight. Armies are not called out to dig trenches, to throw up breastworks, and live in camps. But to find the enemy, and strike him; to invade his country, and do him all possible damage in the shortest possible time.
Commander Blake, go and do as he said. Good luck and good hunting.”
“Sir.” Nathan left to oversee the preparations; he knew Lieutenant Commander Sayers would already be getting her ready for patrol.
NORTH PACIFIC.
ONE HUNDRED AND FIFTY miles west of the Columbia River. Oregon.
THE VIEW FROM THE FLIGHT deck was grey and impenetrable, like staring into a fog. Down at fifteen hundred feet, the P8-Poseidon was in the thick of cloud base.
“That’s it, number six,” said Le-Saux. They’d just dropped another line of sonobuoys. These would float and listen for any subsurface acoustic contacts, and relay the information back to the P8-Poseidon anti-submarine warfare aircraft. The P8 is developed from the Boeing 737 short to medium range airliner. Le-Saux sat in the main fuselage of the aircraft, looking into his information display screen to one side of cylindrical space. He spoke to the flight crew via his headset.
“Personally I think we’re too far north to catch her,” said the pilot, Lieutenant Holly. “She’ll be high tailing it out into the central Pacific, running back to the Dear Leader.” He pushed the throttles forward for more revolutions, and the twin CFM-56B’s roared as the P8 gained altitude.
“That’s what he wants us to think, but I can smell him out there,” said Le-Saux.
“Your call, mission leader. I bet you’re all playing Call of Duty back there anyhow.”
Le-Saux laughed. “Yeah, I’m on level three now. The SS is losing the Battle of The Bulge.” Holly turned the aircraft into a lazy orbit over the northernmost line of sonobuoys. For thirty minutes they circled as the mission crew looked into their screens, analysing sounds from the Pacific deeps. Many were biologics, some the far-off sounds of surface ship’s props.
“Hey Curtis,” said Holly. “You gonna take in the Seahawks game on Sunday?”
“Yeah,” said Le-Saux, “never miss. The Cowboys are in town this week. A win should put us second in the standings.”
“Right, we’re away at the Browns I…” He cut himself off, mid-sentence and listened, there it was again.
“Wait one. Contact, contact. Line one, SB 3. Heading North,” said Le-Saux.
“Crystal?”
“Subsurface prop. Maybe one hundred and sixty feet. Slight hint of cavitation, Sir.”
“Keep me in the loop.”
The minutes ticked by.
“Contact is a Sub,” said Crystal.
“Designate contact as Tango one,” said Le-Saux.
“Depth one hundred and sixty or below,” said Crystal, “speed twelve knots. I have good blade count, zero ID. It’s not a NATO boat; Russian library still analysing.”
“What’s your feel, Crystal?” asked Le-Saux.
“I think it’s him.”
Could it be? He was taking a chance by being up here. Most others had taken the more obvious westerly escape routes. But the North Korean skipper would know those would be searched first, and he might just be trying the unexpected. It could be him.
“Russian library reports negative ID.” Le-Saux would call it in.
“Flash, flash, flash. Fisheye two. I have unknown subsurface contact at 46.93 north -126.81 west. Heading north, speed twelve knots.”
Two minutes went by.
“Fisheye two, fish eye two. This is COMASWFORTHIRDFLT actual. You are weapons free, repeat. You are weapons free. Over.”
“Fisheye two. Copy, weapons free. Over.”
Shit, thought Le-Saux. We’re going to do it.
“Selecting Mk 50.” He selected the airdropped torpedo. “Tango one is bearing one five five degrees, range eighteen miles.” The P8 turned to its target.
“Range five miles,” Holly scanned the instruments, checke the weapon selector, “descending to launch altitude. OK, at launch altitude, range three miles.”
“Opening bomb bay doors,” said Le-Saux, “master arm on. Spinning up gyroscope. Setting for top amidships strike.” The torpedo could be set to hit the target from above, below, port or starboard. Fore, amidships or aft. This strike would be from above, amidships.
“Mk 50 arm selected. Fish is now armed and active. Run the bird in for release.”
“Copy, running in,” Holly glanced out of the cockpit windows, all ok.
The Mk 50 would fall into the sea and run in at forty knots. The warhead was one hundred pounds of shaped charge high explosive, it would blow a gaping hole in Tango one.
The submarine had less than four minutes to live.

Chapter 2

FLUSHING NYC.
“HI HON, LOOKING FOR it? I got lot, for you I got plenty. Sucky sucky, you like.” The Asian hooker pouted.
“Not tonight.”
She persisted. “Come on Hon. You cocky, I docky.”
The President’s National Security Advisor, Stockhaisen, was there to meet a man. A man who was a conduit to a rival power. They held too many cards to be ignored. He’d come to Flushing disguised; it was one of those quiet, under the table meetings.
The whore pushed it further still, beginning to irritate him.
“I suck you, fuck you. You need no more, you come. Me promise. No come, no pay.”
“Look, I said no,” he snapped. “I fucked plenty of slopes in Nam. One more ain’t gonna cut it. Fuck off.”
She smiled back at him and stood straighter. “And I thought you were here to see Charlie Victor one five one.”
He stared at her, his eyes bored into her. His contact used that name. “You know where he is? He hired you?”
The Hooker smiled. “How do you know that Charlie is a man?” She looked him in the eyes, her gaze deadpan. “I’m Charlie. We have things to discuss. Let’s eat.” She led the way to Joe’s Shanghai on 37th Avenue.
They sat in a private booth, the waiter had seen this kind of thing before a man and his piece of ass. He knew to keep it private and discreet; the tips were good if you let them be. They ordered the meal and drinks.
“Are you really Charlie one five one?”
“Would I tell you?” she smiled. She was a looker, about thirty he thought. You could see that she wasn’t rough at the edges like most whores were.
“I may be young, but I do have an office at Xiyuan, Haidain.” He knew that was the Headquarters of the Ministry of State Security in Beijing. China’s CIA.
“Look Charlie, your sick puppy in Pyongyang has gone too far this time. It’s time you pulled on his leash.”
“There are complexities in his leadership, now isn’t the time. Let him play in his sandpit for now. His time will end, but not yet. Your President needs his leash pulling in. It could get out of hand.”
“Out of hand? That fuckwit Kim, is out of hand.”
She sighed, then opened the bag she carried and took out several papers, then laid them on the table. “Copies of contracts from AFD Inc for armoured fighting vehicles to equip Thailand’s army. These are two agreements that Mace Inc holds with Kenya and Tanzania for the shipping of minerals to the People’s Republic of China. A big shareholder wouldn’t like to see these contracts thrown away. Especially a big shareholder running their holdings from offshore via Panama.” She gave him a knowing smile.
He stared at the contracts, horrified.
“And then there’s the lovely Peekaboo.”
“What? What about her?” his mind was spinning, struggling to keep up.
“Why, your estranged daughter, backpacking in Vietnam. She’s having a good time over there. You can’t blame her really. Although she doesn’t speak to him, her Father spent time in Nam. Why shouldn’t she?” She placed three pictures on the table of a fair-haired attractive girl in her twenties, laughing with a Vietnamese girl in a market. Stalls sold grains, tropical fruits and rice. “I’m sure Peekaboo Stockhaisen is safe. It’d be a shame to jeopardise that safety.” Her voice became suddenly firm and forceful. “Stockhaisen, pull back on your boss’s leash, that’s all we ask. I must be off, for now, we’ll speak again.” She kissed him on the lips and left.
He looked at the pictures of Peekaboo. The bastards, the downright dirty bastards. The money would have hurt badly. But his daughter?
He sighed. “Oh, shit.”
* * *
USS STONEWALL JACKSON left Pearl Harbor at dusk and turned to the west in Mamala Bay. Nathan stood in the sail with his binoculars, to starboard the lights of Ewa Beach were turning on. The landmass was still plainly visible behind the strip. People would be out that night down the coast around Ko Olina he knew, he’d been one of them back when he was a Weaps, a Weapons Officer on board USS New York City. It seemed an age ago now. He never imagined then that he’d have his own boat so soon.
* * *
THE USN HADN’T OPERATED a diesel-electric submarine for decades, so when reviving a lost art it would make sense to cooperate with an ally. Arguably, the best diesel-electric boat out there was Japan’s Soryu class, capable of diving to 3000 feet. The Soryu’s drawback was its relatively limited range, but the US enjoyed the privilege of having a worldwide network of bases and allies, largely negating this. A development was the addition of Lithium-ion batteries, providing stealth and endurance. This combination proved too hard to ignore and a joint development effort was undertaken.
Thus the USN’s new class was a development of the Soryu class, with key improvements. She had a range of 7,200 miles and a complement of 65 Officers and crew.
The USS Stonewall Jackson’s armaments included three vertical VPM launch tubes with seven Tomahawk BGM-109 cruise missiles in each. Mk 48 CBASS wire-guided torpedoes and low-level anti-ship Harpoon missiles were launched by four tubes.
General Jackson himself had said it was necessary, “to move swiftly, strike vigorously”.
His namesake was more than capable of bringing unreasonable force to bear.
* * *
NATHAN STOOD IN THE sail and looked out into the darkness. It was a privilege and a burden, command was a lonely place, he’d read about that, but now here it was. You had to keep a distance, but not too much of a distance. It was a fine balance. You didn’t always get it right. He’d thought Captain Franks of the NYC was a bit too distant, but now Nathan had a feel for what it was like. Franks had taught him a lot; with hindsight he’d allowed him to grow and develop. But he’d given him an earful more than once. He’d been a mentor and Nathan often thought, what would Franks do?
The warm breeze blew over his face. A few minutes later he breathed deeply, and took a last look at the string of lights along the coast.
“That’s it, it’s time we were away.” He climbed down the first few rungs of the ladder, closed the hatch, and spun the dogs shut. He climbed down and closed the inner hatch, and he then climbed down to the deck and entered the control room.
The crew stared into monitors or marked the chart, and he nodded to the XO.
“Flood forward. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Dive, dive, dive. Planesman, down angle twenty, make your depth two hundred and sixty feet. Speed twenty three knots.”
“Twenty three at two hundred and sixty, aye Sir.” The deck tilted down to the bow, and finally levelled out.
“Zero bubble, Sir,” called out the Planesman. The boat was now level at two hundred and sixty.
“Navigator, plot us a course to the Northern Sea of Japan.”
“Aye, Sir.” Kaminski worked on her chart.
“Three zero four Sir.”
“Come to bearing three zero four.” An hour later, he was sitting at the conn, completing his log entry.
Sayers returned from a tour of the boat.
“Sir, I’ve done the rounds and all’s well, even the back aft A-gangers are quiet.”
Nathan smiled. “They haven’t brought any aboard, have they?
“Sir?”
“I mean what class of drugs are they on?”
They were the conventional machinist’s mates, working on machinery such as scrubbers and burners, or the diesel engine. They were universally famous as knuckle-draggers, and unashamedly, the most profane individuals on a submarine. They could take cursing to levels undreamed of by most of the crew.
The XO smiled. “Off the scale Sir.”
“XO, it’s time for a war committee.” Nathan thought for several long seconds. There comes a time for promising young officers to step up. He knew this was such a moment. “Kaminski.”
“Sir?”
“Come to the wardroom.” He nodded to the XO then aft to the wardroom.
The three of them entered and sat.
“Kaminski, this will be the first war committee you’ve sat on. We’ll plan the patrol and discuss the forthcoming action.”
Nikki Kaminski was amazed to be invited to join in; Lieutenants weren’t normally part of these sessions.
“I operate this as a Chinese parliament. It’s a Royal Navy term I got from when I was on NYC. We all pitch in and get our say, rank doesn’t matter. If you disagree with what’s said, then say so. You’re here for your ideas and opinions. If you think I or the XO are wrong then say so, nobody will jump down your throat. Ok with that?”
“Yes Sir.”
He smiled at her. “In the war committee, we’re Nikki, Larry and Nathan. Got that?”
“Yes, Si… Nathan.”
“I do get the final say so, I am in command, but I take these sessions seriously. First, can we catch him before he reaches home port?”
Larry shook his head. “Not much chance, too much sea room.”
“The People’s Navy will have a task force out to escort her into port.” Nikki folded her arms on the table and leaned on them.
“Where is home port?” asked Larry. Nikki didn’t look up.
“It’ll be Mayang-Do Island a couple of miles off Sinpo.”
“So,” said Nathan, “she’ll have half the Navy bringing her back in. We are weapons free on all vessels. We could have a good time with them.”
“Nathan, she’ll be tough to get when she’s in port,” said Nikki. “We can’t get her in port, so we have to get her out.”
“Yeah,” said Nathan, “we could ask her if she’s coming out to play.”
Nikki laughed and smiled. “I may have an idea how we could get her out.”
“Go on Nikki, how?”
She grinned. “You’re not going to like it.”
OFF THE COAST OF OREGON.
THE P8-POSIDEN CLOSED on its prey two hundred and thirty below the grey Pacific surface. Le-Saux would wait until they were on top of Tango one before release. It would cut down the time for the Mk 50 to run in, and reduce the time the enemy would have to deploy acoustic countermeasures.
“Two miles to run. The fish is hungry.”
The Mk 50 lay suspended below its hard point in the open bomb bay, its gyro spun up. The onboard computer had Tango one designated as its target.
Through his headset came a communication from HQ ashore.
“Fisheye two, fish eye two. This is COMASWFORTHIRDFLT actual. You are weapons tight, repeat. You are weapons tight. Over.”
“Fisheye two. Copy, weapons tight. Over.”
Shit, thought Le-Saux. What the hell was going on? He deselected the Mk 50 arm selection and spun down the gyro.
“What the Goddamn hell’s going on?”
“Sounds like a FUBAR,” said Holly.
“Yeah, you can say that again.”
“Sounds like a FUBAR…”
“Ha fucking ha.”
Le-Saux frowned. So God damn close. Holly had called it like it was. A FUBAR, Fucked Up Beyond All Recognition.
“You know what,” said Holly, “I’ll bet a dollar to a cent, it’s some political bullshit.”
Le-Saux nodded. “You’re right, has to be. It’ll be some limp dick at The Department of State, trying to undermine some opposition grouping. Or some lobbying wonk has scored a hit. Assholes.”
“I think all we can do is maintain contact until we get fuel low,” said Holly.
“We could always give the gooks down there the ass twitches by dropping a few well wide of the target. Better not. We might get chewed out by the Commander.”
“Yeah, well we should be good for another hour and a half on station. Gooks got lucky today.”
NORTHERN SEA OF JAPAN.
“SIGNALS OFFICER, RAISE the communications buoy,” Captain Kwon Hwan of the Korean People’s Navy ordered.
“Sir.” The buoy streamed up to the surface held on its cable.
“What’s our position, Lieutenant Rhee?” The Communications Officer read off the latitude and longitude to the Navigation Officer, who plotted it on the chart.
“Sir, the northern point of Rebun Island is bearing one hundred five degrees, twelve kilometres.”
“Planesman, come to two three zero. Maintain speed.”
Seopung was west of Japan’s northernmost Island of Hokkaido and would commence her run down the Northern Sea of Japan towards Sinpo.
“Notify East Fleet Command, we are running into the rendezvous point. ETA twenty six hours.”
TWENTY FIVE HOURS LATER.
“Sonar Sir, multiple contacts heading our way from the Southwest. Range twenty one kilometres. The leading vessel’s screw count indicates that it’s a Dogsuli class frigate.”
This would be the escort group. Kwon waited until they were five hundred meters away, then raised the periscope and flashed a signal.
“Seopung. Seopung. ID U46X879E. Returning to Sinpo. Over.” The reply was flashed from the Dogsuli.
“Welcome back. Hero boat Seopung. Maintain contact every two hours. Over.”
Kwon flashed an acknowledgement.
* * *
CAPTAIN PETER ‘PEDRO’ Gomez slid the periscope down. He sighed and looked at Lieutenant Commander Muntz, his Executive Officer. The SSN USS Key West had been shadowing the escort group since it left Korea.
“That’s it, she’s joined the escort now for her return in triumph. Bastards. And what am I doing here, in command of a boat that could send half the North Korean Navy to the bottom? I’m sitting here with my dick in my hand.” He shook his head. “Fucking politicians, my daughter’s Barbie doll has more balls.” Pedro slapped the Conn’s rails. “Flood forward one and two. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth. Down bubble twenty, make your depth seventy. Shadow the task group, XO. But stay a couple of miles back, we can’t upset them.” He unclipped the microphone. “All hands, All hands. We’ve shadowed the North Korean boat into the Sea of Japan where she’s met her escort. I could sink her if allowed, but I’m not. It’s a farce. The good news is that we’ll be tying up at the quayside in Kansas City later. The drinks will be on the COB. Captain out.” Captain Gomez shook his head again and threw his hands in the air as he walked aft to his cabin.
* * *
FIFTEEN HOURS LATER, Seopung surfaced off Sinpo and made her way to her pier at the base on Mayang-Do Island.
Less than two hours later, a helicopter touched down close to the harbour front. Four commandoes got out and secured the area, he then emerged, the Chairman of the Worker’s Party of Korea. Kim Jong-un himself had arrived, to hand out medals to the crew.
* * *
PYONGYANG’S KCTV NEWS broadcast began. Ri Chun-hee wore her distinctive bright pink Choson-ots.
“Today, in this year of glory, we have cast down our foe in terror. Our Hero submarine Seopung has launched a ballistic missile from just off the enemy coast. It came down on target in the central Pacific. With this weapon, we can deal out our vengeance to the foe.
Never will we kneel to the evil dogs. As long as we have our very capable Korean People's Army and the leadership of Marshall Kim Jong-Un, we don't have any enemy we cannot conquer.”
* * *
THE DEMOCRATIC PEOPLE’S Republic of Korea had the upper hand, and that didn’t go down well at all in Washington. They’d played their card and now that card was under the Sea of Japan, approaching the North Korean coast.

Chapter 3

USS STONEWALL JACKSON. Sea of Japan. Twenty five miles off Sinpo. North Korea.
“RIG TRIM TO ASCEND fore and aft. Planesman come to periscope depth. All stop, Chief Engineer rig for snorkel charging.”
“Aye, Sir. Now at periscope depth.”
“Sir, the engine is running, charging underway,” said the Engineering Officer.
“XO, Kaminski, war committee,” said Nathan, “Weaps, you have the conn.” The three of them walked aft to the wardroom.
Nathan sat, leaned forward and looked into their eyes.
“OK. We’re about to scout out the submarine’s lair. I’m going to top off the batteries here first. Let’s have a tactical discussion. First, what do we know about Sinpo?” Nikki sat up and patted her Tablet.
“The Republic of Korea Navy has done some very detailed underwater surveys of the area, of course, they’ve shared those with us. We’ve got them in the Dummies guide.”
“Right, how do we get in?”
The dummies guide to PACRIMFLT was the nickname for the guide to Pacific Rim Fleets. Its real name was more numeric than text.
“I took a look, either east or west channels look possible, but they could have rigged up more extensive submarine nets.”
“I looked at it too. It seems the normal channel in there is from the west, not sure about the east,” said Larry.
“Ok,” said Nathan, “let’s say we get in. They can have nets strung up, shielding the Seopung. So torpedoes may do some damage, depending on where the nets are. We can’t launch a harpoon, not enough room. But they may be so confident that it’s wide open, allowing us to get a Mk 48 CBASS up her ass.”
“Then we have to get out.” Larry scowled.
“What do we think the chances are of getting a fish into her if we get in there?” asked Nikki.
Larry stroked his moustache as he thought. “I’d say a one third chance.”
Nathan nodded. “I’d say that’s about right.”
“Then we have to get her out,” said Nikki, “our best bet is the way that I suggested before.”
“Jeez Nikki, I’m the CO. Why don’t you just get a knife from the galley and cut my nuts off?”
“Well, come up with a better way Nathan. Because that’s what we’ll have to do.”
* * *
HE KNEW SHE MAY ULTIMATELY be right, it was a tough one, but they had a 30 percent chance.
“First, let’s try the east channel, we migh…”
The intercom sounded. “Commander to the control room, we have a contact.” All three rushed back to the control room.
“We’re detecting a submarine contact, range about four miles. Depth, one to one fifty feet.”
“Engineering, rig for snorkel down.”
Within a minute Engineering replied. “Snorkel retracting engine shutdown.”
“Flood one. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth. Down bubble twenty five, make your depth one sixty. Speed six knots. Bearing two sixty degrees.”
“Fifty at six knots aye Sir.”
USS Stonewall Jackson slipped deeper down into the dark cold North Pacific, and the few surface eddies, the only trace that she’d been there, soon disappeared.
“Sonar. ID?”
“Sir, it’s a Sang-O. I can’t tell whether it’s a I or a II.”
“Weaps, armament?”
The Weapons Officer had the Dummies guide up on his screen. “Two tubes, Russian 53-65KE torpedoes. Sir. Phased array active homing, wire guided. Range, enough for this encounter, speed fifty one miles per hour.”
“Designate contact as Tango one, get me a firing solution. Has he spotted us?”
“Firing solution laid in, Sir. Mk 48 CBASS in tubes one two and three.”
“Weaps, get tube two ready.”
“Sir, tube flooded, outer doors open.” There was a ping against the hull, you didn’t need a headset on to hear it.
“He’s seen us now. Arm tube two.” Four miles was no distance, he knew this was a duel at twenty paces.
“Tube two fault, torpedo not arming.” Shit.
“Ready tube three.”
“Sonar, fish in the water.”
Damn. He calculated how long until it would be here; four minutes, 48 seconds.
“Weaps was on the line to the torpedo room, he knew to let him get on with it.
“Sonar. Fish now two miles.”
“Get countermeasures ready to port and starboard.” These would spin out from the boat emitting boat like sounds and blowing air out to create bubbles of confusion for the incoming torpedo.
“Tube three flooded, outer doors open. Ready in all respects.”
“Launch tube three.” There was a rushing sound up forward.
“Fish away. She’s tracking. The fish is hungry.”
“Sonar. Incoming fish one point one miles.” His voice showed signs of the stress they all felt. “Incoming fish point seven miles. Fish hunting, it’s turning around looking.”
Maybe it had lost lock?
“Steady now,” said Nathan. He didn’t feel too steady himself, but he couldn’t show it.
“Incoming fish locked on, point three miles. ” You could feel spirits fall and a few men cursed and sighed. The torpedo raced in on USS Stonewall Jackson at fifty miles an hour.
“Point two miles.” Nathan checked his wristwatch and waited. “Eject noisemakers.”
“Noisemakers ejected Sir.”
“Come hard to port on my mark,” he counted down the seconds, get it right, “now.” The boat heeled to the left. There was nothing else left to do.
“Sonar. Fish has gone for the noisemaker.” The control room cheered. There was a loud boom and the boat rolled to the left, then pulled up to normal as the sea turbulence subsided.
“Sonar. Our fish is running in. It’s gone active, pinging. Closing now, the revs are up. Hot datum. Hot datum. On target, yes. Sub is ripping up, she’s going down. We got her.” The control room cheered and exchanged high fives.
“Ok, ok,” said Nathan, “that could have been us. Let’s get back to work people. Well done.” He smiled.
“Reload tube three with Mk 48 CBASS and find out what’s wrong with tube two.”
He looked to his XO. “If they don’t know already, they’ll know soon that they’ve lost a boat. They’ll be pissed.”
Now we’ve got the momentum, thought Nathan, how do we use it?
THE OVAL OFFICE. THE Whitehouse.
“YOU’RE TELLING ME WE do nothing, nothing? Crazy bozo is laughing at us and we just sit here like a bleeding heart surrender monkey from Vermont?”
The National Security Adviser knew he’d have to play this one carefully.
“No, Mr President, but we’ll look weak if we just start shooting from the hip. We have to out think these guys. Be patient, but be ready with both barrels when the time’s right.”
“I’m all out of patience with this fat fuck.”
“Can we get two coffees in here, Mr President?”
“What?” The President stared at him. “Yeah, why not.” He pressed the call button. “Two coffees in here. OK. Yes, Penny.”
* * *
THIS HAD TO WORK FOR Peekaboo’s sake, thought Stockhaisen. Penny set the coffees down and left. He’d have to try.
“I think it’s like the Tortoise and the Hare, Mr President. We’d be wise to play the Tortoise for now. Let me get together with the brass at the Pentagon and we’ll find a way to smoke him out. His ass’ll be handed to him on a plate when we’re done.”
The President considered. “Ok, but I get to bitch slap that mother?”
“Yeah, all you want.”
“Ok, you’ve got your time. But I want his ass and I want it roasted.”
The National Security Advisor smiled. “Would you like fries and pickle with that?”
THE SEA OF JAPAN. TWENTY five miles off Sinpo. North Korea.
“RIG TRIM TO ASCEND fore and aft. Up bubble fifteen. Come to periscope depth.” The deck tilted to the rear and all leaned forward. The planesman pushed forward on the yoke and the deck levelled.
“Stream the communications buoy.”
Nathan walked over to the communications officer’s console.
“Lieutenant Commander Lemineux send this to COMSUBPAC.” Nathan handed him a note.
“Sir.”
* * *
PRIORITY RED
R 271345Z JUL 86 ZY10
STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
TO COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/STONEWALL JACKSON 479/ ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
REQUEST BIGBIRD TAKE ON MAYANG-DO ISLAND BASE. SEOPUNG MOORING.
EASTERN APPROACHES TO SINPO AND MAYANG-DO.
MSG END//

FIVE HUNDRED MILES above Xinjiang. Western China.
THE EVOLVED ENHANCED CRYSTAL reconnaissance satellite USA-186 received the command to burn its motor, lowering its orbit to a perigee of one hundred and forty miles over Eastern Korea. The burn occurred over Haxix, followed by the longer burn to correct the orbital inclination of the satellite to pass over the correct north south position required. The exposures would be taken over Sinpo, on the North Korean east coast.
Each of the Bigbird satellites cost more to make and launch than a nuclear powered Nimitz class aircraft carrier. It could resolve its image down to a couple of inches. Bigbird passed over its target at 17,000mph, shooting multiple times. The motor burned again to return it to a higher apogee. When it crossed the Pacific and was over CONUS, its onboard computer linked up with the NRO via area 58, classified location, but thought by many to be Fort Belvoir, Northern Virginia.
The processed files were transferred and stored securely by the NRO, then the results passed to COMSUMPAC Pearl Harbor.
* * *
HOURS LATER, USS STONEWALL Jackson returned to periscope depth and picked up the take relayed from the reconnaissance satellite USA-186.
Lemineux transferred the images to an 11” tablet.
“Here you go Sir.”
“Thanks. Flood forward one”, said Nathan, “open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth. Down bubble fifteen, make your depth sixty. All stop. XO, Kaminski. Wardroom.” They made their way aft. “I’m going to the galley for three coffees.”
The XO and Nikki Kaminski sat.
“War committee, Kaminski, that’s a new one for you,” said the XO.
“It is, I was nervous at first but I’m getting more used to it now.”
“You’re doing fine, just tell it like you see it. That’s what he wants. You bring a fresh eye.”
Nathan returned with the coffees. “So we have a recent Bigbird pass. Let’s give it a good looking over.” They spent five minutes viewing and zooming in on the details. The resolution was stunning.
“So what’s your view?”
“I can’t see any evidence of net fixings on the mainland or the island side. Nor any in the berthing area of the Seopung,” said Larry, “but they’re clearly there at the western entrance.”
“Mines?” said Nikki.
“Could be,” Nathan rubbed his temples. “You don’t normally use them in that situation, but who knows how the PRKN think?”
“I know they won’t have left the back door open, they’ll have done something to keep out the ROK Navy and us.” said Larry, “But it’s your call, Nathan.”
Nathan looked at Nikki, trying to ignore her blue eyes, and curvy form under the uniform coverall. “Nikki, what do you think?”
“I don’t think we’ll get in. But you never know. Park Dong-Rot doesn’t think so either. He may be overconfident?”
“Park Dong-Rot?”
“It’s a name I’ve heard around the boat Si.. Nathan. Derogatory term for the North Koreans.”
Nathan smiled. “Yeah, well let’s see if we can do it. We’ll have to take it nice and slow.”
* * *
THEY RETURNED TO THE control room and Nathan studied the chart. “Get us a course to here Kaminski, mid channel.”
The USS Stonewall Jackson made her way at five knots towards the middle of the eastern channel. She arrived at her start point. Up above the light was fading; another hour should do it, he thought.
“Right, H hour is 18.30.” He knew he’d a good team, on the boat. The COB was a shit-eating Texan, Seamus Cox. Nobody, but nobody, crossed Dick.
XO Larry Sayers was from some hard-knocks part of Chicago, tough and hard but thoughtful with it.
Nikki Kaminski was a Georgian Gal from Macon. She’d look the part, dressed in her finery like her Confederate ancestors, parading through Savannah in a horse-drawn carriage or on a riverboat. But she’d a mind as sharp as a whip. He’d a good team aboard, he knew they’d need one. He looked at his wristwatch. 18.20.
“Control room. Rig for red.” The room was bathed in a dull red light, it would allow his eyes to adjust to the night view in the periscope.
He’d be using the screen in front of him, and night vision viewer in the scope. But, you never knew. Just before H hour, he unhooked the microphone.
* * *
“ALL HANDS, ALL HANDS. We are standing just off the eastern entrance to the enemy’s naval base. We’re going to try sneaking in tonight. It’s going to be tough, rig for silent running. We’re here to sink a boat that Uncle Sam wants on the bottom, he asked for us. When you need a hard job doing, you ask for the best and Stonewall Jackson’s the meanest son of a bitch there is. Park Dong-Rot will have his Dong cut off tonight. We’ll push off now. Commander out.”
He looked around at the figures bathed in the dull red light.
“Forward, speed three knots.” She advanced forward slowly, the minutes ticked slowly by.
“Sonar. Requesting coast, Sir.”
“Coast the boat.”
The prop came to a stop. Nathan let him listen.
“Sir, there’s something out there. It’s not a vessel, it’s a faint noise. Like the tide’s running past something. I don’t know what, but it’s not changing.” He knew it could be some obstacle, even some kind of mine. Only one thing for it. He walked aft to the Goat Locker; this was the Chief Petty Officers’ living and socialising space. Nathan knocked and entered.
“CPO Innes, could I have a word outside please?” The two men talked out in the companionway. “We’ve found something out there, or sonar has; we don’t know what it is. Would you like a night swim?”
“Not really, Sir. But seeing as you’ve asked, I’ll do it.”
“Thanks, we’re at a stop. The sail’s at seventy feet. It’ll be black out there.”
“I’ll get started, Sir.”
Innes got his assistant and donned his warm undersuit and then his dry suit. He set up the CIS Lunar rebreather and his assistant helped him put it on. Everything was clipped shut. His assistant double-checked that all valves were set as they should be, then signalled to the COB in the control room.
“Sir, CPO Innes is ready to enter the sail.”
“Tell him to go ahead.”
The COB passed back a thumbs up signal.
The inner hatch opened and Innes climbed in. He closed the hatch and spun the wheel. Water filled the sail, and he switched on a helmet light. He spun the wheel again and lifted the hatch, then Innes pulled himself out into the gloom. He took hold of his line and clipped on to a fixing on the deck, then swam upward out of the hatch, letting the line reel out behind him. Innes took a sighting on the compass, two six five, and finned out into the black emptiness. His gauges read seventy feet, two six five degrees. Nothing but the slight hiss and pop of his valves, just blackness. Fin on. Innes’s world shrank to this. There was nothing else but you, and what you were doing. That was how it had to be. You were alone out there in the black. His gages read seventy feet, two six five degrees. There was only blackness. Nothing but the slight hiss and pop of his valves, just blackness. Finn on.
* * *
AFTER A FEW MINUTES, a form appeared out of the darkness, the lower edge of a ship’s walkway, and the hull walls were covered in dead men’s fingers. This was a filter feeder and nothing to do with dead people. The rail rose up. Innes rose and swam over the deck. He was near the bow and swam towards it, then turned and headed for amidships. He made his way down towards the stern across cavernous empty holds. A large Eel surprised him at one point as it snaked its way by him, its two large blue eyes watching his odd form. There, at the stern, was the superstructure, projecting up one hundred feet or so. It was time to return. He reeled the cable in following a reciprocal bearing eighty five degrees. Nothing but the slight hiss and pop of his valves, just blackness. Fin on.
* * *
THEN, THERE SHE WAS, the Jackson. He lowered himself into the sail, down the hatch, closed and spun the wheel. He knocked with a hammer he carried on the lower hatch three times twice. The knocks came back. The sail drained slowly. The lower hatch was opened, so he handed down the rebreather and climbed down to the deck. Innes removed his mask and hood and walked forward into the control room.
“Ah, CPO Innes, what did you find?” asked Nathan.
“Sir, it’s a blockship, a coaster. Maybe two thousand tons.”
Nathan nodded. “Could you ready your rebreather set? I’m afraid we may need you again tonight.”
“Yes, Sir. Could I take a hot shower? A Walrus would shiver out there. My balls are about to desert my body.”
Nathan smiled. “Yes of course.” He raised the scope and did a 360. “Kaminski. Access the scope’s 360 and plot the block ship’s position. Planesman, come to south at four knots and turn west for another run in.” There were no nets, the enemy was using blockships to prevent access. Unless they met a wall of them, they might still get in.
Innes got three more swims that night, and the chart filled up with four charted positions of block ships. Nathan looked carefully at Innes after the fourth dive. The man was visibly shivering and pale with exhaustion. He’d taken it as far as it would go.
“Get your hot shower and whatever the galley can give you, then get to your bunk and sleep. The COB will see your duties are attended to. Well done CPO Innes, thanks.”
* * *
NATHAN WALKED OVER to the chart. “Now, how far until the end of this lot, Kaminski?”
“At the latest, they must end on this line, but that means twice the distance we’ve penetrated so far. Sir. My guess is less than that, but we’re still halfway in or less.” She turned to look at him with those bottomless blue eyes, which had a faint hint of a playful smile about them. “Are you trying to go all the way in?”
What? Was she flirting?
He tried not to smile. “I’ll try.”
A scraping sound came from the sail.
“All stop. Engage reverse. Nice and slow. Sonar?”
“I think it came from the sail’s fore planes, Sir. Sounded like a cable running over one.”
He’d been dreading this. After a fire aboard it was the submarine’s greatest fear.
“I think we just snagged a tethered mine. Pulled it down towards us. Weaps, what do we have on PRKN mines?”
“Not much Sir, they’ve got some old Soviet mines but we’ve some evidence from the ROKN that they’ve been making their own. It’ll be tethered to the seabed, some have contact detonation, some have timers too.”
He’d been dreading that one. The thing could be up there ticking away right now.
“Half left rudder, keep backing up.” They must put some distance between them and the mine.
“Rudder fully aft, keep going.” Two minutes passed by. Another scraping sound came from the sail. Oh shit, not another.
“Forward four knots, half left rudder.” It couldn’t be much worse. It was like playing blind man’s bluff in a dark room full of shotguns, with all their triggers wired up with nylon lines. Wander into a line, pull it and that’s it.
He looked to his XO. “We’ve wandered into a goddamn minefield.”

Chapter 4

FROM THE STARBOARD side came a massive boom; it was some way off but still the boat rocked and weaved in the boiling turbulence.
“That would have been the first mine going up,” said Weaps, “seems they’re on a timer.”
“It’s looking like a four minute delay, that’s if they’re all the same.”
“Head for the detonation point,” said Nathan. “It can’t go off twice.” He knew they were heading out of there; there was no getting into the base now.
“Kaminski, nav us the best route out of here.”
“Commander, can you give me a 360?” she asked.
“Yep, blow one, come to periscope depth.” Once there he set up his console for a three sixty. The scope rose above the surface, did a 360 and submerged.
“Take the 360 Kaminski and do your stuff.” He looked at the image himself, it was just starting to break dawn up there.
Nathan zoomed in on a part of the screen. “Joe Gook is up early today. We’ll be having company soon.”
Two Corvettes from the main Sinpo base were heading their way.
“Flood one. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth. Down bubble twenty, depth fifty.”
“Aye aye Sir. Down twenty, depth fifty.”
“At the det point, Sir.”
“Coast the boat.” A few minutes later the sound of props was just audible.
“Sonar?”
“Yes Sir, the two Corvettes, they’re not pinging, they’re using passive search.”
“Keep me in the loop, ok? I need to know what’s going on.”
“Yes Sir, sorry.” The sonar operator listened for a few minutes. “Sir, they’re moving further out to the east, equispaced, one north, one south.”
“Best exit route Kaminski?”
“Bearing three two degrees, Sir, it takes us close to the northern patrol boat but that’s the best run out.”
“Weaps, get me a firing solution on that boat and designate it Tango one.”
“Sir.”
“Solution laid in, Sir.”
“Remind me of our warshot loading.”
“Sir, warshot. Tubes one to four Mk 48 CBASS. Tubes five Harpoon, six clear. Vertical VPM launch tubes with twenty one Tomahawk BGM-109 cruise missiles. Tube two is working now Sir, it was a fault on the fish, it’s now fixed.” A terrific boom sounded to the south, within seconds the boat heaved then rolled with the shockwave. The second mine had blown.
“Sir, something entering the water from the north, it’s east of us. There’s a line moving south.”
There were deep thuds from the east.
“I think they’re mortars, air dropped. A north to south barrier line.”
Just north, there was a plop into the sea followed by a powerful explosion. The hull shook.
“Ship launched anti-submarine mortars, Sir.” Another mortar exploded to the south. There was a further plop and a mortar exploded just to the south. The boat heaved violently to the north.
“Split and leakage in ring main two, damage control team on it!” The COB shouted, alarm in his voice.
“Sir, air dropped line has started again, advancing north.” Deep thuds sounded to the south-east line of advance, moving to the north.
“Get us to the site of the first mortar drop Kaminski.”
“Steer, zero five zero.”
“Planesman, do as she says.”
“Aye aye, Sir.” The whole area had become a forest of air and ship-launched weapons.
“XO, they’re trying to keep us in here with that airdropped curtain, while these two vessels systematically whack different sections. They’ll get lucky eventually.” Another mortar blew off to the north, and the boat lurched to the south and rolled in the turbulence. There was only one thing for it. Another mortar exploded to the south violently shaking the boat, and the hull groaned.
“Sonar. The airdrop line is advancing towards the south.”
“How far south?”
“Almost due east of us.”
“Give me a clear run east, Kaminski.”
“Forty degrees, it’s right underneath the northernmost Corvette, Sir.”
Nathan swallowed and gripped the Conn’s rail. “Planesman. Forty degrees. All ahead full.”
“Aye Sir, all ahead and forty degrees.” The boat surged ahead, picking up speed.
“Sonar. Airdrop line is reversing, now heading north.”
Come on, come on. Would she make it before the air dropped mortar curtain reached them? She was now at max speed. The airdrops got louder as they marched north. Nathan’s grip tightened and he realized he was holding his breath. Boom, boom, boom. He looked up as the boat pitched up from the rear. That was behind them, they were through the curtain.
Thank God.
* * *
ANOTHER MINUTE AND the devil’s drum set at the east entrance was behind them.
“Come to two eighty, update firing solution on Tango one. Get me a firing solution on the southernmost boat and designate as Tango two.” Less than a minute later, Weaps came back.
“T1 and T2 are locked Sir.”
“Flood tubes one and two, open outer doors.
Tube one, lock in for Tango two. Tube two for Tango one.”
“Tubes ready in all respects Sir,”
“Launch tube one.” There was a rushing sound up forward.
“Good launch, the fish is hungry.”
“Weaps, launch tube two.” The rushing sounded again.
Nathan counted down the seconds, then raised the periscope. He set it to wide angle, framing it so there was a Corvette on either side of the screen.
“Weaps. Wire cut on T1, fish pinging, revs up, running in. Wire now cut on T2, fish pinging, revs up, running in. Both fish are terminal.” There was a pause. “Hot datum on T1. Hot datum on T2.”
On Nathan’s screen, the southernmost ship was lifted out of the water by the explosion. She fell back into the sea split in two. The northernmost Corvette was ripped apart, the torpedo having struck the magazine. Nathan lowered the scope.
“Bearing forty five degrees, speed eighteen knots. Let’s get clear.”
Nathan knew that was the eastern channel shut off, it only left the western side and that was netted and shut as tight as a turtle’s ass.
USS BENFIELD.
HE STOOD AT THE FORE end of the bow, spray mixed with sleet blew over the gunnels. Out in front was the grey Sea of Japan, where the wind blew from the crests of the white horses. It was cold that morning. Out there over the horizon was the small port of Geojin-Ri, Republic of Korea. It lay about ten miles south of the North Korean border.
Captain Chris Harding of the Arleigh Burke class destroyer USS Benfield (DDG-65) turned to return inside his ship. He liked to drink in the environment, to get a feel for where he was. They’d sailed out of the 7th Fleet base at Yokosuka Japan three days ago; his mission was to patrol the South Korean coast from the northern border south to Ulsan and back.
He entered the ship’s superstructure, drank in the warmth, and made his way aft down the steps to the galley. Harding took his place in the line-up with the rest of the crew. He could have taken his breakfast in his cabin but preferred to mix in with the men. He was a goddamn sailor like the rest of them. If it was good enough for them, it was good enough for him.
He chose a table.
“Mind if I join you guys?”
“No Sir. Please.” The sailor gestured for the Captain to sit.
He stayed to eat and shoot the shit with his men, then left for the control room. It was full of men and women sitting at screens wearing headsets.
“Mike, Victor, Alfa, Charlie. You are clear sector Delta two.”
“Copy Romeo Whiskey twelve. Benfield reports zero traffic at this time. Over.”
The Principal Air Warfare officer talked down an SH-60B Seahawk.
“Rodger Blue light one, you are vector one six two. You have four miles to feet dry. OOTD is waiting for your call. Call him November, Kilo niner, six, eight, decimal four. Repeat. November, Kilo niner, six, eight, decimal four.”
A woman’s voice came back over the RT.
“Copy Benfield. November, Kilo niner, six, eight, decimal four. Blue light is inbound at five hundred feet.”
“How’s it look Dizzy?”
The ship’s Executive Officer, Mike Diz, looked over. “Pretty quiet, some fishing boat activity. There was a PRKN offshore patrol boat, but it’s gone north.”
“Ok, we’re thirty five miles offshore, we’ll come south. Pilot, ship’s bearing two four five degrees, speed twelve knots.”
“Aye, Sir.” Benfield turned to port and came abeam. Her four General Electric LM2500-30 gas turbines were not taxed much by the low speed. Half of her two hundred and eighty complement slept on through their off watch. They’d come on watch in the afternoon.
* * *
“SONAR. ENEMY SURFACE ship. Prop change, speed is now twelve knots, heading south, south east. Range narrowing, eighteen kilometres. Bearing two zero two degrees.”
“Come to four zero degrees, speed nine knots,” said Commander Jeong Seok. The PRKN Sang-O class submarine Badabaem (Sea Snake) came to her new heading. Her Trout Cheek sonar was more than capable of tracking the American destroyer at this range.
“Keep a good ear out Sonar, I want to know if he changes tack before he does.”
“Sir.”
Badabaem headed out away from the coast on an intercept track with the ship. Thirty minutes later, the gap had narrowed.
“Sonar, can you get an ID?” asked Jeong.
“Sir, it looks like an Arleigh Burke class destroyer. I’m eighty five percent positive on that. Bearing thirty three degrees, range nine point six kilometres.”
“Rig trim to ascend fore and aft. One forward. Come to periscope depth.” Jeong made a note on a pad at his conn. He handed it to the Communications Officer.
“Make that message to Eastern Fleet, code Tuesday 8th.”
“Yes, Sir.” He typed it into the set and transmitted.
EASTERN FLEET. SUBMARINE OPERATIONS.
BADABAEM. ID E33U7T29. POSITION 38 266 175N 179 033 455W
ENEMY USN DDG 9KM TO EAST. HEADING SSW. REQUEST INSTRUCTIONS.
BADABEAM OUT.
Ten minutes later the reply came back.
BADABAEM. ID E33U7T29
EASTERN FLEET. SUBMARINE OPERATIONS. ID782EB7GE84-AA
OPERATION MT PAEKTU. REPEAT. OPERATION MT PAEKTU.
WORKERS PARTY OF KOREA WISH YOU WELL.
EASTERN FLEET. SUBMARINE OPERATIONS OUT.

Commander Jeong Seok read the message and raised his eyebrows. Operation Mt Paektu?
“Sonar update on enemy vessel?”
“Bearing thirty three five, range nine point two kilometres.”
“Flood one. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth. Down twenty, depth four five meters. Speed nine knots.”
“Yes, Sir.”
Badabaem dived under the grey swell, leaving no trace. Jeong knew he carried the honour of the PRKN with him this day. He’d need to be at his best.
“Weapons officer. Make checks on type 53s.” The Weapons Officer moved to the forward torpedo room. If called on, the Type 53 had plenty of range, typically forty kilometres, using the Otto fuel axial engine.
A few minutes later, he returned. “Two checked out, Sir.”
“Load tubes one and two.” The two Type 53s were already slung from overhead racking and were quickly loaded.
“Tubes ready, Sir.”
“Flood both tubes. Open outer doors.”
TERMINAL ACTION.
“COMMUNICATIONS. SIR, we detected a wide band encrypted signal somewhere to our west. The code type is consistent with PRKN signals.”
“Any reply so far?” asked Captain Harding.
“No, Sir.”
“Sonar?”
“Indeterminate, Sir. The South Korean fishing squadron to our west is causing acoustic interference in that quarter.”
“Ok, keep trying.”
“I’m applying filters now Sir.”
“Comms, listen for any possible reply.”
The minutes dragged on, and USS Benfield headed south.
“Communications. Possible reply detected Sir.”
“PSA Officer, any surface vessels apart from the fishing boats to our west?”
“Negative Sir,” replied the Principal Surface Action Officer. This could be a submarine, it would have to be checked out.
“Come to two seven zero, speed sixteen knots.”
“Aye Sir.” Benfield turned to starboard.
“Sonar. Fish in the water. Fish in the water. Catalogue Russian, type 53. Range five point seven miles, speed fifty MPH.” Harding calculated it in his head, less than seven minutes to impact.
Klaxons sounded throughout the ship.
Whoop, whoop. “Battle stations, battle stations.” Whoop, whoop. “Battle stations, battle stations.” Men and women donned white anti-flash hoods and scurried to their battle stations. Damage control parties took up their positions.
“Sonar. Range four miles. Fish is going wide to the north.” Harding knew the 53 was wire guided and its operator knew they’d be heading west. He’d be going wide to come in for a starboard side impact.
“Ready countermeasures. Load tubes. Ripple effect, high to low.” Noisemaking and bubble dispensing decoys would be ejected mortar style, fired from deck tubes with high angle long range first. Lowering to shorter range next; creating a wall of confusion to the incoming torpedo. Benfield had a chance.
“Sonar, mark target. Weaps, launch ASROC,” commanded Captain Harding. The rocket launched anti-submarine missile blasted off on a tower of flame from its launcher. It carried a MK 46 torpedo that would be parachuted into the sea near the target. The Mk 46 would then perform a snake or circle search to locate its target with onboard sonar.
“Sonar. Fish is turning in. Range two point six miles.”
“Weaps, ASROC launched, the bird is flying.”
“Comms, let COMSEVENTHFLT Yokosuka know we are under attack. Suspected Sang-O class boat.”
“Sir.”
The type 53 raced in ever closer.
“Sonar, the fish has gone active, it’s pinging.” The type 53 possessed a phased array active sonar for terminal guidance.
“Second fish in the water. Catalogue Russian, type 53. Range, four point eight miles.” The guidance wire had been cut so the operator was now able to control the second fish.
“Range point five miles.”
“Come to eight five degrees, face the fish.” Benfield turned to starboard to present the smallest area to the incoming torpedo.
“Launch countermeasures, port side. Three, two, one. Now.” Cylindrical canisters flew from tubes high and low.
* * *
THE TORPEDO DETONATED six feet to the port side of USS Benfield’s hull; the countermeasures had partially done their job. The hull ripped open fifteen feet astern of the bow. Seawater flooded in, and watertight doors protected all compartments to the rear, but the ship’s forward motion quickly flooded the compartment.
“Damage control to bulkhead one, check for flooding,” ordered the Master Chief.
“Sonar. Fish one point three miles, running in port side.
“Ready countermeasures. Load tubes. Ripple effect, high to low,” ordered Harding. He knew the situation was now desperate.
“Sonar, the fish has gone active, it’s pinging. Range point six miles.”
“Come to two seven zero, face the fish.” Benfield turned to the west, but slower this time due to the weight of water in the bow.
“Launch countermeasures, port side. Three, two, one. Now.” The type 53 was diverted by the countermeasures, but not far enough, and it struck towards the stern. The destroyer lifted in the water and then settled back down; the turbines had been crippled and fires raged in the engine room and adjacent rear compartment. Damage control fought a battle with the fires, but it was a losing battle.
“ASW Officer. Ready ASROC. Lay in a solution.”
“Sir.”
Within ten minutes Harding had to bow to the inevitable. “XO, we’re losing her. Prepare to abandon ship.”
Comms, inform COMSEVENTHFLT Yokosuka that we are abandoning ship. Transmit our position to and copy the message to CNFK. Commander Fleet Activities Chinhae, Busan. South Korea.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Principal ASW Sir. ASROC released and is on parachute for descent.”
“Copy.” Captain Harding knew it was too late to save his own vessel. But it was now time.
“As ye sow, so shall ye reap. Go to hell, you bastards.”
* * *
THE ASROC LAUNCHED Mk 46 torpedo located its target and ran in at 46mph, with 97lbs of PBXN-103 high explosive striking the middle rear of the Sang-O boat. The hull burst in with unreasonable force and a large section flooded.
With total DC main electrical conduit failure, the boat was plunged into darkness. Commander Jeong ordered a manual emergency blow. The crew had to feel for the valves in the blackness. Badabaem rose slowly towards the surface, the hatch was quickly cracked open and men pulled out inflatable life rafts.
Seven crew survived, four were killed in the explosion and four terrified men remained trapped and doomed in the engine room.
* * *
NATHAN EMERGED FROM his cabin, he’d slept some but had woken early and been wrestling with twin dilemmas. One he could plan for, the other was a little more delicate. He’d have to keep his cards close to his chest.
Damn it.
He walked into the control room. “Exec, Kaminski, wardroom.”
“The XO’s in the head, Sir. I have the Conn,” said Weaps.
“Ok, tell him to come to the wardroom when he’s ready.”
“Let’s grab a coffee first,” Nathan and Lieutenant Kaminski walked back to the galley, and got three coffees, then returned to the wardroom and sat.
“How are you with the war committee role Nikki?”
“I’m fine with it if you are. I was surprised and a bit nervous at first,” she gazed up at him with those doe-like eyes, “but better now. If you think you’ve made a mistake appointing me, I understand.”
On the one level, he hadn’t made a mistake; she brought a clear alternative view. She had a keen mind that would think the unthinkable. She’d think it, analyse it, accept or reject it. Modify it, or kick its ass. What she lacked maybe was the wisdom of years.
“No Nikki, I haven’t made a mistake.” You’re lying Blake. “You’re doing great.”
His dilemma smiled at him, he had to smile back.
* * *
THE XO WALKED INTO the room and sat, and Nikki pushed his coffee to him.
“Thanks.”
“OK, how do we get at the damn thing?”
“It’ll have to be the west gate, I don’t see any other option,” said Larry.
Nathan nodded.
Nikki sighed. “I don’t know,” she said, “it’d be easier getting into a Prom Queen’s panties.” She smiled. “I’m a girl, I can say things like that.”
There had to be a better way, Nathan thought.
“What about VPM launch tubes? We’ve got four vertical tubes with seven Tomahawk BGM-109 cruise missiles in each. Twenty one Tomahawks, that’s got to hurt.”
“To get the best accuracy they’ll have to come in from the landward side and that’s over the main Sinpo base,” said Larry. “What about SAM cover, I think it’ll be a bit tough.”
Nikki switched her tablet on and consulted the dummies guide.
“Sinpo air defenses. Let’s see. SA-3 Goa upgraded to Pechora-2M, Flatface/Squat eye radar. Useful against cruise missiles. There’s thought to be ten batteries deployed. SA-2 Guideline, range seven to forty kilometres. Spoon rest and Fan Song radars. They’re a bit longer range, but can’t be ruled out at all. SA-7 Grail, MANPADS. Shoulder fired SAM, short range. Rear aspect hit likelihood only. That doesn’t help us, as the Tomahawks will be leaving Sinpo for the one mile run into Mayang-do Island. Numbers deployed are unknown but thought to be hundreds, as they have over four thousand of ‘em. ZSU 57-2 and ZSU 23-4 tracked vehicles with radar guided anti-aircraft guns. One thousand rounds per minute. They’re thought to have five hundred of them so there’ll be more than a few at Sinpo.”
“So, we can expect high attrition rates if we launch cruise missile strikes,” said Nathan.
Nikki nodded.
She went on. “The Pentagon is unlikely to commit a high-level strike by B52s or B1-Bs. As they also have seventy five S200 missiles, range one hundred and ninety miles, one hundred and thirty thousand feet, speed 5,600mph.”
“Jeezz Nikki, now give me the bad news.”
“I think the SA-7 Grail will be the greatest threat,” she said, “the Gook’s will have a ton of ‘em.”
Nathan took a drink of his coffee and set the cup down.
“So, it’s down to us then,” he smiled faintly. “You know? It is possible to get into a Prom Queen’s panties,” he shrugged, “so they tell me anyway.”

Chapter 5

THE OVAL OFFICE.
IT WAS SEVERAL HOURS later and the news of the Benfield’s sinking had come in.
“No, NSA Stockhaisen. I will not lie back and whimper. Fucking bastards have sunk one of our destroyers.”
“But we sunk…”
“I don’t care if we sunk a fucking Gook sub. I want ass, and I want it now. Get over to the CINC and tell him I want the Pentagon up that fat mother’s ass, like a horny camel.”
He knew there was no holding the President back on this one. All he could do was moderate it.
Well; maybe there was something he could do for his daughter? Maybe?
“Yes Mr President, I’ll get on it right away.”
* * *
THE NATIONAL SECURITY Adviser made a call.
She tapped the cell’s incoming call icon.
“Chali zai zheil.”
“Charlie One five one?”
“Yes,” she replied.
“We need to meet tonight.”
“Ok, Flushing NYC. Joe’s Shanghai on 37th Avenue. Seven thirty.”
“I’ll be there.”
* * *
HE SAT IN JOE’S SHANGHAI with a beer.
“You ready order?”
“I’m waiting on a lady.”
“Ok, you call. Here is another menu.” The door opened and a glamorous Asian hooker walked in, wearing a fur jacket and dark fishnet tights, her legs long and slinky. She was the type that would pull you into her and wouldn’t let go.
She sat by him.
“I’m hungry, feed me.”
“You got it.”
“So here I am, what can I do for you?” she pouted. “Apart from fuck your brains out.”
“The Ministry of State Security teaches you to do that?”
“No, I taught myself,” she smiled.
“Ok. Charlie, this business with the USS Benfield and the sub. You know the President can’t be held back from that one.”
“You know you need to keep him on his leash, as best you can.”
“Come on Charlie, he has to do something.”
“Do you know where in Nam she is?”
He knew the MSS would know, the bastards. “Where?”
“The lovely Peekaboo’s in Nha Trang I’m told. That’s on the southeastern coast.”
“I know where it is,” he replied.
“It’s a nice place. But does have its seedy side. You need to be careful. The MSS can protect or pursue, you can play a part in that.” She took her coat off. “Now, enough of that, let’s eat.”
NORTHERN SEA OF JAPAN.
COMMUNICATIONS OFFICER Lieutenant Commander Lemineux handed Commander Nathan Blake a communications slip.
“This just came in from COMSUBPAC Sir.”
He read it. The XO was back aft with some A-gangers. An issue with a stern ballast pump.
Nathan walked over to the chart display. Lieutenant Nikki Kaminski looked up, smiled and then quickly suppressed it. He handed her the communication.
PRIORITY RED
R 221345Z JUL 86 ZY17
COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/PACOPS 6738/COMSUBPAC ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
MAINTAIN STATION. OFFENSIVE OPERATIONS ON TEMPORARY HOLD.
MSG END//

She read it and handed it back.
“So, Nikki, it looks like she gets to keep her panties on for a bit longer.”
She gave him a cheeky smile. “Poor girl.”
* * *
NATHAN COMPLETED HIS tour of the boat, all was well, she was in fine shape. How long this hold would last was anybody’s guess.
“XO, Kaminski, Weaps. Let’s go to the wardroom. We’ll go via the galley and get some coffee.”
Sitting around a table in the wardroom, Nathan looked between the two people before him.
“Weaps, Lieutenant Kaminski has a plan outlined. It hasn’t been authorised, but at some point it may be. I doubt it, but we can’t rule it out. I’d like to put some flesh on the bones, just in case it’s needed. We have a hold on operations, so we’ll do it now. Kaminski, if you outline the plan to Weaps first, then we’ll get started.”
Nikki explained the plan.
Weaps puffed his cheeks out. “I see, ok I’ll start a new plan of Ops. What are we going to call it, Sir?”
“You’d better ask Kaminski.”
“Well,” she said, “this is the USS Stonewall Jackson, so I guess it has to be Bull Run. The two battles are where the General excelled himself.”
ANDERSEN AIR FORCE base. Guam.
THE BENFIELD HAD TO be avenged, there was no holding back, the political situation demanded it. It started hours after the sinking.
Four GE F101-102 turbofan engines rolled down the runway. Sheets of flame poured out from their afterburners, producing one hundred and twenty thousand pounds of thrust. The B1-B Lancer bomber lifted skyward, followed quickly by a second B1-B.
“Rooster 2 from Rooster 1 taking up flight level 33 for WP1”
“Copy Rooster 1.”
“It’s a long trip north, Kip.”
“Yeah, but then the fun starts.”
Major Pete ‘Soup’ Campbell mission commander and Lieutenant Kip ‘Slippy’ Clay, sat side by side at the pointy end of one big kick ass bird.
Slippy had logged over 1000 hours flying the B-1B or the ‘Bone’, as it was affectionately known. Bone, B one.
Soup had nearly that, having moved over from the B2 Spirit Stealth Bomber. He’d said that this was real strike missions for real men, not cruising near invisible at high altitude. This was get down low and get dirty.
The two were part of a flight from the 28th Bomb squadron, on detachment from Dyess AFB Texas.
WP1 or waypoint 1 was just off Southern Japan. The pair of B1-B Lancers would cross Japan between Hiroshima and Kitakyushu, making rendezvous with a KC-135 Stratotanker over Mishima Island in the Sea of Japan. Refuelled, they’d start to lose altitude before going feet dry south of Donghae, South Korea. It would then be a low-level flight north over the Odaesan and Seoraksan National Parks on their way to the target.
“Don’t you boys be getting lost now, d’ya hear?” Sat in a separate compartment to the rear of the cockpit was Lieutenant Donna ‘Fangs’ Farra. As the Defensive Systems Officer, she controlled the B1-B’s sophisticated defensive systems. Sitting next to her was Linda ‘Razor’ Seraisi, the Offensive Systems Officer. A black girl from Louisiana and cool as they come, Razor was competent and seemingly unflappable.
“Yeah, don’t you guys fuck this up. Joe Gook’s looking forward to our visit,” said Razor.
“Yeah, right,” said Slippy, “you gals knit me a new jumper back there.”
“In your dreams,” replied Fangs Farra.
Rooster 1 headed north north west, with Rooster 2 1,000 feet below and behind.
* * *
“ROOSTER 1 DISENGAGED. Thanks for the fill up, Fatman one.”
“You’re welcome Rooster flight, good hunting. Returning to Yokota. See you on the exfil.”
“Copy.” The KC-135 turned back to Japan.
Slippy lined up the aircraft and selected WP2 just off the coast. He eased back on the revs slightly for the long gradual fall to the ingress altitude of two hundred feet.
Long minutes later they approached the coast.
“Levelling off, two hundred feet.” Soup saw the coastline through the gathering gloom, lights were on along the coast road. The two deep penetration strike bombers raced in at four hundred knots.
“Rooster 1 feet dry,” called Slippy.
“Rooster 2 feet dry.”
Night vision goggles lit the scene in a pale glow. Slippy selected the valley to his left and followed the western slope. At the end of the valley, he turned hard left, overbanking to line up with the next wooded valley. He settled on a height of one hundred and thirty feet.
A warble sounded from Fangs’s DSO station. “Defense. Mud Spike. Picking up an Echo band radar, range eight kilometres bearing two six-five degrees.”
A South Korean military ground radar was painting them.
“Defense. IFF positive ID.”
Being an ally, the Republic of Korea Identification Friend Foe system wasn’t flashing the USAF aircraft as a threat. The two B1-Bs rolled on north through steep wooded valleys.
“Slippy, let the old man have a go at this,” said Soup.
“You have control.”
“I have control.” Soup pulled hard into a turn in the valley, reaching a ninety degree bank.
Pilots who’ve flown both, say the Lancer handles like a heavy F4 Phantom.
The B1-B screamed up the river valley at four hundred knots. The river was a good visual clue, and Soup got her down to around sixty feet. Their path would take them just west of Yanggu, and Soup saw the lights coming up on the right.
The lights disappeared, and the B1-B flew over a broad fertile plain on the east bank of the river.
“Coming up on Uncle Kim’s backyard.” The Bone crossed the border at eighty feet altitude and four thirty knots.
“We are officially in bad man’s land,” said Fangs, she let out a whoop. “Time to earn our pay.”
“Slippy. You take over, we’re on the ingress to the target soon,” said Soup.
“I’ve things to do. You have control.”
“I have control.”
After five kilometres, the Bone flew down the lake complex of Imnam Josuji. Around twelve miles long, it allowed the Lancer to get down real low. There were still turns in the lake complex; forested hills rushed by as they skimmed the lake surface. Slippy pulled back on the stick to gain altitude prior to pulling hard left. A brief fast run over the surface, then a long right turn. The wooded hill was just feet away from the cockpit. The lake petered out into a river, leading them towards the town of Hoeyang. It was now a flat plane all the way to their first target, the Naval base and East Fleet HQ at Wonsan. They crossed the Pyongyang — Wonsan highway, and kept that to their right all the way in.
“Defense. Mud Spike. Picking up a Charlie band target acquisition radar, twelve kilometres bearing two one degrees. Source is a Flat-Face radar. I’m also detecting a Side-Net radar in support. We have an SA-3 Goa SAM out there. I’m streaming the tail.” Pausing for a few seconds Donna ‘Fangs’ Farra called out, “Tail deployed, going active.”
Streaming out behind the Bone was the ALE-55 towed repeater jammer, millions of dollars of sophisticated electronics, emitting signals to confuse enemy radar. The towed decoy acts as a missile countermeasures decoy. Crews had nicknamed it ‘Little Buddy’. On the B1-B Lancer, it was integrated into the ALQ-184/9 Electronic Counter Measures pod, thus creating an integrated threat-protection system.
* * *
“FINAL RUN IN,” SAID Soup, “weapons free.”
“Rooster 2, you are weapons free.”
“Copy Rooster 1, we are running in. On your right.” Both B1-Bs were going in, fangs and claws out.
“Offence. Selecting Paveway GBU-48, weapons armed. Opening bomb bay. Come five degrees right.”
Slippy banked the aircraft slightly. Laser and GPS guided the one thousand pound bombs that awaited the drop. They’d be guided in by the Sniper XR, chin mounted targeting pod. Linda ‘Razor’ Seraisi, the Offensive Systems Officer, was about to do her thing. That thing was what the Bone was good at; delivering destruction right where the enemy doesn’t want it. Wonsan naval base was about to be in a world of shit.
“Defense. We have India/Delta band Low Blow fire control radar. The Goa’s gone active. Keep on your run in Soup, it’s time to trust Little Buddy.”
“Offence. Bombs away. Salvo one gone. Come to one three zero degrees.” Slippy applied power and turned the Bone hard to the right.
“Defense. The Goa is running in.” Chaff, flares and decoys were ejected from the quadruple launchers in the B1-B’s rear. The SA-3 Goa streaked in at Mach two, closing on its target at an alarming rate. Fangs had done all she could, it was down to luck and Little Buddy’s electronics now.
Salvo one’s bombs hit their targets, and ships, dockside cranes and supply tankers disappeared in a storm of fire.
“Offence. Bombs away. Salvo two gone.” The Goa SAM flew well wide of the B1-B, its guidance confused.
“Turn seaward now,” said Soup, “go, go.” Slippy powered on and pulled hard left, and the afterburners thundered out over the bay. The Lancer rode on the four flame trailing GE turbofan engines. Rooster 2 dropped its load of death and followed.
SA-7 Grail shoulder mounted SAMs launched from the port, but the Lancers were too fast.
Black smoke rose and fierce fires burned around the base. Secondary explosions blew ships apart as magazines succumbed to the fires.
* * *
“ROOSTER FLIGHT COME to four three degrees select WP3,” ordered Soup. Target two, the nuclear complex at Punggye-ri, would now receive two very nasty visitors.
“WP3. Losing height.” The two aircraft dropped down to two hundred feet.
“Rooster 1, feet dry. Rooster 2 feet dry.” They went in just east of Kimchaek. The pair flew up a steep-sided valley around six miles long, before turning right over a flat area to the west of Kiju. Then it was North West up a river valley on the ten mile run into Punggye-ri.
Six miles to go.
Five miles to go.
“Rooster 1 on final,” Soup called.
“Rooster 2 on final from the west.”
“Defense. Mud Spike,” said Fangs, “picking up a Charlie band target acquisition radar, five kilometres bearing three two zero degrees. Source is a Flat-Face. Side-Net radar in support. We have another SA-3 Goa SAM out there. Tail is active.”
“Offence. Selecting Paveway GBU-28/B. Armed, opening bomb bay doors.” This was a frightening five thousand pound ‘bunker buster’.
Chaff, flares, decoys and the tail’s electronic dance of deception lured the SAM away.
“Bunting,” said Slippy, applying power and climbing. The bomb would be more effective when dropped from a height. The bomb was released at the position in the climb that the aiming computer calculated.
“Offence. Bombs away.” The Giant Paveway arced up over and down, following the laser designator’s aim. Its target was a hillside just above a hardened steel door. The bomb slammed in, burrowing down before exploding. It was as though an earthquake shook Punggye-ri. The shock was staggering.
Seconds later another earthquake struck as Rooster 2’s bomb found its mark.
The two Lancers turned for the coast and headed southeast over towards Japan, where a Stratotanker would be waiting.
* * *
IT WAS SAID THAT THE air turned blue, verging on violet, when Kim Jong-un was informed of the attack. A senior Air Force officer was said to be facing an anti-aircraft gun firing squad.
NHA TRANG. VIETNAM.
THE NEXT DAY, PEEKABOO Stockhaisen stood before the Long Son Pagoda. She’d wanted to be here after seeing the large white statue of the Buddha that was visible from the city. The beautiful and unique Taoist architecture was embellished with mythical animals and sculptures of Taoist gods, within a working monastery, complete with a school for monks in the grounds.
The elegant and impressive three-tier roofed entrance, decorated with dragon mosaics, led to the large temple grounds decorated with potted vegetation. She spent an hour exploring the tranquil grounds, enjoying the simple beauty of its buildings. She stopped for a rest and sat on a low stone wall in the shade of trees. Sitting opposite, were two Buddhist monks chatting quietly. One of them left after a few minutes. Two tourists walked by, and the two women spoke in what Peekaboo now recognised as Japanese. She noticed the monk looking at her; he was in his fifties she thought. She looked away, the sun shone through the leaves dappling the wall and stone pavement. She noticed him looking at her again, she didn’t feel threatened at all, he seemed peaceful.
“What troubles you?” he asked.
She frowned. “Nothing, I’m just enjoying the Pagoda and its grounds.”
“You are troubled, I can feel it. You’re carrying a burden. Let us talk. The Buddha said much about carrying and ridding yourself of trouble. In the end, only three things matter: How much you loved, how gently you lived, and how gracefully you let go of things not meant for you. I can see that you carry a pain. I know this. Do you?”
She didn’t reply, and the monk continued. “The Buddha was asked, what have you gained from meditation? He replied “nothing”. However, let me tell you what I have lost: anger, anxiety, depression, insecurity, fear of old age and death. Let us talk.”
She nodded.
* * *
THEY TALKED FOR NEARLY an hour. He discovered the source of her pain, and initially she resisted his solution, but little by little, he talked her around.
“Remember, it eats you away.” He said. “The Buddha said. Holding onto anger is like drinking poison and expecting the other person to die. Don’t wait to attend to your problem.
Remember the problem is that you think you have time.”
He stood. “Will you follow the Buddha’s advice?”
She nodded. “Yes, I will. Thank you.”
“I thank you for allowing me to help.”
She walked back to her hotel, a faint smile on her lips, because she knew he was right. For the first time in months, the burden she carried had been lifted. She knew what to do.

Chapter 6

The Whitehouse. Washington DC.
THE NATIONAL SECURITY Adviser read the briefing report from the Pentagon. Stockhaisen knew he’d have to get over there. It could be a difficult meeting; the President was getting harder to restrain.
His desk phone rang.
“Sir, I have a call for you.”
“Can’t it wait?”
“I don’t think it can, Sir.”
He sighed. “Ok.” The call was put through.
“Dad.”
“Peekaboo?”
“Are you busy? I can call back.”
“No. What’s the matter?”
“Nothing Dad.” She blurted out, “I want to come home and start again. Let’s put this issue behind us. It’s not worth it, it’s poisoning us both.”
“Yeah, that’s great news, wow.” He sat mouth agape,” I didn’t expect… I can’t wait to see you. When can you get back?” He punched the air, Yes.
“I’m going to call the airline now, I’ll fly today if I can.”
“Let me know.”
“I will. Thanks, Dad. I’ll be home soon.” She hung up. Stockhaisen grinned and punched the air again.
This was as wonderful as it was unexpected. The day had changed; his sun had come out.
THE OVAL OFFICE.
“GENTLEMEN WE HAVE A problem, we need a solution. Let’s come up with one,” said the President.
Also present in the room, was the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Ian Cotton USAF.
Chief of Staff of the Army General Sally Weingarten, USA.
Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Nicolaj Kamov, USN.
Commandant of the Marine Corps Bruce Nanut, USMC.
Chief of Staff of the Air Force General Neil L Cooper, USAF.
National Security Advisor, Stockhaisen.
“Whichever way we go, there’s a downside,” said General Cotton. “We just have to pick the least worst option.”
“What are the chances of a surgical strike, take him out?” asked the President.
“Possible, maybe,” said General Cooper.
“But who replaces him?” said General Nanut. “He could be as bad or worse.”
“What about a full blown air campaign against the North?”
“We could do, but that would be a full on war.”
“The Army would take a big hit, along with the Republic of Korea people and forces of course,” said General Weingarten.
“Aren’t we forgetting someone here?” said Admiral Kamov.
“Who?” asked the President.
“The man on the ground, Mr President. Never forget or underestimate the guy at the sharp end.”
“Can we get him from here?”
“Yes, Mr President.”
Long minutes went by.
UNDER THE SEA OF JAPAN.
“SIR,”
Lieutenant Commander Lemineux, USS Stonewall Jackson’s Communications Officer handed Commander Nathan Blake a communications slip.
“This just came in from COMSUBPAC Sir.”
PRIORITY RED
R 221345Z JUL 86 ZY08
COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/PACOPS 6732/COMSUBPAC ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
IMMEDIATELY CONTACT JCS BY MILLNET. ORDER OF GENERAL COTTON.
JCS// ID C98IC37X80-011-MN8G7F44//
MSG END//

Blake puffed his cheeks out. Dear God.
“Rig trim to ascend fore and aft, come to periscope depth. Stream the communications buoy.”
Nathan shook his head.
“Lieutenant Commander Lemineux. Make contact as requested, I’ll take the communication in my cabin.” Nathan entered his cabin, sat on his bunk and logged into his console.
Nathan was amazed and overwhelmed. How did you address the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs? There was a contact bleep.
“Commander Blake?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“This is General Cotton speaking. You’re in private, Commander?”
“Yes, Sir. In my cabin.”
“And under the Sea of Japan. Nice day over there?”
“I don’t know Sir, I’ve not been upstairs for a while.”
“Ok. I’m speaking to you from a meeting in the Oval Office. You’re on speaker phone. Present are the President, the National Security Advisor and the Joint Chiefs. I need you to speak your mind. Just tell it like it is, and you’ll do no wrong.”
“Sir.”
Was this actually happening, thought Nathan?
“We’re discussing options to deal with the Korean situation, and we want you in the loop.”
The CINC looked around the room.
“Commander, you’ve seen Fleet com?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“So, you’ll be aware of the USS Benfield incident?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“What you won’t be aware of is that two hours ago B1-Bs carried out strikes on Wonsan and the nuclear facility at Punggye-ri. Conventional weapons were used.”
The President held up his hand. “Commander. This is the President. What we need is to get that goddamn North Korean submarine on the bottom. How do we do it?”
Could he? thought Nathan. Dare he suggest it? He’d been racking his brains and couldn’t think of anything else. It was time to take a chance.
“Mr President, there is an idea we’ve been kicking around. It was suggested by a fellow member of the war committee…”
“What’s that?”
“Mr President,” said Admiral Kamov, “the Commander’s talking about a small group on the boat who plan operations. Bounce ideas around.”
“Go on Commander, what is it?” asked General Cotton.
“Sir, we’re calling it Bull Run. I’d like to invite the person who first thought of the idea.”
“Ok, bring him in.”
“I’ll be right back Sir.”
Nathan left the cabin and walked back to the Officer’s quarters, and shook Nikki awake in her bunk. “Nikki. Sorry to wake you, but we’ve got a call. I’m taking it in my cabin, come and join in.” Nikki rubbed her eyes. She picked her bra off its perch and put it on under the blanket, then got out of her bunk in her bra and panties. Nathan just had to look. He hoped his eyes didn’t linger too long.
“Who’s it from?” She stood and arranged her hair for several seconds longer than was necessary.
“Just the President and the Joint Chiefs.” She laughed and pulled on a coverall. “You asked.” He smiled.
“Sir. I have with me Lieutenant Kaminski, the boat’s Navigation Officer.”
Someone spoke over the secure line, she’d no idea who.
“Hello, Lieutenant. Has the Commander told you who’s in the meeting?”
“Only in jest, Sir.” This must be a Senior Officer ashore she thought, maybe an Admiral.
“He’s not jesting, I’m General Cotton. We’re in the Oval Office with the President, the NSA and the Joint Chiefs. Now, this Bull Run idea you have of getting at the Seopung. Let’s hear it. Give it to me straight.”
She stared at Nathan, who grinned. She poked him in the ribs.
“Sir, we tried the east entrance first,” she said.
“Kaminski, describe the layout of the port. We’re not all familiar with it.”
“Yes, Sir. The main Sinpo base is onshore but a mile offshore is an island that’s also part of the base, and that’s where Seopung is. We tried to get in via the east channel, but there’s no chance, Sir. The west channel is the main route in and it’s tighter than a turtle’s… it’s tight, Sir.”
“Sir,” said Nathan, “the area around Sinpo is SAM city so…”
“Yes, we know that. Even a B2 Spirit would be vulnerable.”
She knew it was time to get her neck on the block.
“Sir, we have one chance,” said Nikki. “We get Seopung to come out to play.”
“And how in hell do we do that, Kaminski?” asked Admiral Kamov.
“That’s the problem, Sir. You’re not going to like it.”

Chapter 7

THE OVAL OFFICE. WASHINGTON DC.
THE ADMIRAL SMILED. “How did you come up with that, Kaminski?”
“I’m a Georgia girl, Sir. We’re all sick and twisted.”
Kamov nodded to General Cotton.
“Ok we’re done here,” said Cotton. “Thanks Commander Blake, Lieutenant Kaminski, we’ll discuss the option. Over.” General Cotton cut the connection.
* * *
“WHAT’S THE CONSENSUS?” said Cotton.
“It’s very risky,” said General Weingarten.
“It’s risky all right,” said the Commandant of the Marine Corps Bruce Nanut. “But it’s also ballsy, brave, imaginative and downright fucking brilliant.”
Admiral Kamov nodded.
“To paraphrase Sherlock Holmes, when all else is impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the way forward.”
Weingarten leaned forward. “Can we sell it to the ROK government?”
National Security Advisor, Stockhaisen, tapped the desktop. “There may be a way.”
“How?” asked General Weingarten. “A lot of my men and women are at stake here.”
“I can’t say yet. I’ll have to speak to my contacts in Korea first. But I think we can do this. We can show Kim Jong-un up as a fool with a sore ass.”
“Let’s do it. Teach that fat kid that he’s playing with the grown-ups now.”
The President was surprised; his National Security Advisor had turned from sheep to wolf.
What the hell had changed?
It hadn’t really hit Stockhaisen, in truth. He felt more confident, more assertive, more alive. It was down to Peekaboo. She was back; and so was his spine.
“Mr President? It’s your call.”
“I can see that there’s misgivings. Who wouldn’t have them? But the mood of the meeting is unmistakable. Let’s go for it. This Bull Run operation. Do it people, make it happen.”
* * *
SEVERAL HOURS LATER he checked his wall clock. It was perfect timing. Stockhaisen could call his contact at the South Korean National Intelligence Service at 8pm and then drive to Dulles to pick up Peekaboo at 10.55 after her flight from LA. He’d organised a little midnight drinks party, his wife thought it was for an old college buddy of his. She didn’t like it, but was going along with it. Stockhaisen smiled. What a turn around.
She’s back. Let’s put it behind us, she’d said.
Stockhaisen dialled.
The phone in Naegok-dong, South East Seoul rang. “Yeoboseyo, Park Hae-jin.”
“Hae, it’s Stockhaisen. How’re you doing?”
“Hi, doing well my friend. How did I know you’d be calling soon?”
“You have your eyes on the game, Hae. Let me run an idea past you…”
The discussion went on a little longer than he’d thought but not too long. He’d still be able to meet her at Dulles.
Park Hae-jin thought that the move would be well received. It slotted in with the current political mood; he didn’t see it being hard to sell.
Life was good, thought Stockhaisen. They had a real chance of ramming a gerbil up Kim Jong-un’s ass, and with Peekaboo home, the Chinese Ministry of State Security was off his back.
* * *
“I’M ALESSANDRA CRISTOFORETTI and you’re watching NBC’s 40 minutes. The situation on the Korean peninsula gets even more critical with reports that South Korean reservists are being called up. Another sign of the tension being ratcheted up is the deployment of the carrier USS John C Stennis. The carrier will join the USS Abraham Lincoln off Northern Japan. Pacific theatre analyst Clayton Bernard joins me today. Thanks for coming in today, Clayton.
Could you give us your assessment of the current state of affairs regarding North Korea?”
“Thanks, Alessandra. I understand 40,000 reservists are being called up; this is small beer compared to the numbers available. But it is a sign of alarm. The DPRK is also raising its state of alert. All this follows the deployment of two squadrons of F22 Raptors to Japan a couple of days ago.
Of course, it’s set against the background of the launch of the Pukgukson-3 ballistic missile from the submarine Seopung off California. The sinking of the PRKN Corvette, the USS Benfield and the B1-B strikes on North Korea.”
“Clayton. Do you think it’s all building up to a war?”
“It needs to be cooled somewhat or it could end up that way. The President of Chile has offered to mediate and is flying to Pyongyang tomorrow before her visit to Washington. I must admit there doesn’t seem to be much appetite for compromise at the moment.”
“Can they carry out a ballistic missile strike on the US?”
“From their land based missiles; we just don’t know. They say so, but then they would, wouldn’t they? From the Seopung yes. They’ve proved that; but it can’t launch from home port.”
“Thanks Clayton. The situation’s certainly fraught; let’s hope the Chilean President can get the two sides talking.” She turned to the camera. “This is Alessandra Cristoforetti and you’re watching NBC’s 40 minutes.”
* * *
TWO DAYS WENT BY. THE Republic of Korea’s operation North Wind started at zero one hundred hours local time with an increase in communications traffic between the Ministry of Defense in Seoul and forward units of the Korean 5th Armoured Brigade; Iron Storm. This was quickly followed by messages to other units, ordering a general stand too. Copies of false orders were placed seemingly by mistake where known DPRK spies would see them.
Several destroyers and other warships were put to sea; the western squadron was led by the Destroyer ROKN Munmu the Great and the eastern squadron by the Destroyer ROKN Sejong the Great. Increased combat air patrols by the Air Force by F15 and F16 fighters took to the sky. The ROK Army’s First Operations Command started moving brigades to positions north of Seoul and north of the border area of Pocheon in the central part of the peninsula. From here they could outflank a DPRK army attack on Seoul.
At Camp Humphreys, south of Incheon, the American Eighth Army commenced full mobilisation.
The Republic of Korea was now on a war footing.
* * *
LIEUTENANT COMMANDER Lemineux, handed Commander Nathan Blake a communications slip.
“This just came in from COMSUBPAC Sir.”
“Thanks.” Nathan read it.
PRIORITY RED
R 221345Z JUL 86 ZY11
COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/PACOPS 6732/COMSUBPAC ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
FIND ATTACHED DOD-SUBPAC-TASKING68-43 DOCUMENT.
ACTION AUTHORISED.
MSG END//

Nathan opened the DOD-SUBPAC-TASKING68-43 file and read it.
He knew it. A first instinct is rarely wrong and when he’d first heard her suggest it, he knew it had the feel of inevitability about it.
Nathan walked over to the navigation station. She looked up at him quizzically. He smirked.
“COMSUBPAC has just confirmed that plan Kaminski has a go ahead. H hour for Bull Run is zero five hundred hours tonight.”
Her eyes widened in disbelief. “Oh shit.”
Nathan raised his eyebrows.
“Oh shit, Sir.”
He grinned. “Weaps, you got that? We’re go for it at zero five hundred.”
The Weapons officer grinned.
“Yes Sir, I’ll take Johansson with me, we’ll check over the VPM tubes.”
* * *
THE WEAPONS OFFICER knocked on the Goat Locker door then entered.
“CPO Johansson. Let’s take a check on the VPM tubes.”
“Sir.” The two men walked towards aft; forward of the engine room was the ‘Redwoods room’, called after their namesake giant trees. They were so called as the three vertical tubes were of very large diameters. Johansson checked the current feed lines to the tubes, then opened the pressure hatch on number one. There were seven dispensers, each of these could be ejected to the surface. Once there, the cap would blow off and a Tomahawk BGN-109 cruise missile would be launched. These were normally a mixture of nuclear and conventional missiles. For this operation, the nuclear warheads had been removed. The warhead was a sixteen hundred pound HE-FRAG round, or one hundred and sixty six BLU 97/B bomblets. Tomahawks have a range in excess of one thousand five hundred miles. USS Stonewall Jackson could rain down 21 terrain following missiles on an opponent. Weaps checked the serial numbers on each missile, ensuring they tied up with what his tablet told him was loaded. He ran a diagnostics program on each of them from his handheld, cell phone like instrument.
There were more checks on the arming systems.
“Systems check complete,” said Weaps.
“I concur,” said Johansson.
“I expect we’ll be busy tonight,” said Weaps.
“How many launches, Sir?”
“The whole lot of em.”
* * *
HOURS WENT BY, ALL checks were carried out; it was time.
Nathan pulled his sleeve up and checked his Omega Seamaster. Zero four hundred and fifty four hours.
He pulled down his microphone. “All hands.. Battle stations, battle stations.”
“Weaps, six minutes to H hour.”
“I have the plan of Ops loaded. Activating all birds Sir. The Weapons Officer had named the missiles after NFL teams.
“VPM tube one. Seahawks, returns Gyro up, green board, route A, target T1.
Cowboys, returns Gyro up, green board, route B, target T2.
49ers, returns Gyro up, green board, route C, target T3.
Bengals, returns Gyro up, green board, route D, target T4.
Patriots, returns Gyro up, green board, route E, target T5.
Falcons, returns Gyro up, green board, route F, target T6.
Redskins, returns Gyro up, green board, route G, target T7.
VPM tube two. Ravens, returns Gyro up, green board, route H, target T8…”
The Tomahawks reported their status one by one.
“All birds up and ready, Sir.”
“Open outer doors, VPM one to three.”
“Outer doors open Sir.”
Nathan checked his wristwatch again. He counted the seconds down.
“Weaps, execute Bull Run on my command.”
Fifty seven, fifty eight, fifty nine.
“Go, go, go!” There was a faint whooshing sound from back aft.
“On the surface, Seahawks reports launch, good burn. Motor in, wings deployed, gaining altitude. Ladies and Gentlemen, we have a bird.” One by one they reached the surface, ignited their motors and soared into the night. The flock of twenty one cruise missiles flew into the night sky on their way to the east coast of South Korea.
* * *
BENGALS WENT FEET DRY north of Donghae, flew down valleys at two hundred feet, pulled hard turns and then made its way north. It crossed into North Korea near Yeoncheon, more valleys, plains. Valleys again, all avoiding known SAM sites. Bengals headed inexorably for Pyongyang. Some twenty four minutes after launch it penetrated Pyongyang’s southern suburbs, reached the Taedong River, and turned to starboard. Bengals followed the river then pulled hard to port before the Chongryu Bridge. It crossed the city to the right of the Arch of the Triumph of Ideals. The Embassy of China was on its right as it crossed Pipa Street and homed in on a large grey building.
UNDER THE SEA OF JAPAN.
THE CRUISE MISSILE strikes. They’d been called in for several minutes now, Cowboys had been the first, hitting a large ammunition store just north of the border, the secondaries were still cooking off.
The Weapons Officer, an avid football fan, was closely monitoring the attack’s progress.
“Weaps. Bengals is on terminal. Complete. Passed to Jackson. Picked up at the forty-yard line, Jackson throws, it’s complete. Kim tries to stop him but comes up short. Touchdown Bengals. The Ministry of the People’s Armed Forces just swallowed sixteen hundred pounds of HE-FRAG. That must’a hurt. Go Bengals Go.”
Nathan smiled.
“You should be working for the NFL, Weaps.”
The Weapons Officer grinned; it was obvious he was enjoying himself.
“Wait one. It’s the Falcons. Left over the Okryu Bridge, on terminal.”
Nikki raised two fists. The Falcons were her team.
“Jackson throws. Incomplete, but Kim fumbles on the thirty-yard line. Picked up by the Falcons, running in, running in, it must be. Touchdown Falcons. Mansu Hill Grand Monument takes a hell of a battering. No Sir, the Kim il-sung and Kim jong-il statues don’t like it up ‘em.”
* * *
SOUTH KOREAN ARMY BRIGADES moved up to their start lines just south of the border.
DPRK spies had seen bogus documents that the USN’s Gator Navy, that is, Landing Ship Docks and Helicopter Carriers, were embarking the American Eighth Army. Their target was the port of Nampo, just thirty miles from Pyongyang. The 15th Marine Expeditionary Unit would kick in the door for the 8th.
The American forces would do what McArthur had done at Inchon, and outflank the DPRK Army by sea.
The border area was thick with fighter cover. F15 and F16s, both South Korean and USAF, flew CAP.
* * *
ALL THIS HAD GONE TOO far for the Government in Pyongyang.
The pink Lady had to speak out.
* * *
PYONGYANG’S KCTV NEWS broadcast began. Ri Chun-hee wore her distinctive bright pink Choson-ots.
She looked at the camera in defiance and, in a strident tone, made her speech.
“Today in this year of glory, we have no choice but to threaten our foe with nuclear terror. With this weapon, we can deal out our vengeance to the evil foe. Never will we kneel to these evil and vile street dogs. They are pond scum, the running dogs of capitalism. As long as we have our very capable Korean People's Army and the leadership of Marshal Kim Jong Un, we don't have any enemy we cannot conquer.”
* * *
IT WAS ALL TOO MUCH for Kim Jong-un, he’d been pushed too far. The nuclear genie was straining to leave its bottle.

Chapter 8

THE COMMAND TRIGGERED its onboard brain whilst the school bus-sized spacecraft was over Azerbaijan. The Evolved Enhanced CRYSTAL reconnaissance satellite USA-186 received the command to burn its motor, lowering its orbit to a perigee of one hundred and thirty miles over Eastern Korea. The burn occurred over the Gobi desert, forward into the path of its flight, slowing the spacecraft. The longer burn, to correct the orbital inclination of the satellite to pass over the correct north-south position required, followed it. The exposures were taken over the Sinpo naval base, on the North Korean east coast.
Bigbird passed over its target at 17,000mph, shooting images. The motor burned again to return it to a higher apogee. It flew across the Pacific and over CONUS via California, its onboard computer linked up with the NRO via area 58.
The processed files stored and the results passed to COMSUMPAC Pearl Harbor.
* * *
NATHAN WAS HANDED THE communication.
PRIORITY RED
R 221345Z JUL 86 ZY15
COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/PACOPS 6732/COMSUBPAC ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
SEOPUNG MAKING WAY. WILL LEAVE SINPO VIA WEST ENTRANCE.
GOOD HUNTING, REGARDS SOOTY.
MSG END//

He read it, then handed the communication to Nikki Kaminski. She grinned.
“You did it. You got her out to play.” Nathan and Kaminski high fived each other.
Plan Kaminski, as Nathan had called it, or more properly Bull Run, had paid off. It was high stakes poker indeed.
The premise? Convince the North Korean leadership that an invasion was imminent. The cruise missile strikes had all entered North Korea from known South Korean missile battery sites. Kim would be more than ready to wave the nuclear axe in threat. Seopung and her Pukgukson-3 ballistic missiles were an integral part of that threat. She couldn’t launch from her home port, so she’d be impotent unless she put to sea.
It had been, and still was, a very dangerous ruse. The North Korean leader had to be put under pressure, but not too much.
It could have been different, but he’d swallowed it.
Seopung was leaving port. Now came the difficult part.
USS STONEWALL JACKSON.
“ENGINEERING, BATTERY status?”
“Ninety eight percent, Sir.”
“Engineering, rig for snorkel down.”
Within a minute Engineering replied. “Snorkel retracting engine shutdown.”
“Flood one. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth. Down bubble twenty five, make your depth sixty. Speed six knots. Bearing three forty degrees.”
“Sixty at six knots aye Sir.”
USS Stonewall Jackson slipped deeper down into the dark cold North Pacific, the few surface wavelets, the only trace she left soon disappeared.
USS Stonewall Jackson moved closer to Sinpo, she was only ten miles away now. Nathan calculated their progress, and when they were just three quarters of a mile away he looked up from his conn. “Rig trim to ascend fore and aft. Come to periscope depth.”
“We are at periscope depth, Sir.”
Nathan selected a periscope pop up and scan, forty degree sweep. The scope briefly popped up and did its sweep, before disappearing below the surface.
He examined the view on his monitor. Using his fingers on the screen, he zoomed in on the exit from the base. A large cargo coaster was making its way out, and just visible behind was the sail of the Seopung.
“Weaps. Designate target Seopung as Tango one, bearing three five two degrees. Surface contact.”
“Seopung designated as Tango one, Sir.”
Nathan waited. He selected a periscope pop up and scan, forty degree sweep. The scope briefly rose up and did its sweep, then disappeared below the surface.
The view on his monitor showed Seopung diving. The large cargo coaster was still in the area. He had his first worrisome feeling about the coaster. Why the hell was she there?
His best Sonar operator was on watch, CPO Dan Benson. The crew called him the Virginia Visionary.
“Sonar, she’s diving, you getting a take?”
“I can hear her Sir, just. But there’s a lot of noise and confusion around, that surface vessel is making a mess of things. It doesn’t help that we’re in a bay area. It’ll get better in the open sea.”
“Ok Sonar.”
“What the fuck…” The sonar operator pulled his headset off.
“Sonar. Sir, we have an active ping from the surface vessel. There she goes again. Sir, I think we’ve an aspect change on the surface vessel. Hard to tell.”
He unhooked his microphone and hit the hooter. Whoop, whoop. “Boats Company. Battle stations, battle stations.” Whoop, whoop.
Nathan selected a periscope scan, forty degree sweep. Centered on the surface vessel. The scope briefly popped up and did its sweep, then disappeared below the surface.
He examined the view on his monitor.
“Yep, she’s headed right for us. Picked us up with the active ping.”
He wondered about helicopters. They’d be compromised now, anyway. He set up a three sixty scan. The periscope rose, did a three sixty and then retracted. He looked at the monitor searching the sky. Nathan selected aircraft search from the options. Negative. He knew though, they could be here in minutes.
“Sonar. I’m detecting a plunge entry from the surface vessel. Another and another. Sir, it’s confusion out there. More plunge entries. More props too.
Definite multiple subsurface props. Active ping from a surface vessel. Subsurface prop sounds. More plunge entries. I don’t know what to make of it.” Nathan frowned. What the hell…?
* * *
“SIR,” SAID LIEUTENANT Kaminski, “I think I might know what’s going on.”
“Go on.”
“Sir, I attended an underwater warfare seminar at the Naval Academy. A presenter from Lockheed Martin detailed the possibility of swarm submarines. This is where multiple mini-submarines are dispensed in order to swamp an attacking boat or to overwhelm defenses. Each mini-submarine may only carry one torpedo. They’re effectively suicide attacks, of course. Or the submarines may be unmanned. They were calling the dispenser a Sea Cow. That could be what’s happening here. The cargo coaster could be dispensing mini submarines; probably from a moon pool internal to the vessel. That’s why we’ve got multiple submerged props. The Sea Cow’s laying eggs.”
“Yeah, could be. I guess being a Ring Knocker has its advantages.” Nathan smiled. “Only joking. Given their level of their technology, I’d guess they’re not unmanned.”
“Sonar. Fish in the water, Russian type 53. Wait one… second fish in the water also type 53. Heading our way. Also more plunge entries.”
“Nikki, what did the seminar say about defense against a swarm?”
“Run. They’ll be short range vessels.”
“Good advice. In the meantime… Weaps. Snapshot, snapshot. Flood tube one and open outer doors. Let’s stuff a Mk 48 CBASS into that Sea Cow. Launch when ready. Speed fourteen knots. Come about, bearing one fifty. Come to speed twenty one knots when coming to bearing.”
“Weaps. Launching tube one. Now. Fish in the water and the fish is hungry.” USS Stonewall Jackson turned to withdraw.
“Sonar. Two type 53s still in pursuit.” They’re in our baffles now. Both coming in high.”
“Weaps, stream the lure fish.” He was attempting to lure the torpedo away from the submarine.
“Lure fish streamed, Sir.”
The lure streamed by reel far out into the submarine’s wake and trailed behind, communicating by cable. On USS Stonewall Jackson, the lure was kept in a streamlined pod mounted on a fin high above and away from the propeller. It was a listener, a detector and a deceiver of any weapons tracking the boat. Lures were at the cutting edge of submarine technology.
The Jackson’s lure, the TB29/A1, was built by the high priests of underwater deception, L-3 Chesapeake Sciences Corp with input by Lockheed Martin.
“Weaps, dance the lure.”
In this mode, the lure attempts to confuse the torpedo’s passive sonar by emitting simulated submarine noise, such as propeller and engine noise, which is more attractive than the boat to the torpedo’s sensors.
“The lure’s dancing, Sir.”
“Active Sir. The first fish has gone active, it’s pinging us. It’s heading down towards us. Second fish is active too.”
Damn it to hell. “Planesman. Make your depth, eighty.”
“Sonar. Range, incoming fish now point five miles.”
“Sing the lure,” commanded Nathan.
* * *
THE LURE POSSESSED a towed array sensor to detect incoming torpedoes. It also incorporated additional active sonar decoys. It received, amplified, and returned ‘pings’ from the torpedo, presenting a larger false target than the submarine. The lure was transmitting these pings to the incoming torpedoes.
“The lure is singing, Sir.”
“Sonar. Range point two miles.” Nathan swallowed, closed his eyes and counted down. The adrenalin flushed his stomach.
“Eject countermeasures to port. Come starboard sixty degrees.” The crew leaned to stay vertical as the boat heeled hard to the right.
Countermeasures fell away from the hull spinning, blowing bubbles, hissing and emitting sounds of submarine propellers, seductive sirens of the deep. Come and get me boys, I’m all yours.
There were two loud booms to the port side as the fish went off. The boat moved unnaturally, thrown hard to the right. She rolled and wallowed in the turbulent sea.
“Damage control report. Return to bearing one fifty.”
“Sir. Pipe splits on port ballast line. We’re routing ballast feed through the starboard line. Back aft monkeys tell me fifteen minutes and they’ll have it fixed.”
The Engineers, the back aft monkeys, were hard at work.
The control room breathed again. Now twenty miles offshore, the USS Stonewall Jackson slowed.
“Come to two twenty degrees, slowly now. Speed ten knots.” Nathan tensed.
The boat turned to starboard in a lazy turn to allow the lure time to straighten out, where it would be most effective.
“Sonar, I want you to listen good to what’s going on at Sinpo. What’s our friend up to?”
Nathan unhooked his microphone.
“All hands. Rig for silent running, if a goldfish even thinks about farting out there I want to know about it. Sonar. Request aspect change to two six zero. Speed six knots. Planesman, come to two six zero, slowly, six knots.”
Over long minutes and several aspect changes, the underwater scene took shape.
Nathan waited, he saw the sonar operator, a CPO and his best sonar man, making notes, listening more and taking down readings. He knew to give the man time.
* * *
“SONAR. SIR, I’VE GOT the best picture now I’m going to get.”
“Ok, CPO Benson. Let’s hear what the Virginia Visionary has to say.”
Benson pursed his lips. “Sir, first off, we put a fish into that Sea Cow. She’s burning and listing heavy. Seopung is heading southwest, towards Wonsan, I think. She has escorts, I’ve picked up three or maybe four Sang-O class boats. They’re making eight knots, at two hundred and thirty feet. I don’t think they’ll make Wonsan without a snorkel. That’s a guess, Sir.”
“Thanks CPO Benson. You’re probably right, they’ll have a weak link amongst them.” He walked over to the chart plot. “Let’s have an intercept position, Kaminski. Assume we’ll transit at twenty knots.”
She worked and plotted the best position. “Here Sir, it’s about halfway from Sinpo to Wonsan.” She’d plotted a position to the southeast of a small offshore Island. “Around twelve miles off,” she zoomed in, “Hwa-do Island. Bearing two four three.”
“Ok Planesman, do as she says. Speed twenty knots.”
After an hour’s sail, he decided it was time. “Sonar. Position of enemy squadron?”
“Bearing, three fifteen. Range sixteen miles. Sir.”
“I want a cold layer, keep an ear out. Flood forward one. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth. Down bubble fifteen, make your depth 2,600 feet.”
USS Stonewall Jackson was going far deeper than her opponents could, all the way down to a dark, crushing 2,600 feet.
Up ahead the submarine Seopung, (West Wind) escorted by the Sang-O boats, Bada Saja, (Sea Lion) Ag-eo, (Crocodile) Mun-eo (Octopus) and Geom-eun gae (Blackfish), made their way towards Wonsan, unaware of their stalker in the darkness down below.

Chapter 9

THE BATTLE OF HWA-DO Island. Fourteen miles Southeast of Hwa-do.
“SONAR. WE’VE JUST passed down through a cold layer, Sir.”
“Very good. Planesman, zero bubble.” Nathan checked the depth indicator, 1,300 feet. It was an instinctive check; his eyes regularly took in several snippets of information from around the room. It was an unconscious, rote skill. Even the crew’s body language told him something. The deck rose up to forward and the crew stood, as they should relative to the floor instead of leaning backwards.
A boat was less easy to detect, down below the layer. It was known as the shadow zone.
In the deep ocean, the water temperature varies, which causes the water density to vary. This changing density creates an effect called a thermocline, which acts as a barrier, causing sound energy to bend away. This can effectively shield the submarine from view.
“Sonar. Range to the enemy squadron eight miles. I can make out two surface vessels, running through the library.” It took a little more than a minute.
“Sir. They’re the Najin class frigates, Najin and Heuglyong.”
“Weaps. Armament?” He consulted the dummies guide.
“Two, five tube RBU 1200 launchers. Rocket launched anti-submarine mortars. Range three thousand three hundred feet. Depth spread timing for detonation, or detonation on impact. Max operating depth 1,500 feet.”
“Kaminski. How long until we’re under their line of advance?”
She made a few calculations. “Eight minutes Sir.”
“Let me know when we’re there.”
The minutes counted down.
* * *
“UNDER THEIR LINE NOW,” said Nikki.
“Come to two two zero degrees, speed eight knots.”
The squadron made its way towards Wonsan with USS Stonewall Jackson 1,000 feet below and behind.
Right Blake; get a grip. Nathan cast his mind back to the conversation he’d had with Admiral Sutton at Pearl.
“We’re ROE free, so your mission and Rules Of Engagement are to sink the enemy boat and any enemy boats or ships you encounter.”
How to penetrate the submarine screen and get to his quarry?
“Sonar. Sir, they’re slowing, props are now slowing.”
“All stop,” ordered Nathan. The drive slowed then stopped, and the boat drifted forward under its own momentum.
“Sonar. I heard a ballast blow, one of them is going up.”
“Any idea who, Benson?”
“No, Sir.”
One could have a problem, but why would they all come to a stop?
That was it. Bastard.
“XO, Kaminski, come to the conn.” They both came over, and Nathan lowered his voice. “It’s got to be Seopung. What else?”
The XO nodded.
“Sir,” said Nikki, “the Pukgukson-3 ballistic missile has a range of at least 780 miles, could be 1,400 or more. That’s more than enough to hit all South Korea and most or all of Japan. They’ve even a long outside chance of reaching Guam.”
Nathan gripped the rail on the conn. “Ok thanks, return to stations.”
Nathan knew if Seopung was setting up for a missile launch, it had to be stopped. She had four vertical tubes forward of the sail. That could be two nukes for Seoul, one for Busan, and, just for devilment, one for Tokyo too. She needed to have the hell knocked out of her world.
“That’s it,” said Nathan standing, “enough. She’s going to get the Mother of all Gerbils rammed up her ass. Come to six knots. Blow one forward.” The deck now took on a slope to the bow.
“Weaps. War shot status?”
“Sir, tubes one to four Mk 48 CBASS, tube five Harpoon, tube six clear.”
“Get me a firing solution on all submerged contacts.”
“Aye Sir.” The Weapons officer set to work. “Contacts marked. Seopung designated Tango one. Four Sang-O boats designated Tango’s two to five.”
“Closest?”
“Tango five, Sir.”
“Lay in the solution. Flood tube one, open outer doors.”
“Tube ready in all respects.”
“Snapshot, snapshot. Launch tube one and reload.” A hissing came from the bow.
“Fish launched. The fish is hungry.”
“Sonar, all contacts have put on revolutions. They’re moving.” The Mk 48 CBASS raced upwards, there wasn’t a great deal of ground to cover.
“Weaps. The fish is hungry and pinging. Wire cut. Fish terminal, pinging, running in. Running in.”
“Sonar. Hot datum, Hot datum, Tango five.”
“Flood one, stabilise ascent at this depth.”
“Aye Sir, stabilising at one thousand feet.”
“Sonar. Sir Tango’s two and four are flooding ballast. They’re coming down to us. Aspect change on Tango four, coming to port, it sounds like he’s flooding a tube.”
“Weaps. Snapshot, snapshot. Target Tango four. Tube three, flood and open outer doors. Launch when ready.”
“Tube three ready in all respects. Launch. Fish away and hungry.”
“Sonar. Fish in the water type 53. Tango four got one away.”
“The fish is hungry and pinging. Wire cut. Fish terminal, pinging, running in. Come on, come on. Fish has missed. Wait, it’s turning, seeking. Acquired target, coming in for a second attempt.”
The fish slammed into Tango four towards the stern, and 650lbs of high explosive tore the hull open.
“Hot datum, Tango four.”
“Sir, dynamic surface entry. Six inbound. I think we have rocket launched anti-submarine mortars coming down on our starboard, but close, very close.”
“Come to port sixty degrees.”
“Fish in the water type 53.”
“Speed twenty one knots.”
“Weaps, dance the lure.”
* * *
THE LURE ATTEMPTED to confuse the torpedo's passive sonar by emitting simulated submarine propeller and engine noise, which is more attractive than the boat to the torpedo's sensors. It dangled temptation in the torpedo’s face. Come on, come for me. You know you should. I’m a tasty girl. I know what you want.
“We have a dancing lure, Sir.”
“Active, Sir. The first fish has gone active the fish is pinging us. It’s heading down towards us. Second fish is active too.”
“Planesman, get that bubble down. Emergency dive. Make your depth, 500.”
“Sonar. Range, incoming fish now 1,300 feet.”
“Sing the lure,” commanded Nathan.
The lure now returned "pings" from the torpedo, it’s dance of temptation a false target more alluring than the submarine. The lure now transmitted these pings to the incoming torpedoes.
“The lure is singing Sir.”
“Sonar. Range point two miles.” Nathan swallowed, closed his eyes and counted down. The adrenalin flush told him it wasn’t far.
“Eject countermeasures to starboard. Come starboard 60 degrees.” The crew leaned to stay vertical as the boat heeled hard to the left.
Countermeasures fell away from the hull spinning, blowing bubbles, hissing and emitting sounds of submarine propellers. Come and take me boys, I’ll do anything for you.
Two explosions blew against the hull from the right hand side. The crew heard the hull groan in punishment, and all fell to the right as the hull was pushed left. Further away, the mortars went off and six loud explosions reverberated against the hull.
“Damage control!” shouted Nathan.
“Weaps, lay in a firing solution on Tango two. Ready tube four. Snapshot, snapshot. Tube four, flood and open outer doors. Launch when ready.”
“Tube four ready in all respects. Launch. Fish away and hungry.”
“Blow forward. Reverse prop.” The prop slowed, its many blades looking like Arab swords. The prop stopped and went into reverse as the bow came up. When he judged the moment was right, he called out.
“Engage forward. All ahead full.”
“Sonar. Tango three flooding ballast, he’s coming down towards us.”
“Weaps. The fish is hungry and pinging. Wire cut. Fish terminal on Tango two, pinging, running in. Running in, pinging.”
“Sonar. Hot datum, Hot datum, Tango two.”
“Weaps. War shot status?”
“Sir, tubes one and two Mk 48 CBASS, tube five Harpoon, tube six clear. They’re reloading a Mk 48 CBASS in tube three right now.”
“Load tube six with Harpoon.”
“Aye, Sir.”
“Line us up with Tango three, Sonar.”
“Come to port eight degrees, come back two. That’s it Sir, we’re staring down each other’s throats.”
USS Stonewall Jackson charged up towards the incoming Tango three.
Commander Hyun Bin, in the PRKN submarine Bada Saja, plunged into the depths to face his enemy.
“Weaps, lay in a firing solution on Tango three. Ready tube one. Snapshot, snapshot. Tube one, flood and open outer doors. Launch on my command.”
“Tube one ready in all respects.”
“Sonar. Tango three is flooding a tube. Sir, we’re racing towards each other. Sir, we’re playing chicken. We’re playing fucking chicken with another submarine.”
“We won’t tell anybody, Benson. Now shut up. Range to Tango three?”
“600 feet.”
“Launch tube one.”
“Fish away and hungry. Pinging, cutting wire.”
“Tango three has a fish in the water type 53.”
“Our fish is pinging, running in.” Nathan counted down, this had to be done just right.
“Fish inbound pinging us.”
Nearly, nearly.
“Come hard to starboard. Eject countermeasures to port, now.”
Countermeasures spun away from the boat spinning, blowing bubbles, hissing and singing songs of deception.
Men and women had to hold on to rails, anything to remain where they were.
There was a loud explosion to port. The hull shook with the force.
* * *
“SONAR. THAT WAS OUR own fish. We have a hot datum on Tango three. We out-chickened ‘em.”
Such was her forward momentum that USS Stonewall Jackson breached with her forward hull and sail out of the water. The crew briefly left the floor. She crashed back in.
“Flood forward. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth. Down bubble fifteen, make your depth two hundred feet.”
“How did you know when to turn, Sir? How did you know?” asked Sonar Benson.
“Close your mouth Benson,” shouted Chief of the Boat, Seamus Cox. “The skipper’s spent more time on the shitter at test depth than that Gook has driving submarines. Shut the fuck up.”
Nathan grinned at his COB. “Sonar, where’s Tango one?”
“He’s at periscope depth. Bearing two eight three, range two point six miles. Flooding ballast. He’s diving and coming to port. He’s lining up for a shot.”
* * *
“WEAPS, CONFIGURE TANGO one’s fish for an underbelly shot.”
“Aye, Sir.”
The torpedo would be programmed to strike its target amidships from underneath. A standard submarine evasion tactic when under attack was to go deep. Seopung may unwittingly impale herself on her own nemesis.
“Weaps, flood tube two and open outer doors.”
“Tube two flooded, outer doors open. The fish is armed. War shot ready in all respects.”
Nathan knew it had all come down to this. All his training, his time on board the USS NYC, his entire Naval career. It had all come down to the next few minutes.
Do it. Now.
“Launch tube two.” There was a rushing sound up forward.
“Fish away. She’s passive tracking. The fish is hungry.” The Mk 48 CBASS was steered by the cable trailing back into the tube.
“Sonar. Aspect change, Tango one coming to starboard.”
“Weaps. Fish, two point six minutes to run.” The fish swam through the cold black sea, blind, but guided by its trailing wire.
“Fish two point two miles to run.”
Nathan stood at his conn, raised his chin and said, “And I saw, and behold a white horse: and he that sat on him had a bow; and a crown was given unto him: and he went forth conquering, and to conquer.”
“Weaps. Fish, one point eight miles to run.”
Nikki and the XO looked at Nathan, they hadn’t expected he’d be quoting the book of Revelation.
Nathan continued. “And when he had opened the second seal, I heard the second beast say, Come and see. And there went out another horse that was red: and power was given to him that sat thereon to take peace from the earth, and that they should kill one another: and there was given unto him a great sword.”
“Weaps. Fish, point seven miles to run.”
“Sonar. Aspect change, Tango one coming to port, returning to heading.”
“And when he had opened the third seal, I heard the third beast say, Come and see. And I beheld, and lo a black horse; and he that sat on him had a pair of balances in his hand.”
“Weaps. Fish, point two miles to run. The fish is hungry and pinging. Wire cut.” Nathan looked to the deck for a moment and then raised his head and stared into the distance. His mouth set thin and firm. His eye’s narrowed, his voice firm, determined and low.
“And when he had opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth beast say, Come and see. And I looked, and behold a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him.”
“Weaps. Fish terminal, pinging, running in. Running in.”
“Sonar. Hot datum, Hot datum, Tango one.”
“For the great day of his wrath is come; and who shall be able to stand”
“Sonar. Impact amidships, no screw count from Tango one, she’s sinking.”
“Route the sound feed to the boat’s intercom,” said Nathan, and picked up the microphone. “All hands; we’ve just scored a hot datum on our target the Seopung.” A cheer went up.
“We took her out with a belly shot. The forward and stern sections will be intact; it could have been us out there. Many men, our fellow submariners, will be alive in there, sinking into the black cold Sea of Japan. They didn’t ask for this fate, they didn’t deserve it.” He looked around the control room. “Think of them this day. Think of them, and what might have been.”
USS Stonewall Jackson’s speaker system relayed the grim awful sounds; the twisting of steel plate, hissing of buoyancy air, screaming and bubbling into the sea. They heard the popping of fires and battery explosions. All around the boat, men and woman held their heads quietly and looked down. Some prayed; nobody made eye contact.
The horrifying sounds of a groaning of the hull steel surrounded them, like a metal dolphin in torture; writhing, groaning and renting as it plunged into the depths.
Nikki was distraught, she couldn’t bear it. She wiped the sweat from her brow and placed her palms over her eyes. The hull’s death throes were a torment; it twisted, groaned and writhed.
When it came, it was sudden. Mercifully, with a sickening crump, the Seopung’s hull imploded. Vast bubbles of air rose to the surface straining for release and freedom.
Nathan spoke into the microphone. “All hands, we hereby commit these souls to the deep, may they be remembered forever until there is no more pain, no more suffering, and the abyss itself shall give up her dead and return them to us.” Nathan hung his head. “May God rest you bastards.”
Long minutes went by. Now, it was time to finish the job.
“Rig trim to ascend fore and aft. Come to periscope depth.”
“Periscope depth Sir.”
Nathan selected a pop up and a three sixty. The scope emerged from the grey sea, rotated and returned below.
He looked around the submarine on the screen. There were the Najin class frigates, Najin and Heuglyong.
The sonar ping could be felt through the hull.
“Sonar. Active pulse from one of the frigates, second ping. They’re ranging us.”
Nathan selected a raise scope and stay; he watched the two frigates in real time on the monitor.
From the leftmost warship, fire and smoke belched from an RBU 1200 launcher. He saw the projectile arcing upwards. Rocket launched anti-submarine mortars were on their way.

Chapter 10

NATHAN RETRACTED THE scope. “Come to port sixty degrees, all ahead full.”
“All ahead full aye Sir.”
There would be no time to go deep, the dispenser would be arcing its way down now. He found himself hoping that the ASW Officer and launch crew were good and accurate; every second counted as the boat made her way away from the target site.
“Sonar. Sir, dynamic surface entry astern.” The hull shook with a sickening vibration as the first mortar went off close by. Boom, the second was deeper. Four more followed, deeper still.
“Sonar. Ping detected. Second ping. Ranging.”
That’s it, thought Nathan. He selected a pop up on three sixty. There they were.
“Weaps. Harpoon strikes at bearings three five five degrees, Tango one and thirty eight degrees, Tango two. Ranges less than three miles. Flood tubes, open outer doors.”
“Laying in, Sir.” Thirty seconds went by. “Tube five ready in all respects, Sir.”
“Launch.”
“Tube five. Launch. At the surface, motor fired. The bird is in the air.”
“Tube six ready in all respects, Sir.”
Nathan waited thirty seconds. “Launch.”
“Tube five. Launch. At the surface, motor fired. Another bird is in the air.”
At his conn he selected pop up and scan three four five to fifty degrees. He waited, then activated. The screen soon showed the results. Tango one was burning and going down, split into two. Her back had broken; a magazine must have gone off. Two life rafts had been deployed. Tango two was burning fiercely, and black smoke rose into the sky.
He selected up scope and watched the burning hulk. After two minutes, life rafts were deployed and men climbed in. She was now going down by the stern. More life rafts, more men. Five minutes later she, slipped below the waves.
Another vessel had vanished from the world of men.
* * *
“LIEUTENANT COMMANDER Lemineux, make this signal to Pearl.” He handed over a note.
PRIORITY RED
R 271349Z JUL 86 ZY13
STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
TO COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/STONEWALL JACKSON 479/ ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
TARGET SEOPUNG IS DOWN ALONG WITH FOUR SANG-O AND TWO FRIGATES. THE NAJIN AND THE HEUGLYONG.
WE ARE SEVEN, OH AND OH.
MSG END//

* * *
HE WALKED OVER TO THE chart, and placed his hand on Lieutenant Kaminski’s back, under her ponytail.
“Now, I’d like to call in on the best pizza joint in the western Pacific. Nikki, let’s have a course to Guam.”
DAYS LATER, OFF SOUTHERN California.
“SURFACE THE BOAT.”
The USS Stonewall Jackson broke surface on a bright but breezy sunny afternoon with a speckled sea.
“Crack the hatch, COB.”
“Aye Sir.”
The COB cracked the hatch and stood looking at the southern tip of Point Loma, San Diego off to his left. USS Stonewall Jackson skirted south of the point and turned to port to make her way around North Island Naval Air station. It would then be under the Coronado Bay Bridge into the base proper.
“COB,” called Nathan. The COB returned down to the submarine’s companionway. “Come into my cabin.”
Inside Nathan took out a flag, and opened it to let the COB see what it was.
“I want you to hoist this on the mast.”
“That? Really Sir?”
“Yes. Do it now.”
“Sir.” The COB left his cabin.
Nathan went to the control room. “All well, XO?”
“Yes Sir. Everyone’s excited to be getting the extra leave.”
“They’ve deserved it. I didn’t think COMSUBPAC would let us down. XO, Kaminski. Let’s go up to the sail.” The three of them stood on the sail, squinting in the sun and looking forward out over the familiar scene.
It would be a full debriefing here, then up to homeport Kitsap after their leave.
“It’s a fine day, Sir,” said Nikki.
“It is, and it’s great to be back.”
“What’s that Sir?” said the XO, “the Flag.” Flying high on a black flag was the skull and crossbones of the Jolly Roger.
“Captain Franks of the USS NYC told me he’d been on exchange with the Royal Navy years ago. That’s what their boats fly on homecoming after a patrol where they’ve sunk the enemy. Turn and salute the flag.” They did.
Soon after, three F/A 18’s flew low overhead, and they came in for a second pass dipping their wings in salute. Ahead was the Coronado Bay Bridge.
Nathan smiled and looked at the rows of grey warships. “It’s good to be back. Conn us in, XO. We’re on pier four.”
“Aye Sir.”
Nathan looked at Nikki, and she looked at him with those bottomless blue eyes and gave him a shy smirk. He sighed. Parting would be such a sweet sorrow. He knew that was how it would have to be. Such was the loneliness of command.
NHA TRANG. VIETNAM.
SHE WAITED UNDER THE shade of the fronds of a palm tree near the Long Son Pagoda. The large white statue of the Buddha was nearby. The Pagoda and monastery was a quiet soothing place. The beautiful and Taoist architecture, carvings of mythical animals and sculptures of Taoist gods.
Three tourists wandered by, then stopped to take selfies with their cell phones. She smiled, at least they were Samsungs.
It’s elegant and dominant three-tier roofed entrance ornate with dragon mosaics. Large temple grounds decorated with tastefully potted vegetation, all green and reds.
She’d ditched her Asian hooker clothes from New York and wore a flowered summer dress, sporting plants, flowers and parrots.
* * *
THE MONK APPROACHED her, smiling. “Hello, Charlie Victor One five one. Or should I call you Yeon-mi?”
“Hello, Chief Ji-hu.”
“You did well, Yeon-mi. It went well. Better than we could have hoped. The Americans have humbled Kim Jong-un. You will be the toast of Seoul; well, maybe the toast of the National Intelligence Service. Most of the nation won’t be aware of our part in the events.”
“You played your part too Chief Ji-hu,” she smiled.
“I’m just glad I don’t have to dress like a hooker in New York now.” He smiled.
“We thought you made a convincing Chinese MSS agent.” She snorted.
“We both played our part in truth. You, Yeon-mi, leaning on National Security Advisor Stockhaisen to restrain the President until we were ready. And I, playing a Buddhist monk persuading Peekaboo to reconcile things with her father, thus freeing him from the Ministry of State Security’s grasp.” Chief Ji-hu laughed. “Or should I say, your grasp Charlie Victor one five one,” he smiled.
“It’ll have to be kept quiet, Sir.”
“Yes, it will Yeon-mi,” his voice a whisper. “The Americans cannot know. Never.”
“Chief Ji-hu, could I ask you something?” He nodded. “Why is it that you are here? Why isn’t a section Chief of the National Intelligence Agency at the headquarters in Seoul?”
He smiled at his agent. “That would be telling, Yeon-mi.”
* * *
“I’M ALESSANDRA CRISTOFORETTI and you’re watching NBC’s 40 minutes. The situation on the Korean peninsula is easing. The Chilean President is currently in Pyongyang for talks. She’s certainly been racking up the air miles shuttling between Washington and Pyongyang. Both sides are pulling back after some harsh words, and we’ve not seen the pink lady since her famous finger pointing cursing blast at the US. It seems that Kim Jong-un is licking his wounds for now. We contacted National Security Advisor Stockhaisen, who’s on vacation in the Florida Keys with his daughter Peekaboo, and he told us there could be tantrums down the line. Put your trust in God, but mind to keep your powder dry.”
She turned to the camera.
“This is Alessandra Cristoforetti and you’re watching NBC’s 40 minutes.”
* * *
TWO DAYS AFTER THEIR arrival, Nathan looked up at the departures screen. He was sitting at departure gate 12 at San Diego International Airport. There it was, United Airlines, forty minutes to go.
Little Rock, Arkansas via Houston. He would be back home for two weeks’ leave. Back to reality; it would be a rest and he supposed he could do with that.
But he knew it would somehow be an empty rest. Not what it might have been. Nathan sighed and shook his head.
He opened his magazine. He was vaguely aware of a woman who approached and stood before him.
“Golf? I didn’t have you down as a golfer,” she said.
He looked up and stared in amazement. “Nikki? What? I didn’t expect to see you here.”
“I didn’t expect to be here until last night. I tried to pluck up the courage to call you, but I couldn’t. So I thought I’d just turn up.” She swallowed. “Can I come with you, Nathan? Spend some time together?”
“Yeah, great! Wow, I’m surprised. Pleased too.” He stood in front of her, smiled at her, reached out to her face and stroked her soft cheek. He kissed her on the forehead. They hugged and kissed. “Oh wow. Nikki, I wanted to call you too, but I didn’t know how you’d take it.”
She smiled and laughed. “I’d have grabbed at the chance.”
“Come on, sit.”
She sat and, placing her arm on his back, reached up and affectionately stroked the back of his neck. He smiled and lost himself in her bewitching gaze.
“I think we’re going to enjoy this Nathan.”
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