
        
            
                
            
        

    Annotation
Mark Castillo, captain of the submarine USS Pasadena, is tracking a brand new Russian missile submarine when sudden disaster tears him away from his quarry. Pasadena’s sonar watch has just detected a massive casualty aboard a Russian Victor-class fast attack — and the enemy boat is going down. Castillo races to the scene to help rescue the trapped sailors. He speaks with the desperate commander of the lost submarine — and is haunted by the Russian boat’s DEEP WHISPER.
Castillo will do just about anything to pull those sailors off the bottom, but the Russian government refuses his help — leaving him with a terrible dilemma.
Will he risk everything to help — or will he let his fellow submariners die?
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 Henry Martin 
 Deep Whisper 


“Captain,” said a voice in the darkness. “Captain, are you awake, sir?”
The world came back to Commander Mark Castillo like a slap, his heart racing, sucking up air in sharp, shallow breaths, his mouth coated with something bitter and metallic. He sat up in his rack, propped up on his hands. A blurry sliver of light cleaved the darkness in two, the messenger of the watch a shadowy silhouette against the cracked-open hatch.
This couldn’t be his regular wake-up. It felt like he’d only just shut his eyes. His gaze flickered to the little digital clock perched on the bracket that ran alongside his rack. Red numbers glowed in the darkness: 2217. He’d only been asleep for fifty minutes.
For a moment he felt nothing but the painful thud of his heart. If the OOD was waking him up early it had to be bad news. And he took no comfort from the absence of alarms. There were plenty of things that could kill a submarine slow and quiet before a deck officer realized the full extent of the danger.
Still sleep-addled, Castillo fumbled for a name. “What is it. . Fireman Anderson?”
“Sir, the Officer of the Deck sends his respects and reports that he has found Kirishima. She bears zero nine seven at 43,000 yards.”
Kirishima!
Castillo was suddenly wide awake, all thought of sleep banished from his mind.
“Thanks, Anderson. Would you mind hitting the light on your way out?”
“Yessir.”
There was a click and horrible, burning light filled Castillo’s stateroom, stinging his eyes. He stood up, thinking hard, and shrugged into the dark blue coveralls that submariners called “poopie suits.” Then he bent down and reached for the sound-powered phone set mounted on the bulkhead by his rack and gave the phone’s crank a quarter-turn, generating a little mechanical whoop.
The officer of the deck, Bob Glazer, must have been waiting for his call, because he picked up at once. “Yes, Captain?”
“All stop,” said Castillo.
“All stop, aye aye, sir” said Glazer. Castillo heard him turn away from the phone and say, “All stop.” He came back on the line. “Maneuvering answers all stop, Captain.”
“She hear us yet, Bob?”
“Don’t think so, Captain. Sonar said she just sort of popped up. Busfield says she has a one-third bell on. I think she was drifting and then came up in speed to move to the next grid in her search pattern. I’d bet good money she has a Seahawk up.”
“At least,” said Castillo, thinking hard. The pair of Japanese destroyers they were dueling were being supported by U.S. Navy P-3 Orions out of Kadena. The destroyers’ embarked helos were dangerous enough, but if there was a P-3 out there laying sonobuoys, Pasadena might already be caught. He could come up to pee dee and use his ESM mast to lock down the air picture.
Or…
“OOD, pass the word by messenger, Battlestations Torpedo.”
“Aye aye, sir.”
Castillo hung up the phone and thought, Kirishima. A grim smile curled across his dark, handsome face.
At last.
* * *
Main Control was a submerged boat’s nerve center and by fast attack standards Pasadena’s was spacious.
It didn’t feel that way.
Compared to a surface ship’s bridge, Control felt cramped and uncomfortable. Harsh blue-white light cast hard-edged shadows. The air was dry and oily and tasted of ozone. The periscope stand dominated the space’s center, the Ship Control Station sat port forward, the chart tables aft, and a series of tactical consoles ran along the starboard bulkhead. Even the overhead was cluttered with pipes and valves, conduit and EAB manifolds.
Mark Castillo loved it, every inch of it.
He stepped into Control and was greeted by near perfect silence. It was the kind of silence you might encounter in an old cemetery on a bitter February morning when even the hardiest of mourners wouldn’t venture out and the trees’ bare branches robbed the wind of its voice, stealing away even the faint whisper of rustling leaves. It was a silence that was cold. Menacing.
Determined.
Not a man, not a single man, made a sound.
Castillo kept his face impassive, but inside he felt a fierce pride. These were his people and he had trained them to be quiet in exactly this way.
In submarine warfare, the difference between life and death could actually be measured in decibels. On Pasadena, quiet was a deadly serious business and it wasn’t just about securing ventilation fans or trading out the 1MC announcing circuit for sound-powered phones.
No, it was about crewmen remembering not to slam the door when they finished up in the head and cooks tying down and pots and pans so they didn’t rattle in their cabinets. On a vessel where the clank of a dropped wrench on a deck plate could conceivably bring a torpedo racing in, no crewman could be excused from the duty of stealth.
So Castillo was gratified to step into Control and hear nothing but the electronic hum of equipment.
Lieutenant, j.g. Glazer was standing just in front of the periscope stand. He nodded at Castillo. “Battlestations Torpedo is set, Captain,” murmured Glazer. The boy stepped over to a chart table that showed a northern slice of the Sea of Japan. “Kirishima’s right about here,” Glazer said, pointing at a pencil mark east of the Korean peninsula, southwest of Vladivostok, and north of the Yamato ridge. “I’m going to need a turn to firm up her course, but I think she’s moving west.”
West. Castillo thought Glazer was right about that. He looked at the OOD. Glazer was just a kid, 24, but among Castillo’s JO’s he was the best tactician. He had come out of MIT and he looked it: thick glasses, mousy brown hair that was just barely on the legal side of regulation, and it looked like the kid loved that good submarine chow. He’d put on an extra ten pounds since the beginning of deployment. But when it came to hunting ships and submarines, the kid had ice water in his veins.
“What would you recommend?” asked Castillo, using the situation as a training opportunity.
“Come up to one-third,” said Glazer at once. “Turn quickly. If she is sprinting into position, she’s going to cut her engines soon and I want to nail down her course before that happens. If she is coming west, we do a quick excursion to pee dee to get the air picture, then dive beneath the layer and wait for her to come to us.”
It was a sound recommendation. In fact, it was textbook.
But it was not what Castillo was going to do.
He pointed at the deep blue color of the chart. “We’re over the Japan Basin. We have better than 9,000 feet of clear water below us.”
To his credit, Glazer saw it right away. “You’re going to dive below the deep layer and run up on her.”
“If we wait here, Kirishima can marshal her air assets to hunt us down. If we run in, we’re more likely to catch them out of position. Besides,” Castillo smiled, “I’m not a big fan of waiting around to see what happens.”
Chagrined, Glazer nodded.
“Officer of the Deck, make your depth eight hundred feet,” said Castillo. “When we reach depth, we’ll come to new course zero nine six and put on a flank bell for two zero minutes.”
“Make my depth eight hundred feet, aye aye, sir,” said Glazer. “Diving Officer, make your depth eight hundred feet.”
For a moment, Control was noisy as the diving officer, Senior Chief Ezekiel Washington, issued orders and his charges repeated them back.
Castillo grabbed an EAB manifold in the overhead to anchor himself as his boat took on a distinct down angle.
At last Castillo’s watchstanders fell silent, all the orders given and executed. Pasadena dove, slipping down into a dark, still silence more complete than anything her crew could ever hope to replicate.
* * *
The Japanese destroyer was already dead — she just didn’t know it yet.
Castillo leaned across the dead reckoning table, studying the relative positions of the two vessels. The DRT tracked every course and speed change Pasadena made. Every three minutes a petty officer leaned over and marked the sub’s position — as well as the position of all her contacts — on a scrolling piece of trace paper. What emerged was a birds-eye view of the tactical situation, pencil tracks snaking across the paper showing the deadly dance of submarine and destroyer.
After the run, Castillo had brought Pasadena up above the deep layer, but not above the shallow layer. What submariners called the layer was actually a border between two masses of water with different sound velocity profiles. Variations in pressure, temperature, and salinity gave neighboring regions of the ocean distinct acoustic properties. As a result, surface ships couldn’t see below the layer with their bow-mounted sonars.
Unfortunately, hiding beneath the layer wasn’t a guarantee of safety. A destroyer with a towed-array sonar could listen below the layer. So could a Seahawk’s dipping sonar. Castillo had Kirishima dead to rights. But Amagiri could be out there too, drifting silently, waiting for Pasadena to engage her sister.
Complacency was the constant enemy of a submarine commander.
Right now Castillo was in a long, slow turn, firming up Kirishima’s course and speed.
What his DRT trace showed was that his Los Angeles-class boat had worked her way to within eight thousand yards of Kirishima. Torpedo run time at four nautical miles was four minutes, 22 seconds. If this had been war, instead of an exercise, the beautiful Aegis-class destroyer would have been doomed.
Castillo would have loosed a pair of the Mk 48 ADCAP’s in his torpedo room, sending the two ship killers on a brief wire-guided journey that would have ended when they broke the back of Kirishima and sent the two halves of the destroyer pinwheeling down to the deep, dark bottom of the Sea of Japan.
Of course this was an exercise with an allied navy so the DRT trace was enough to prove his victory over the Japanese destroyer.
But that wasn’t enough for Castillo. He turned away from the DRT table, and flashed a wolfish smile at Glazer. “Officer of the Deck, make your depth six two feet.”
Glazer grinned. “Six two feet, aye aye, sir. Diving Officer, make your depth six two feet.”
“Make my depth six two feet,” said the senior chief. Ezekiel Washington was the chief of the boat, the senior enlisted man aboard. The cob was as crusty an old salt as Castillo had ever met. He was a twenty-year veteran, an African-American from Georgia.
Washington looked over at Castillo and, unlike everyone else in Control, he wasn’t smiling. For a moment the captain saw something in the cob’s eyes, not disapproval, surely, but maybe…assessment.
And then the senior chief turned away, focused on the helmsman and stern planesman as they pulled back on their control yokes, watching the chief of the watch as he pumped ballast to sea.
Castillo had his submarine at bare steerageway, about three knots, the slowest speed at which his submarine could hold a course, so she responded sluggishly to his command. Slowly, slowly, the sea flowed over the boat’s angled stern and fairwater plane’s generating lift that pushed the now-lighter submarine up.
USS Pasadena slowly rose toward the sky.
Coming to periscope depth was a dangerous maneuver, some would say a reckless maneuver. Kirishima was not easy prey. The Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Force was a tough, professional navy and the destroyer’s captain, Sakutaro Kagawa, was one of the JMSDF’s best. The destroyer might hear the sound of Pasadena’s ballast pumps or the submarine’s hull popping as she rose above the layer. Or Kirishima’s surface-search radar might pick Castillo’s periscope out of the sea clutter.
Worse yet, the destroyer had been modified to carry helicopters and she had a Sikorsky SH-60J Seahawk up. Castillo held the Seahawk twenty-three thousand yards to the east, but that datum was nineteen minutes old — the ASW bird might be dangerously close. Even if it weren’t, even if the helo was exactly where he thought it was, it had a top speed of 146 knots. If the destroyer caught even a whiff of Pasadena, the Seahawk could be on station in 4.7 minutes, lashing the sea mercilessly with its active sonar, localizing his submarine.
Turning Castillo’s victory into sudden, humiliating defeat.
So there was significant risk in coming to pee dee and really no upside. Except …pencil markings on a piece of paper was a bloodless victory. Castillo wanted to walk into Kagawa’s stateroom and slap down an eight-by-ten glossy of Kirishima’s hull number centered in his attack scope’s cross-hairs.
Castillo told himself that he wanted to show Kagawa and the Japanese just what they were up against.
The rules of SCARLET GOALPOST were simple. Pasadena was restricted to a box a hundred nautical miles on a side. Two JMSDF destroyers, Kirishima and Amagiri were supposed to hunt and localize the submarine. Pasadena’s goal was to stay hidden.
The Japanese held all the advantages. They knew the submarine was there and by the rules of the ex, Pasadena couldn’t slip outside the box. And the pair of destroyers not only had their Seahawks to rely on, but they were being supported by U.S. Navy P-3’s.
And still his submarine had won.
Castillo told himself he was coming up to pee dee because a picture would reinforce a very important lesson: the JMSDF and their USN allies needed to do better at ASW. But the truth was, a part of him just wanted to win.
And so did his crew, which was why he saw smiles on the faces of his people. They liked to win just like he did, and they liked to be bad-ass about it. Grrrrr, we’re the Pasadena. Stay out of our way.
Castillo stepped up onto the periscope stand and pulled down the Type 18. He turned the search scope in a quick circle, peering through green water, looking for the shadowy silhouette of a surface ship’s hull. He thought he had a good handle on the surface picture, but if he’d missed something and came up in front of a freighter a collision could send his beautiful boat straight to the bottom. He went around and around, looking, looking.
The scope broke the water and he did another quick circle, making sure there wasn’t a hidden contact before he came back to Kirishima. The destroyer looked nearly identical to the U.S. Arleigh Burke-class destroyer on which it was based: the oddly angular superstructure that housed the powerful phased-array radar, the long bow loaded with deadly missiles, the two trapezoidal stacks aft. If not for the Rising Sun flying from her stern, Castillo might have mistaken her for a U.S. vessel.
He had her. She was showing port quarter aspect, eight thousand yards, dead center in his sights. And look at that, the Seahawk was sitting on her helo deck, refueling, which meant he was relatively safe until the helo lifted off again.
Castillo started snapping pictures, enjoying himself immensely, right up until the moment Glazer stepped up to him and said, “Captain, Sonar needs you right away.”
The urgent tone of Glazer’s voice made Castillo look away from the scope. The young officer’s face was set into grave lines.
“What is it, Bob?”
“Sir, Busfield says he just picked up something coming out of Vladivostok. A CZ contact.”
There were places in the ocean where sound waves generated beneath the ocean’s surface bounced off a sound layer and were deflected upward. A CZ contact could be heard twenty or even thirty nautical miles away in a band only a few miles wide, called a convergence zone.
“So the Russians have a sub coming out,” prompted Castillo. The fact that a Russian submarine was transiting out of Vladivostok wasn’t exactly news.
Glazer frowned. “Sir, Jimmy says it’s not like anything he’s ever heard before.”
Now that was news. Petty Officer Second Class Jimmy Busfield was the best sonar tech on Pasadena. Castillo would have laid good money that he was the best in the Pacific.
If Busfield was spooked…
“Take the scope,” said Castillo. “If Kirishima makes a radical course change or the helo takes off take us down fast. Once we’re beneath the layer come to new course one nine three, full bell.” Castillo held up an index finger. “If you think they’ve found us.”
“Yessir,” said Glazer crisply.
Castillo squeezed the young man’s shoulder and stepped off the periscope stand. He stepped through Control’s forward hatch and leaned into the sonar shack which was immediately off the p-way leading out of Control.
Sonar was little bigger than a closet and just as dark. The space’s only lighting came from a row of BSY-1 consoles. A faint green static filled the screens, coloring the faces of the sonarmen hunched over them a pale green. A sharp emerald line sliced through Busfield’s screen.
“You got something for me, Watch Supervisor?” Castillo asked softly.
Busfield turned around to look at him. He was thin kid from the American southwest. Castillo heard the west Texas in his accent. “Yes, sir, that’s affirm.” The kid reached out and touched the green line cutting through his waterfall display. “She looks like a CZ contact to me, think we’re getting her on the second bounce, so that puts her fifty, sixty miles out.”
He reached for a pair of headphones and handed them to his captain. “Here, sir. I think she’s fixin’ to fade out. Better listen before she does.”
Castillo pressed one of the ear pieces to his right ear and listened carefully. He wasn’t as gifted as his sonar techs, but he stopped by sonar to listen nearly every time they got a contact. He listened to the thak-thak-thak of a pair of screws pumping noise into the water until the signal faded out.
Castillo put the phone set down and looked up. “Boomer,” he said.
Busfield beamed, grinning wide. “That’s right, skipper. I have a job for you in Sonar, if this captain thing doesn’t work out. Blade count and rate make her a Typhoon.”
“Which one?”
Busfield shook his head. “One we don’t have on record, skipper.”
“A Type IV,” Castillo whispered. One of the new Russian missile boats.
“There’s something else weird,” said Busfield.
Castillo frowned, remembering the sonorous beat of the submarine’s screws slicing through the ocean, the single emerald line cutting through the waterfall display.
The single emerald line.
“She came out alone,” said Castillo.
“Yessir, sure looks that way to me.”
A boomer by herself, especially a new one, ran counter to Russian doctrine. Typically Russian SSBN’s were escorted out by attack submarines to screen out enemy fast attacks.
Castillo patted Busfield on the shoulder. “Nice work, Petty Officer. Very nice. You have a bearing for me?”
“Yessir, three four two.”
Castillo nodded. “Very nice.”
He stepped out of Sonar, thinking furiously. His orders required him to stay in the box and play with Kirishima and Amagiri for another 28 hours and there wasn’t any give in those orders. If he ran after the Typhoon he’d be bringing SCARLET GOALPOST to a premature end. On the other hand, he had a golden opportunity to slip up to the Russians’ newest ballistic missile submarine and write the book on her.
American submarine commanders spent a lot of time beyond the reach of their chain of command and so they were trained to think for themselves. It was a trait Castillo had no trouble with. By the time he had stepped back into Control he had made up his mind.
“Officer of the Deck,” he said, “make your depth two hundred feet and come up to a two-thirds bell when you reach depth. Steer new course, three four two. Secure from Battlestations.”
“Aye aye, Captain,” snapped Glazer, who immediately repeated the orders for his control team. Once again, Control was filled with the sound of repeatbacks as Pasadena slipped silently beneath the waves.
The Japanese destroyer Kirishima never even knew she was there.
* * *
Castillo stepped into his tiny stateroom and shut the hatch behind him. There was room for a single, narrow rack up against the bulkhead opposite the hatch. Across from his rack was a gray storage unit that included a closet, four drawers, a fold-down desk, and a wall safe. Castillo had taped pictures of Dianne and the kids up over the little compartment that served as his work space. Inside the closet, behind his uniforms, he’d hung a crucifix. Sometimes he pulled aside his khakis and service dress blues to find the device hiding there, to remind himself that God was always present, whether he saw Him or not.
When Pasadena was on deployment, this small, Spartan space was his home.
Castillo tried to always remember that no matter how cramped and bare his stateroom was, every other man aboard Pasadena had less.
He realized he still had a coffee cup half-filled with Coke in his hand. (Castillo didn’t drink coffee.) He stepped over to the small, steel sink where he shaved and dumped it out. The last thing he needed was more caffeine.
Before departing the exercise op area he’d released a SLOT buoy, reporting that he was breaking off from SCARLET GOALPOST to pursue the Typhoon. He didn’t wait around for an answer. Castillo was certain that CINCPACFLT would validate his decision — if he actually found the Russian boomer.
And that would be a problem.
Because she had been a CZ contact, there was no way for Pasadena to continuously track the Typhoon. Instead, Castillo would have to run toward her last known posit and then reacquire the Russian boat. Because he had a bearing to the Typhoon and he knew she had to be coming out of Vladivostok, Castillo had a rough position on the boomer. But every second that ticked by carried the Typhoon farther and farther away from that posit. If Castillo took too long to reach the datum, the Typhoon would fade away like a ghost. On the other hand, if he ran in too fast, the boomer would hear him coming.
It was a difficult dilemma.
Castillo had ordered turns for twenty knots. He’d run for two hours toward the datum and then stop to listen. Castillo was betting that the Typhoon was moving north, either toward her op area in the Arctic or the Russian boomer base at Rybachiy.
Rybachiy was more likely. It was beyond strange for a Russian boomer to come out of Vladivostok. Russian ballistic missile boats were homeported out of the Kamchatka peninsula to the north. Castillo figured the Typhoon had some kind of engineering casualty that had forced her to make port in Vladivostok and she was now making her way back to Rybachiy.
Either way she had to be moving north, and Castillo thought she’d be going slow and quiet.
He would find her.
But until then he was going to get some sleep. The hunt for Kirishima had been grueling; Castillo had gotten only four hours of sleep in the last thirty. He had left orders with the OOD to wake him immediately if Sonar detected the Typhoon but otherwise he was going to grab a couple hours of much needed rest.
Someone rapped on his stateroom door.
Castillo looked daggers at the gray hatch and then he sighed. “Come.”
Senior Chief Ezekiel Washington poked his head in. “Sorry to bother you, Captain, but I was wondering if I could have a few minutes?”
“Of course.” Castillo gestured at one of the two straight-backed steel chairs that graced his stateroom. The cob closed the hatch behind him, and sat down. Castillo settled into the other chair.
Pasadena had three lay readers, a Catholic, a Mormon, and a Southern Baptist, but the chief of the boat was as close as the submarine came to having a priest. The cob’s job was to look out for the welfare of the crew, to use his experience to smooth over the kind of conflicts that inevitably arose when men were tired, under pressure, and living on top of each other. A good cob was worth his weight in gold. This was Castillo’s first deployment on Pasadena, but near as he could tell after two months, Ezekiel Washington was one of the best.
If the chief of the boat needed to talk to him, he would make time to listen.
“What can I do for you, Senior Chief?”
The cob dragged his hand across the smooth, chocolate skin of his skull. “Captain, I have an¼observation. I was wondering if I could talk to you about it, man to man?”
Castillo nodded. “Of course. Some kind of problem with the crew?”
Washington tilted his head to one side and fixed Castillo with his wise, brown eyes. “More a problem with the submarine.”
Castillo frowned, but said nothing.
Washington spread his hands out. “When Rickover fathered the nuclear navy he had to be worried about accidents, nuclear accidents. So he created the most rigorous training program in the navy. He wrote the book on nuclear reactors and he made every officer memorize that book, down to the punctuation. He had to do it that way, because the consequences of a nuclear accident, even one, would be disastrous.”
“That sounds like philosophy to me,” said Castillo smiling. “I thought you wanted to talk to me man to man.”
The cob broke into a big smile, a flash of bright white against his dark skin. “You got me, sir. Sorry, I know you need to get some rest.”
“Speak plain,” said Castillo. “I’ll listen.”
“All right,” said Washington. “You ever fail at anything, sir? Ever flat-out fall on your face? Ever blow something that really mattered to you?”
Castillo stared at the chief of the boat for a long, cold moment. “No,” he finally said.
Washington nodded, like that was the answer he had been expecting.
Castillo didn’t like this. He’d expected the cob to have some concern about the function of the submarine.
Not her captain.
“I’m not sure I am following you, Senior Chief.” Castillo’s voice was tight.
“Accidents happen, Captain,” Washington said softly. “Failures. Disasters, even.”
“And you think I don’t know that,” said Castillo and his voice was soft.
“I think you know it, sir. But I think you know it in your head. Until you’ve royally, uh, screwed something up, you don’t really know it in your gut. You can’t.”
The rules of discipline on a submarine were more lax than those on a surface ship, they had to be. Submarine crews were small and the men lived in close contact. And enlisted submariners were the brightest sailors in the navy, smart enough to govern themselves. But there were still lines.
And the chief of the boat had just stepped over one of them.
“I will not have anyone question my fitness to command this boat,” said Castillo coldly.
Washington pushed away Castillo’s words with a raised hand. “I did not do that, Captain,” said the senior chief and there was a warning in the tone of his voice. “And I would not do that. I was just offering you an observation.”
For a moment the two men stared at each other. Washington was a formidable man, Castillo could see that. “Then what exactly were you doing, Senior Chief?”
“Skipper, you’re new to Pasadena and you don’t know me too well. So let me tell you a little story. Most people, they look at my skin tone and hear the Georgia twang in my voice and they assume I come from a poor family. Or maybe I joined the navy because some judge offered me a choice between the military — or jail.”
“But that’s not true.”
Washington smiled broadly. “No, sir. My father is a partner in the third largest corporate law firm in Atlanta. My two older brothers are lawyers, too. One of them, Samuel, is a state senator.”
Castillo leaned back in his chair. “Is this where you tell me you’re a sea lawyer.”
Washington chuckled. “No, sir. Anyway, not really sure why I decided to join the navy. Maybe because it was as far away as I could get from the law. If NASA had been hiring, I’d probably be an astronaut now.”
“All right,” said Castillo. “So you enlisted. What’s the punch line.”
“The punch line is that I didn’t enlist. My pop was a big wheel, remember? He got me an appointment to the Naval Academy.”
“No,” said Castillo. “Now I know you’re pulling my leg.”
Washington raised his right hand. “Honest to God.”
“What happened?”
“Threw me out my sophomore year. For drinking and cavorting with women of low moral character.”
“Cavorting?”
The cob arched an eyebrow. “There’s something to be said for a woman of low moral character.” He raised his hands. “Now, Captain, I know you’re having some fun at my expense and that’s just fine, but I got a serious point. I ended up an enlisted man on a ship, chipping paint. Nineteen years old and I was already a failure.”
“At nineteen,” said Castillo.
“Well, my father always did insist I was precocious. It takes most men three, four decades before they fail as impressively as I did at nineteen.”
Suddenly Castillo was laughing and Washington was laughing with him. For a moment, Castillo felt warm and happy and a little bit loopy.
“All right, Cob. That was good enough that I’m almost willing to forgive you for cutting into my rack time. Is that point you promised somewhere in my future?”
Washington grew serious. “Here’s my point, Skipper. Failure happens. All the planning in the world won’t prevent it. The real measure of a man is not that he never fails. The real measure of a man is what he does with himself after he fails.”
Castillo suddenly felt cold, ice cold.
“All right, Cob, you told me a story. Let me pay you back.”
Washington nodded, but said nothing.
“I did grow up poor. I’m from East Colfax in Denver. He paused for a long moment thinking back. “Growing up, my best friend in the world was a kid named George Fuentes. George was a dopey looking kid. He had ears out to here.” Castillo stuck his hands on the side of his head, palms out. “It didn’t matter though, because George had a mouth on him.
“He could talk himself into and out of any kind of trouble. He was a real charmer.” Castillo caught Washington’s eye. “Maybe you know the type.”
“I am sure I do not know what the captain means,” said the cob with a perfectly straight face.
“He was the kind of kid who could talk Aurelia Lopez with her fine body into going to the movies on a Friday night and talk her out of killing him when she learned that he already had a date with Gloria Mejia on the same night.”
Castillo paused, ran a hand through his hair. “Anyway, one night, he met this girl — I don’t even remember her name — but she was fine. We were walking down the street and she was the kind of chica that would stop traffic. Everyone on that street just turned as she walked by, but George, George, had the cojones to try to pick her up.”
“Get a girl in trouble, did he?” asked the cob.
“Probably wouldn’t have even been nothing, except George made her laugh. He was so damn funny, the laughter just came bubbling out of her and if she was fine walking down the street she was an angel when she laughed.”
Castillo was silent for a long moment, his stomach twisted into knots and heavy with acid. He felt strung out, exhausted and wired on caffeine.
“It sounded like popping,” he whispered, “I’ll never forget that, not loud and dramatic, just pop, pop, pop, like a bottle of Champagne and then George crashed to the sidewalk. He was wearing a Bronco jersey, old and faded orange and I saw it was stained black and his face was white, like someone had poured all the blood right out of him. I was sixteen, I didn’t—” He shook his head. “Didn’t know what to do, anyway, I shouted for help and then I grabbed him, I don’t know what I was thinking, maybe if I could hold onto him, maybe if I could just hold on to him he would be okay until help… He was shaking so hard, looking up at me with frightened eyes and it wasn’t like it was even him because he wasn’t talking, couldn’t talk, and if there was one thing George could do it was talk, and I just wanted him to stop shaking.”
He looked up. The cob sat across from him, ramrod straight, his jaw locked shut, his face grim.
“George Fuentes was sixteen when he died,” said Castillo. “Shot dead because he put a hand on the shoulder of a gangbanger’s girlfriend and made her laugh. You see, Senior Chief,” and if Castillo’s voice had been cold before, now it was arctic, “that’s what happened in my neighborhood when you made a mistake.”
Washington’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. He hauled to himself to his feet, his face set into grave lines. He looked down, like he couldn’t meet Castillo’s eyes. “I apologize for disturbing you, Captain,” he said softly. Then he turned and left, shutting the hatch gently behind him.
Castillo sat in his chair for a long moment, staring at the closed hatch. Then he got up and snapped off the light and laid down on his rack.
It was a long time before he could get to sleep.
* * *
When Castillo made his way up to Control, Lieutenant, j.g. Kenneth Green had the deck. Green was six-two and built, an African-American who was almost too big for submarine duty.
“What’s it look like, Lieutenant?” he asked softly.
“Good morning, Captain,” said Green and his face quirked in an ironic smile. It had been a while since anyone had gotten any kind of regular sleep on Pasadena—Castillo included.
The kid stepped over to the DRT. “We’ve got a subsurface contact out here at three four nine, designated Sierra Six. We don’t have a range yet, Captain, sorry.”
Castillo’s gaze flickered to the helmsman. The young sailor had his wheel over to the left. “You’re turning to get another bearing.”
Green bobbed his head. “Yessir. We’re working to firm up Six. She’s awfully quiet, though. Sonar thinks she’s the Typhoon.” He tapped the tracing paper, pointing out another track. “This is an air contact, sounds like rotors. It’s running forward of Six. I’m guessing a Helix, though we’d have to come up to pee dee to check that with ESM.”
Castillo nodded. “It’s a good thought, Ken, but I don’t want to risk detection by that helo. Helix is a good guess, good enough for what we’re doing. I suppose it makes sense that the Ruskies would send a helo out to screen a lone boomer, but why is she alone?” He shook his head. “It’s not like the Russians are running out of attack boats.”
Green laughed. “No, sir. In fact, we have one to the northwest. Sierra Four, classified as Victor Eighteen, the Daniil Moskovskiy. She’s making all kinds of noise, Captain, full bell. We’ve got a good solution on her, zero three two at sixty thousand yards.”
Castillo blinked. What the hell? He glanced down at Sierra Four’s track, thinking maybe Vic-18 was running in to screen Pasadena off the boomer, but no, the attack boat was moving left to right, away from the Typhoon. He shook his head. First the Russians sent a boomer out by herself and then they had a fast boat running in the opposite direction.
None of this made any sense.
“You got a handle on this?” Castillo asked.
Green opened his mouth, thought better of it and closed it. He shook his head. “No, sir.”
Castillo rolled his answer over in his mind for a second or two. The Captain’s all-knowing mystique was a powerful tool in the command arsenal and he had peers who never admitted to their troops that they didn’t know an answer, but how was a JO supposed to learn if you locked them out of your thinking?
Castillo sighed, “Me neither, Ken.” He tapped the DRT tracing paper. “In a situation like this we need to think about what we know — and what we don’t. The Russians are acting contrary to doctrine. It’s confusing to us, but there is a reason. I think we’ll find it when we get close to the Typhoon.”
“What if we don’t?” asked Green.
Castillo flashed the young officer a smile. “Then Ivan’s doing something different and Pasadena has the good fortune to lock it down and report it to CINCPACFLT.” He clapped Green on the shoulder. “We’re not out here to do the same thing all the time, Ken. The nav put us out here because we can think.”
The kid grinned. “Well, in that case, sir, I suggest we—”
He was interrupted by an excited voice from the gray speaker hung in the overhead. “Con, Sonar. I have an explosion at zero three three.”
Castillo was on the move in an instant, punching through the hatch at the forward end of Control, stepping into the passageway and then shouldering his way into Sonar. “Report!” he barked.
The sonar watch supervisor, STS2(SS) Thanh Pham, turned to look up at him. “Captain, we detected a large explosion, bearing zero three three.”
Next to Busfield, Pham was the best sonarman on the boat. He was a short kid from SoCal who loved the good submarine chow a little too much. Normally the kid had a sunny disposition. But now anguish twisted his features.
“The Victor,” said Castillo.
“That’s affirm, Captain.” The kid’s eyes were wide. His right phone covered his ear, but the left was off so he could hear his commander. Suddenly he wheeled around, shifted the left phone back over his ear, closed his eyes. “Son of a bitch,” he whispered. He turned back around and pulled the phone set off his head. “I’m getting water rushing sounds, Captain. Her screw—” He shook his head. “It’s pinwheeling. I think—” He shook his head again. “I think she’s going down.”
Castillo took a moment to absorb that — but only a moment. He turned to find Green standing right behind him. “Officer of the Deck,” he snapped. “Bring us to periscope depth. Inform Radio we have flash message traffic for the national command authority. And sound battlestations.”
“Periscope depth, aye aye, Captain,” Green repeated smartly and then he was pushing back into Control.
Castillo paused for a second before following him, watching the hash the explosion had made of the Petty Officer Pham’s waterfall display, the bright emerald light coloring the faces of the boys in Sonar a pale, unnatural green.
He had just lost the chance to write the book on the new Typhoon.
He’d have to run up on the Victor and the boomer would hear his flank bell, hear it and fade away into the ocean like a ghost. But Castillo didn’t have any choice. He didn’t like the Russians, didn’t trust the Russians. But a sinking submarine—
(My dear God!)
That was a nightmare.
* * *
Silence reigned in Main Control, but this silence was different from the one Castillo remembered from their hunt of the Japanese destroyer. That had been a taut silence born of tactical necessity, the ship control team leaning forward in their chairs, muscles tight, eyes glued to their gages and displays, minds racing furiously as they stalked Kirishima like a mountain lion stalks a deer.
This silence was entirely different. It was a nervous, jittery silence, grating an uncomfortable. It stank like sweat. It tasted foul and metallic. It was the kind of silence that settled over the family of a father who’d had a heart attack as they sat or paced in a hospital lobby, waiting to know.
As a submariner, silence had always been Castillo’s friend.
But this silence he hated.
He leaned over the chart table, studying the Russian coast, eyes locked on the contour that separated the pale blue of the continental shelf from the royal blue of the abyssal depths. They’d had a pretty good fix on Vic-18 when the casualty had sent her to the bottom, but a sinking submarine did not fall like a stone. The hull breach would have flooded at least one compartment to sea, but if her crew had managed to close her watertight hatches—
(Please God, please.)
— then the rest of her spaces would still be filled with buoyant air, which meant her fore-and-aft trim had gone straight to hell. The submarine would have gone down unbalanced. No, she hadn’t gone down like a stone. Daniil Moskovskiy would have fluttered down like an autumn leaf.
No telling where she ended up.
If she had come down on the continental shelf, there was a chance, a chance that survivors could be rescued. But if she’d plunged into the abyssal dark—
Castillo shook his head.
“Officer of the Deck,” he said softly, “time to station?”
“Seven minutes, Captain,” Glazer answered in the same low voice.
The math was brutal — and undeniable. Vic-18 had been sixty thousand yards out when she’d gone down. Castillo had a flank bell on, his submarine running flat out at 32 knots submerged. That meant 55.6 minutes to arrive at the posit where the Russian went down. An hour. It was like watching someone get hit by a car and having to wait an hour to help.
In his left hand he held a crumpled strip of paper which was stupid because he’d already read it so many times that he had it memorized. But for some reason he just couldn’t bring himself to put it down. It was a response from CINCPACFLT and it included in the disbo list both the chief of naval operations and the president. Castillo took it out and read it again.
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Castillo’s orders, which he read as: Do all you can to rescue the Russian sailors but do NOT cause an international incident, were exactly what he had expected when he’d reported the loss of Vic-18. Really, what else could the chain of command say?
But he couldn’t help but worry about that third paragraph.
He had to “defer” to the Russians in the conduct of the SAR operation. When the Oscar-class Kursk had gone down in the Barents Sea in 2000, both the U.S. Navy and the Royal Navy had immediately offered use of their DSRV’s to rescue the trapped sailors. For four critical days the Russians dithered, Ivan’s pride preventing him from accepting the offered assistance. On day five, the Russians finally accepted the aid of the Brits and the Norwegians.
But by then it was already too late.
One hundred eighteen men had died aboard Kursk.
“On station, Captain,” Glazer reported. “Recommend yankee search.”
Castillo thought about that for a moment. Yankee search was shorthand for the use of active sonar. U.S. submarines normally used passive sonar to listen to the sea and carefully tease out the sounds of their opponents. If submarine warfare was like a gunfight in a pitch black room, using active sonar was like turning on a flashlight. It would help you see — but it would help your enemy see even better.
In this case, tactical considerations were secondary — but Castillo didn’t think a yankee search would be much help. They were trying to find a sub on the sea floor — and this patch of ocean covered a rocky, irregular surface. Even if he went active, there was a good chance that bottom scatter would hide Vic-18.
And there was something else to consider.
“Quartermaster, are we in international waters?”
“Yessir,” said QM3(SS) Williams. “Based on dead reckoning from our last fix, I hold us six hundred yards outside the line.”
Six hundred yards. Castillo turned to look at his QM.
The petty officer looked back at him placidly.
Estimating position based on dead reckoning added error — especially since his submarine had just come off a high speed run.
“All right,” he said. “Once we localize Vic-18, we’ll come to pee dee. Quartermaster, I want a satellite fix right away.”
“Yessir,” said Williams.
Castillo turned to Glazer. “One ping only,” he said. “Tell Sonar, full power.”
“Aye aye, sir,” said Glazer. The OOD pulled a sound-powered phone off the bulkhead, adjusted the selector, and gave the crank a quarter-turn, producing a little whoop. “One ping, full power,” he said into the mouthpiece.
There was a moment’s pause and then a high-pitched tone echoed through Pasadena’s hull. Castillo’s people looked around at the eerie noise. No submariner liked the sound of active sonar.
The ping faded to silence and Castillo felt his hope going with it. He didn’t expect to locate Vic-18 with the ping, but he hoped if there were survivors nearby they would hear it and—
“Con, Sonar!” Busfield’s voice was excited over the speaker. “I got something.”
Castillo ran for Sonar. Busfield handed him a phone set without having to be asked and the captain pulled it down over his ears.
What he heard was a frantic cacophony of clanks and thuds as if men were using wrenches or fists to pound on the bulkhead of their submarine.
“The Russians,” said Busfield, the kid’s voice wavering with emotion, “they’re alive.”
* * *
Castillo picked up the handset for the underwater telephone, better known to submariners as the growler for the device’s poor sound quality, and raised it to his face. “Daniil Moskovskiy, this is U.S. submarine seven fife two. Are you receiving, over?”
No answer.
Castillo looked over at Pasadena’s XO, Lieutenant Commander Paul Trent. “Nothing.”
Trent frowned. The XO was a thoughtful man who wore his blond hair in a buzz cut and was a frequent user of the boat’s weight machine. “If they lost the forward compartment, they may not be able to reach their growler. Kursk went down when she had a torpedo mishap. If the same thing happened here, we can assume the survivors are restricted to the engine room.”
“I’d rather not assume anything,” said Castillo. He repeated his transmission.
This time he was answered by a smattering of Russian.
A smile flashed across Castillo’s face. The XO handed him a bunch of nonsense words scrawled across a piece of paper. “Ya ne govoryu po Russki,” Castillo read aloud. “Ti govorish’ po Angliiski?”
He put the phone down and looked askance at Trent. “Really? You’re sure that’s right? It sounds like I’m clearing my throat.”
Trent shrugged muscular shoulders. “Your guess is as good as mine, Skipper, but I got it out of the Russian phrase b—”
A voice on the other end of the growler interrupted Trent. “Greetings, Pasadena!”
Castillo frowned. He hadn’t told the Russians the name of his submarine. Had they looked it up — or had they already known who SSN-752 was?
“This is Captain of Daniil Moskovskiy, Captain Second Rank Martyn Leonidovich Volkov.” The voice was slow and halting. Between Volkov’s heavy accent and the growler’s shifting frequency, it was hard to understand.
“I am very glad to hear your voice, Captain. This is the captain of the USS Pasadena, Commander Mark Castillo. We are here to render assistance. What is your situation?”
He nodded to Trent to put the conversation on the speaker.
Even over the growler, Castillo heard the long, unhappy sigh. “We have weapons casualty. Still we are not sure what it was, but we think torpedo… em, I’m think how to say in English, explode, that’s how you say it, da, explode?”
Castillo felt a sudden chill. God in Heaven! “That’s right, Captain,” he said evenly, “explode.”
Around Main Control, his people were staring at the speaker in horror.
Not Senior Chief Washington, though, Castillo noticed the cob was looking at him.
“We think the torpedo open us to ocean. Roving watch reported severe flooding. Managed to get watertight hatch closed, but lost entire forward compartment in two minutes.”
If Castillo had felt a chill before, now his guts were ice. Two minutes. No way would that be enough time to evacuate the forward spaces. Volkov had locked some of his men in a flooding space to save the rest. Castillo wondered if he would be able to do that, be able to carry the crushing weight of that decision.
And then he thought, better to never be in that position.
Better never to make that mistake.
“Do you have power?”
“Battery only, enough to talk on sonar phone and power emergency lights. But is getting very cold, Captain. Soon, cold and dark. Have our countrymen arrived?”
“We think we are first on scene. We reported the accident immediately so by now your people should be on their way. I know for a fact the Japanese have deployed a submarine rescue ship. We expect it to arrive tomorrow in the early morning.”
There was a long silence. Castillo looked at Trent.
“I…am not certain Japanese rescue submarine mate with Russian escape hatch.”
Trent shook his head. “Their DSRV’s are designed to provide a watertight seal around the hatch. Should be fine.”
“My XO tells me it should be fine,” said Castillo. “Can we provide any assistance?”
Another silence.
Castillo tried to imagine what it would be like, cold and desperate in a ship that had torn itself apart, talking on a growler to the outside world while even the dim illumination of emergency lighting flickered and faded. A captain had to give his men hope, but not so much that a setback would turn hope to crushing despair. How did a man walk that tightrope?
“Spasiba, Captain. Uh, thank you. For now, I think best thing is to report our status to countrymen. When Japanese and Russian ships arrive, can decide best course of action.”
“Acknowledged, Moskovskiy. We will relay your status. In the meantime, our prayers are with you.”
“Spasiba,” Volkov whispered. “Spasiba.”
“Pasadena out,” said Castillo softly. He gently reached up and replaced the growler handset in its cradle. There was no sound in Control, absolutely no sound, as if the horror of what had happened to Daniil Moskovskiy had banished sound.
He turned to Glazer. “Officer of the Deck, surface the ship.”
“Surface the ship, aye, aye, sir. Diving officer, make your depth six two feet.”
Suddenly Main Control was filled with the comforting sound of well-trained watchstanders repeating back their orders.
Two minutes, Castillo thought. Jesus Christ.
* * *
Thank God the sea state was mild, three to four foot swells from the northeast, but that’s not how it felt as the Zodiac slalomed over the cobalt blue ocean at 25 knots, charging up the crest of one wave only to slam down into the trough of another in a shower of cold, white spray.
It was a jarring, dangerous ride.
But then that was a pretty good way to describe the last twenty-four hours.
A jarring, dangerous ride.
Castillo’s eyes were fixed on the clean lines of the Kongō-class destroyer holding station two nautical miles abeam of Pasadena, the Rising Sun flapping in the heavy wind.
Their old friend, Kirishima.
Already deployed for SCARLET GOALPOST and capable of a top speed of more than thirty knots, the destroyer had reached the op area well ahead of the submarine rescue ship Chihaya.
The Zodiac was approaching the destroyer from the bow, but Castillo saw that the vessel had her Jacob’s ladder hanging down amidships, just aft of the superstructure. Castillo turned around to tell the coxswain, Petty Officer Sonderson, to modify his approach, but Sonderson had already thrown the Zodiac into a wide U-turn, bringing the boat around so it would come alongside Kirishima stern to bow.
Castillo caught the boy’s eye and gave him a nod.
Sonderson grinned back at him
Castillo turned his attention back to the destroyer. He was very happy to see the Japanese — hell, he would have been happy to see anyone who could lend a hand in pulling those men off the bottom — but he knew the Kirishima’s captain. Sakutaro Kagawa was as tough and professional a mariner as Castillo had ever met. If there was anyone who could help him think of a way out of the box it was Sakutaro Kagawa.
Sonderson cut speed and the Zodiac glided past the destroyer’s stern, angling towards the rope ladder hanging down the ship’s gray flank.
He desperately needed to talk with Kagawa before the Russians got here and complicated the diplomatic equation.
And then Castillo glanced up.
He saw a helicopter sitting on the destroyer’s landing deck, but it wasn’t the SH-60F Seahawk Castillo expected. No, if the Seahawk was a graceful dragonfly, this machine had the squashed aspect of a fly, short and dumpy, topped with dual rotors, its fuselage painted white, its engines and belly painted a baby blue.
A flapping Russian flag painted just aft of the cockpit.
* * *
Castillo’s mind was racing as he rose carefully to his feet in the Zodiac, trying not to tip out of the small rubber boat and plunge into the sea. They had more than enough people to rescue already. He stood in a low crouch as the Zodiac dipped with a falling wave then rose with the heaving sea and slammed into the destroyer’s steel hull. Castillo had been leaning in towards the ship and the contact punched the air out of his lungs, but he had the wit to grab a rung of the manila rope ladder hanging over the side and climb.
He felt the Jacob’s ladder flex as Paul Trent followed him up. Castillo reached the top and a man reached down to help haul him over the side. Castillo scrambled to his feet and saw the man who’d helped him was Sakutaro Kagawa.
Castillo came to attention and saluted. “Request permission to come aboard, Captain.”
Kagawa returned his salute. “You mosta welcome, Captain.”
Castillo slowly slipped off his green foul weather jacket and draped the sodden garment over his arm, careful of the envelope tucked inside. He had traded his poopie suit for scrub khakis in an effort to show respect for Kagawa and his crew, but he was startled to see that the Japanese captain was dressed in service blues.
He was even more startled to see a Russian officer standing next to Kagawa, also wearing dress blues, the three stars on his gold-trimmed epaulettes telling Castillo that he was a full admiral.
Kagawa was standing five or six inches forward of the Russian, his right shoulder angled just enough that there was no way the admiral could see his face.
Castillo glanced from the Russian flag officer back to Kagawa.
The Japanese officer raised an eyebrow and, without moving his head a millimeter, his eyes flickered left towards the admiral. And then, quick as a blink, the expression was gone from his round face, wiped away as if it had never been.
“Catillo-san, please to meet Admira Nikolai Zhakov of the Russian Navy. Admira, this is Captain Mark Castillo.”
For a second, Castillo looked at the man, deciding how to greet him. He had saluted Kagawa as a matter of courtesy when boarding his ship. Castillo had no doubt if their roles were reversed the Japanese officer would have done the same. Zhakov was of superior rank — but he wasn’t an ally and this wasn’t his ship. And there was no way he was going to salute a Russian.
Castillo reached forward to shake the man’s hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Admiral. Please let me assure you we will do all we can to rescue the men of the Daniil Moskovskiy.”
Zhakov was a tank of a man, an inch taller than Castillo and with a ruddy complexion. He looked to be in his fifties and judging by the sag of the skin under his eyes, the admiral was no stranger to the occasional bottle of vodka. Most of the admiral’s head was covered by his white combination cover, but Castillo saw buzz-short gray hair along the side of his head. The Russian flag officer looked like an old warhorse a year or two away from being put out to pasture.
But the man’s clever, dark eyes told an entirely different story.
It turned out that Zhakov had a grip like a steel vice. “Spasiba, Commander. Your, em, generosity during these troubles is very much appreciated. I am happy to teell you how you may help.”
Then he smiled like a shark.
The use of the rank Commander — though technically correct — was a mild insult since a ship’s commanding officer was always referred to as captain. Zhakov was reminding him he was junior — and claiming the authority to instruct Castillo on how his submarine would be used.
Castillo smiled back. Time to remind this guy that he wasn’t talking to a subordinate. “The United States of America stands ready to assist our Russian friends in this difficult time.”
Kagawa, who was standing between the two men, took a step back.
Zhakov’s eyes narrowed and the corners of his mouth tightened ever so slightly. But when he spoke his voice was placid. “Weell said, Commander. Captain Kagawa has generously offered use of his wardroom. Shall we discuss the matter there?”
Wouldn’t want to play poker with you, buddy, Castillo thought. He nodded and Kagawa led the way toward the ship’s superstructure.
Castillo hesitated for a moment, glancing backwards. Sometime during all the posturing, Paul Trent had climbed aboard. The XO glanced at the Russian’s retreating back and puffed air out of his mouth, shook his head.
Castillo knew just how he felt.
* * *
The destroyer’s wardroom was a place of understated elegance — and considerably larger than the tiny space where Pasadena’s officers ate. The room was carpeted in a deep blue shag that felt soft under Castillo’s shiny black Oxfords.
On one end of the space there was a place for talk and relaxation, a trio of sofas covered in burgundy leather arranged in a “U” around a plasma TV on the inboard bulkhead. (It was a Sony, of course.) Beside the television was a book case.
The dining room featured a beautifully polished table constructed of cherry wood with a dozen place settings — enough to accommodate a third of the ship’s officers at a sitting.
Opposite the table was a lush painting of the san no torii—the third gate — of the Kirishima Jingu Shrine. Torii gates marked the transition from the profane to the sacred and so were common at the entrance to Shinto shrines. This one was a brilliant vermillion with a gracefully curved upper lintel painted black. It must have been autumn when the image had been painted; the normally green needles of Japanese red pines had faded to yellow and the maple trees were a flaming red. Somehow the painting managed to convey the brutal fury of fire — even while the graceful arc of the gate called forth the holy.
Castillo could see why this painting had been chosen to adorn the bulkhead of Kirishima’s wardroom.
Kagawa said something in Japanese and the mess stewards just vanished, the wardroom hatch clicking softly behind them. Castillo turned from the painting to see that they had left behind a tea service. Both Kagawa and the Russian admiral were helping themselves to a cup. Castillo knew it was probably rude, but he decided he’d pass on the tea.
He was already wired enough.
“So, Commander,” said Zhakov, stirring a dollop of honey into his tea, “were you able to make contact with our submarine?”
Castillo glanced at Trent, then nodded. “They reported they suffered a torpedo casualty.” He swallowed. “Captain Volkov told me was only able to save his ship by securing the forward compartment.”
That piece of news was greeted by a heavy silence. Everyone in that room understood exactly what that report meant for the men on watch in Daniil Moskovskiy’s forward compartment.
“Volkov reports that they have battery power — but he told me it’s running out. When it’s gone the men trapped below that there won’t have light or heat — or the ability to communicate with us.”
Zhakov nodded. “By great fortune our rescue ship, Keet, is in port in Vladivostok for repairs to number one main engine. Pacific Fleet is expediting the work. He will be underway in sixteen hours — and on station only a few hours after that.”
Castillo shared a look with Kagawa.
“Sir,” said the Japanese officer, “my government offers you services of submarine rescue Chihaya.”
Zhakov stared at Kagawa for a moment. “Spasiba, Captain, for your gracious offer. But this is Russian matter, da?”
Was this idiot going to turn down help? Castillo drew a deep breath. How do I say this diplomatically? “I am not sure we have explained ourselves properly, Admiral. Chihaya is less than eight hours away. With luck, the Japanese can conclude rescue operations before your vessel even arrives on station.”
Zhakov fixed Castillo with a steely glare. “You are submarine officer, Commander. So I appreciate your, em, what is word, ardor to rescue victims of submarine accident. But these are our people. Rescue is our responsibility.”
Castillo hadn’t called the admiral “sir” once, but he did it now, bending his neck in the hopes the man would just listen. “Sir, I understand. If it were Americans trapped on the bottom, I’d feel exactly the same way. But there are bound to be casualties aboard the Victor, men who might not last another sixteen plus hours. And once power’s gone, hypothermia will be a very real threat. And one more thing. When we picked her up, your submarine’s screw was pinwheeling. If she hit the seafloor with any kind of speed — even just five or ten knots — then there’s got to be flooding.” He shook his head. “Sir, we’ve got to get to those men now.”
Zhakov stared at him, saying nothing, perhaps imagining what it might be like to sit in silent darkness while the air grew stale and the frigid, black sea slowly swallowed up your world. “Do you have fix on submarine position?” he finally asked.
Castillo looked over at Trent and nodded.
Pasadena’s XO opened the cardboard tube he’d carried over on the Zodiac and pulled out a chart. He laid it out on the dining room table. It was a chart of the Russian coast — a fresh chart, without any of the markings that showed Pasadena’s track or her various navigational fixes. Only one thing was marked on this chart — the position of the Daniil Moskovskiy.
Castillo stepped towards the table and tapped the penciled-in circle with his finger. “There is, of course, some error in the estimated position. We came up with this position by considering the range of our growler and the topography of the ocean floor beneath us. When we surfaced we took a satellite fix. But if we look within this circle, we’ll find your submarine — I guarantee it.”
Zhakov peered at the chart. “This is not chart you use for navigation.”
Castillo shrugged. “Details of the movement and tactics of U.S. submarines are classified. And they would not help us effect rescue of the trapped men in any case.”
“But it would show if you violated Russian waters!” Zhakov stabbed a meaty finger at the chart. “Ees clear that Daniil Moskovskiy is sunk in Russian waters.”
“We did not violate your territory,” said Castillo firmly. The truth was Pasadena had probably wandered over the line, though he couldn’t say for sure, because of navigational uncertainty. In any case, he hadn’t been spying on the Russians — he’d been rendering assistance to a stricken vessel, which was his duty under maritime law.
And why did the Russian care so much?
Zhakov looked up, fixing those dark eyes on Castillo. “I am sure you agree, we cannot permit American or Japanese navies—” he glanced at Kagawa, “to violate Russian sovereignty.”
“If that is your wish,” said the Japanese officer placidly.
“Admiral,” said Castillo. “Your men are dying down there. How can you force them to wait an additional—”
“No American or Japanese vessel will violate Russian waters!” Zhakov roared.
Castillo’s jaw clamped shut.
Zhakov’s dark gaze bored into him. “I require you to acknowledge my order, Commander.”
“I acknowledge your position,” said Castillo.
“My order,” Zhakov insisted. “You have no authority to enter our waters without permission.”
“Very well,” said Castillo unhappily.
For a long moment a tense silence filled the wardroom.
“I wish to speak with Captain Kagawa about another matter,” said Castillo.
Zhakov pulled a chair out and sat down at the table. “Go ahead,” he said.
He’s not going to leave me alone with Kagawa, Castillo realized. He doesn’t want to give us a chance to confer. He thought quickly. “Pasadena and Kirishima were able to respond to this incident quickly because we were conducting a joint exercise. I just wanted to discuss that exercise’s outcome.”
Now both Kagawa and Trent were staring at him. American submarine captains never discussed classified exercises in front of Russian admirals.
“There is no outcome,” said Kagawa carefully, clearly trying to forestall the discussion. “Exercise broken off to responda to Russian accident.”
“Oh, there was an outcome,” said Castillo. He reached inside his damp foul-weather jacket and pulled out a nine by twelve brown clasp envelope and handed it to Kagawa.
The Japanese officer gave Castillo a quizzical look and then opened the envelope. He started to pull a piece of paper out, saw what it was, and then shoved it back in. His mouth tightened into an angry line and his eyes flickered up to fasten on Castillo.
“Hai,” snapped Kagawa. “We discuss!”
Zhakov started to climb to his feet, but stopped when Kagawa shook his head. “No, Admira. Mr. Castillo is right about this one thing. This matter is between us. Please to stay and enjoy hospitality of my wardroom.”
Castillo caught Trent’s eye. “Paul, why don’t you stay here and entertain the Admiral.” And don’t say anything you shouldn’t, he thought.
Trent nodded. “Of course, Captain.”
Kagawa nodded to Castillo. “Please, this way.” The Japanese officer charged out of the wardroom, Castillo following behind. Kagawa raced through Officer’s Country, hit a watertight hatch, and suddenly they were outside on a thin strip of deck that ran along the superstructure and looked out over the sea.
Kagawa wheeled on Castillo and raised the envelope, his face flushed red, his mouth curled into a snarl.
“Please, sir,” said Castillo, cutting him off. He jerked the envelope out of Kagawa’s hand, ripped it open, and yanked out the photograph of Kirishima centered in Pasadena’s attack scope. He crumpled the picture into a ball and threw it over the side. Then he bowed deeply from the waist. “Sumimasen, Captain Kagawa.”
When he straightened, Kagawa was staring at him, open-mouthed.
“It was not my intention to embarrass you in front of the Russian, Captain,” said Castillo gently. “I just wanted to create a pretext for us to have a word alone — something Zhakov would accept. I needed to make you angry. But I meant no offense and I am sorry.”
Kagawa blinked, shook his head. “What did you want?” he asked coldly.
Castillo turned away from the Japanese officer and watched ribbons of foam curl away from the destroyer’s hull as she cut through the sea, felt the cold breeze kiss his face. He was thinking of the desperate whisper of Volkov’s voice over the growler. He was thinking of what it felt like when George Fuentes died.
“We can’t let Zhakov’s pride kill these men.”
Kagawa leaned forward against the railing. “My orders are explicit. I am to offer assistance, but follow Russian lead.”
Castillo nodded. “Me, too.”
For a moment, both men stared out at the sea.
“They sent an admiral in a helicopter,” said Castillo.
“Hai.”
Castillo turned to look at his Japanese counterpart. “No, I mean until Keet arrives they have no assets here.”
Kagawa shook his head. “I am not certain¼”
“When Chihaya arrives, she launches her DSRV. Pasadena establishes communication with the Victor. If Volkov reports a worsening situation we commence rescue operations.”
“It is dangerous idea.”
“We’ll be in extremis, reacting to an emergency situation — and reacting at the request of a Russian officer.”
Kagawa frowned. “What about your orders?”
“My chain of command gives me discretion to interpret my orders. As long as I succeed there will be no complaints.”
“And if you fail?”
Castillo chuckled. “Then CINCPACFLT will hang me from the highest yardarm he can find.”
Kagawa shook his head.
“Look, it just means I’ll have to make sure we don’t fail. This is how we’ll do it. Your DSRV moves from the Victor to Pasadena, transferring rescued Russian sailors. It’ll go fast, Sakutaro, because I’ll hover Pasadena a few hundred yards from the Russian boat. And we’re only talking four trips, five max.”
“Zhakov will be furious.”
Castillo shook his head. “So what? Listen, we’ll present him with a fait accompli. What is the Russian navy going to do when Pasadena surfaces with the Victor’s rescued crew — complain?”
“And you are hero, Captain.” Kagawa snatched the envelope away from Castillo, crumpled it up, and tossed it into the sea. “Again.”
“It is true that American submarine commanders aren’t known for their modesty.”
Kagawa snorted.
“But if this works the JMSDF can claim all the credit. Say Pasadena played a supporting role — hell, don’t say anything about us at all. I. Don’t. Care. All that matters to me is pulling those men off the bottom.”
Kagawa turned to stare out the deep, blue water.
He’s not buying it. And he had to. The Japanese had the DSRV. Without them there would be no rescue. Somehow Castillo had to sell him. “Look, if we do this, the last thing we have to worry about is Zhakov. Remember the outrage among the Russian public over the Kursk? No one in the Russian government will dare say anything against us if we bring those men out.”
“And if something goes wrong?”
Castillo sucked in a heavy breath. It was a good question — a damned good question. Because the chance of failure, of disaster, were real. Time and the ocean’s horrible crushing pressure were working against them. It wasn’t hard to imagine a scenario in which the Daniil Moskovskiy was lost, or the Japanese DSRV, or even the Pasadena. What if the DSRV’s pressure skirt failed while Pasadena had her logistic and escape trunk open? The black ocean would come pouring in and there’d be nothing to do to stop it.
(Two minutes.)
Or what if the Americans and the Japanese took charge of the rescue and the Russian sailors were already dead — killed by hypothermia or hypoxia or progressive flooding. Castillo would surely take the blame whether or not it was his fault.
The safest thing, the smartest thing to do was to hold back and let the Russians take care of their own.
Castillo reached over and touched Kagawa’s shoulder. “I cannot lie to you Sakutaro. If something goes wrong, and we both know it might—” He shook his head. “Well, I guess both our careers would be torched.”
Kagawa stared at him with inscrutable black eyes.
“But, here’s the thing. I’m willing to take that risk. Because¼” Castillo shook his head. “Because I just can’t let those men die. Not if there’s something I could do. Can you?”
Kagawa stared at him for a long moment, his face giving away nothing. Finally he said, “If you can get submarine captain please to request our help. Then maybe, maybe your idea work.”
“Arigato,” Castillo whispered. “Domo arigato.”
A cold chuckle slipped out of Kagawa. “Please do not say thank you yet, Castillo-san. Before this is over you may find that arigato is not the right word at all.”
* * *
Castillo reached up into the pipes crisscrossing the overhead and grabbed an EAB manifold, anchoring himself against Pasadena’s five-degree down bubble. Pain rippled across his shoulders the product of tension and fatigue poisons. He looked over the helmsman’s shoulder, watching red LED numbers on the depth display drift up and hit “700.”
“Passing seven hundred feet,” said the kid on the bow planes.
“Very well, helm,” said Glazer.
As the numbers worked their way higher, Castillo felt the tension coiled in his belly slowly work itself free.
Submarines were not designed to ride the surface. Even a mild sea was enough to cause a 688-boat to bob like an empty tin can cast into the ocean. While Pasadena had been surfaced, a quarter of Castillo’s crew had been busy turning green and heaving their guts out in the head. But it wasn’t only the smoother ride that made him happy he’d submerged his submarine.
Beneath the waves his boat was a sleek and silent shark, a cold and deadly predator ready to deal death.
On the surface she was just a target like everyone else.
He had witnessed another submarine sink, so it should have made him reluctant to dive his boat. But it hadn’t. The stress and worry over the Russian sailors’ fate made Castillo yearn safety. And for his submarine, safety could only be found beneath the sea.
“Passing eight hundred feet.”
“Very well, helm.”
Castillo caught Glazer’s eyes and stepped over to the DRT plot, joining Trent. “Let’s talk about the picture,” he murmured.
Glazer pointed at a pair of pencil tracks. “Closest contacts are a pair of Osa-class patrol boats. They must have been cruising the coast when the Victor went down, only way they could have come up on us so fast. They’re nasty little missile boats — but they don’t have much of an ASW capability. Shouldn’t be a threat to us.”
“Lots of noise from the bearing to Vladivostok, Captain,” said Trent. “Looks like the Russians are surging a significant portion of their surface fleet.”
Castillo shook his head. “I’m not worried about the skimmers. What I want to know about is their submarines.”
Trent and Glazer shared a look.
“What is it?” asked Castillo, irritated.
“We haven’t detected any subsurface contacts,” said Trent. “None.”
Which was beyond strange. And Trent and Glazer were too smart to trust good news they didn’t understand. Unless Russians attack boats were needed elsewhere for some other reason. Why had the boomer been transiting without an escort? Castillo could just see the hint of something, a blurry shape, if only he could¼
Damn it, he would have to act on what he knew.
And hope for the best.
“All right,” he said, “for all intents and purposes we’ll ignore the surface contacts. But if Sonar detects a Russian submarine, any submarine, I want to know about it immediately.”
“Yessir,” answered Glazer crisply.
“We’ll go in slow and quiet and contact the Victor. That part shouldn’t be too hard. Our goal is to get Volkov to request assistance. The next part is trickier — we’ll have to relay that request to the Kirishima without surfacing and without using the growler. We can’t risk Zhakov or any of the Russian’s surface fleet breaking our message.”
Glazer frowned. “So how will we— Oh, flashing light.”
Castillo nodded. “We’ll come to pee dee and flash a message. Kirishima’s signal bridge will relay to Captain Kagawa who will contact Chihaya.”
“That’s a lot of steps, Captain,” said Trent.
Castillo sighed. “You’re not kidding, XO.”
“Steady at nine hundred feet. At ordered depth.”
Glazer turned back to look at the helmsman. “Very well, helm. Left standard rudder. Come to new course three four seven. All ahead one-third.”
Castillo stepped over to the quartermaster’s table and watched his submarine track across the chart, moving towards the position of the downed Victor. When the little pencil triangles reached the line that indicated the end of international waters, he raised his voice. “All stop. All back one-third.”
“Captain has the conn,” called Glazer.
Castillo waited until the backing bell completely arrested Pasadena’s forward motion and then he called, “All stop.”
“All stop, aye, aye,” answered the helmsman, reaching forward and twisting the engine order telegraph. A second later: “Maneuvering answers all stop.”
This time Castillo was certain that he was in international waters. He stepped over to the growler and pulled down the handset. “Daniil Moskovskiy, this is Pasadena, over.”
Nothing.
The growler wouldn’t work without power and Castillo knew the Victor was already drawing down its battery just to keep the lights and heat on. If the battery was running out of juice they wouldn’t be able to communicate.
And if they couldn’t communicate he would have no pretext to rescue the Russian crew.
“Daniil Moskovskiy, this is Pasadena. Are you receiving?”
He heard a distant whisper of sound over the speaker — just enough to convince him that the Russians were trying to answer up.
He glanced at Trent. The XO ran his hand through his blond buzz cut and then said what Castillo was thinking. “If they’re having power drain¼” He shook his head. “We’re going to have to move closer to hear them.”
Castillo clutched the phone so hard that pain stabbed through his knuckles. There was a big difference in willfully violating Russian waters and coming to the aid of a desperate submarine captain who was watching the cold and darkness claim his men one by one. But there was only so much CYA he could do. Sooner or later he was going to have to make a decision.
And Castillo wasn’t a big fan of waiting around to see what happens.
He drew a deep breath. “In my judgment as captain of the Pasadena it is necessary to enter Russian waters in order to carry out our duty under maritime law to assist a vessel in distress. This is my decision and mine alone.” He turned to the quartermaster of the watch. “QM3, please enter that in the deck log.”
“Yessir,” said Williams crisply.
“Helm,” said Castillo, “make turns for five knots.”
“Make turns for five knots,” answered the fireman on the bow planes. “Sir, Maneuvering answers turns for five knots.”
Castillo looked at his watch. Five knots. One hundred sixty-seven yards per minute. At 36 seconds he looked up and called out, “All stop.”
“All stop,” answered the helmsman. “Maneuvering answers all stops.”
One hundred yards, Castillo thought. I’ve violated Russian waters — and my orders — by hundred yards. I hope to hell it’s worth it.
He picked up the growler handset. “Daniil Moskovskiy, this is Pasadena, over. Are you receiving?”
This time he heard a tiny whisper of sound. “Pasadena, this—” Static. “—Moskovskiy, over. Running low—” Static. “—ower.”
This was never going to work. Castillo already had his hand in the cookie jar, but if he was going to pull those men out he was going to have to reach deeper.
Maybe all the way to the bottom.
He glanced down at the surface plot. The two patrol boats orbiting overhead weren’t really ASW platforms. They weren’t going to overhear the growler conversation — and there wasn’t anyone else out here. “In for a penny, in for a pound,” Castillo muttered under his breath.
“Excuse me, Captain?” said Glazer.
“Mr. Glazer, take the conn and give me a hundred more yards.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
Castillo raised the phone to his face. “Moskovskiy, please report status.” He closed his eyes. No, no that wasn’t right. “Martyn Leonidovich,” he said gently. “Please tell me how you are.”
There was a pause.
“We do not have much time, Pasadena.” The sound volume was still low, but at least Castillo could hear Volkov clearly. “My men are brave and faithful to the Rodina to the end. All but a few lights have flickered out. Our battery power is nearly expended. The sea seeps in, Pasadena. It has climbed to our waists. I–I can no longer feel my legs.”
The words wrenched Castillo’s heart.
“Please,” said Volkov, “please.”
The man had the strength of a ship’s captain — but he was also begging for his life, for the life of his men. That combination— Well, it was the most horrible thing Castillo had ever heard in his life.
“Is there nothing you can do for us, Mark Castillo?”
“Hold on, Martyn Leonidovich. Hold on. Help is on the way. The Japanese DSRV is almost—”
“Nyet, my friend. It must be Russian rescue submarine, not Japanese.”
Castillo’s guts turned to ice. He had expected Volkov to ask for help. But if Volkov insisted on Russian rescuers there was nothing Castillo could do.
“Captain, the Russian vessel Keet, it’s still sixteen hours out at least.”
“Sixteen hours,” Volkov whispered. “My God!”
There was a long silence.
“Then there is only one thing you can do for me.”
“Name it,” said Castillo fiercely.
“Tell my countrymen, that my men served the motherland right up until the end.”
“Wait, Martyn, wait. Please, let me send the Japanese DSRV for you, it’s not too late, if only you’d—”
His entreaty was interrupted by the harsh pinging of active sonar, lashing his hull, ringing Pasadena like a bell.
“Con, sonar,” blared the bulkhead-mounted speaker. “Contact close aboard at three five oh.”
Close aboard at three five oh. Right above the Victor.
“Where the hell did they come from?” Trent shouted.
“Diesel boat, a Kilo or a Tango.” Castillo snapped. “Has to be. Nothing else would be quiet enough to sneak up on us.”
He stepped out of Main Control and shouldered his way into Sonar. “What the hell just happened, Watch Supervisor?”
The thin kid from west Texas looked up at him, agony scrawled across his face. “I’m sorry, skipper, but she’s not moving. She didn’t sneak up on us—she was already there.” The words were pouring out of Busfield like beer out of a smashed bottle. “I got no screws and no reactor pumps. Must be a diesel boat running on battery. She’s doing a damn good imitation of a hole in the water.” Busfield was sweating. Castillo had never seen that before.
“What can you tell me?”
Busfield shook his head. “Without a yankee search, I can’t give you range.”
Castillo shook his head. “I’m not worried about range. I’m guessing she’s near the Victor. I’m more worried about what she is and what her intentions—”
Glazer’s voice over the 1MC speaker cut him off: “Captain to Control.”
Castillo turned and scrambled down the p-way, stepping into Control. He didn’t have to ask.
Trent was on the growler. “Wait one,” he said into the mouthpiece and passed the handset on to Castillo. “New boat, Captain.”
Castillo counted to five before he put the handset up to his face. He was conducting rescue ops and these son of a bitches had just lit him up. At the end of his count he said, “This is Pasadena actual, over.” He’d managed to scrub most of his anger out of his voice.
“Pasadena, this is Russian submarine. You are in violation of Russian territorial waters. I instruct you to immediately withdraw and surface.”
Fury ran through Castillo’s body like an electric current. “Russian submarine, we are conducting rescue operations in accordance with maritime—”
“You are instructed to withdraw. We will not warn again. Russian submarine, out.”
Pain lanced through Castillo’s jaw. He deliberately unclenched his mouth, but he could still feel the tightness in his neck and across his neck, feel his heart throbbing in his chest.
And then a frightened voice emerged from the 1MC speaker. “Transients,” said Busfield. “She’s flooding tubes.”
Castillo’s jaw sagged open and he actually looked up at the speaker for clarification. That couldn’t be right, could it? The other Russian boat out there wasn’t going to fire on an American boat in the middle of a rescue operation.
Were the Russians really crazy enough to start a war over who was going to rescue the men in the Victor?
Castillo had a lot of room in his orders — but not enough for this. For a moment he closed his eyes and cursed under his breath. Then he opened them. “Helmsman,” Castillo barked, “all ahead one-third. Left full rudder, come to new course one eight zero.”
He was dimly aware that the sailor was giving him the standard repeat-back, but Castillo didn’t really hear him. “Very well,” he said mechanically.
Slowly at first, but then gathering momentum as her main engines came up to match ordered speed, Pasadena turned her tail towards her enemy. At his order, Castillo’s submarine fled.
“We’ve cleared international waters,” said QM3.
“Officer of the Deck, surface the ship,” said Castillo.
“Surface the ship, aye, aye, Captain,” said Glazer crisply.
I have abandoned my trapped brothers, thought Castillo. His mouth tasted dirty, foul. Inside his chest he felt wrong.
It felt just like it had when he’d held George Fuentes as he died.
* * *
Castillo could see the Russian vessel Keet from Kirishima’s fantail. He was told that Keet was the Russian word for whale — and the colossal ship certainly fit her name. She road calmly in the blue sea, not even seeming to rock. As he watched a white crane boom swung out from the ship’s port side and sailors in a ship’s boat began hooking the crane’s block and tackle to the DSRV’s hard points.
So they were recovering the rescue vehicle. No more men would be coming up off the bottom. The last count Castillo had heard was 54 survivors.
Out of a crew of 98.
Forty-four officers and men would not be returning to their families. Castillo couldn’t help thinking that if he’d found a way to conduct rescue ops eight hours earlier, maybe some of those 44 men would have survived.
No matter how much Coke he drank or how much he brushed his teeth, he just couldn’t seem to get the bitter taste out of his mouth.
“Commander,” said a sharp voice from behind him.
Castillo turned and saw Admiral Nikolai Zhakov standing there, flanked by Kagawa. The three men were alone — apparently Kagawa had repositioned his aft lookout. There was no sound save for the Rising Sun flapping in the light, cool breeze.
“Captain Castillo,” said Kagawa, bowing, “please accept the hospitality of my stateroom.”
Zhakov stabbed a meaty finger at Castillo. “You violated Russian waters yesterday. You broke international law — and your word to me.”
“Or we could discuss here,” said Kagawa sourly.
“I acted properly under maritime law to aid a ship in distress,” said Castillo evenly. “I was unable to communicate with Daniil Moskovskiy from outside your territorial waters, so I moved closer. There is no international incident here.”
Zhakov snorted. “You Americans are all cowboys.” He cast an angry glance at Kagawa. “And your Japanese puppets aren’t—”
“That’s enough,” Castillo snarled. “Throughout this entire incident Captain Kagawa and the Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Force have acted properly. And as for the United States Navy—”
Castillo reached into the pocket of his khakis and pulled out the message he’d received from CINCPACFLT, handed it to the Russian. “Read paragraph three.”
Zhakov glanced down and then looked up again. “Proves nothing.”
Castillo snatched the paper from the admiral and shoved it back in his pocket. “I alone made the decision to encroach upon Russian waters. I was out of communication with both Kirishima and my chain of command, so I was forced to rely upon on my own judgment.”
Zhakov snorted again. “Your judgment.”
“That’s right, my judgment. If you push this, you’ll find that I entered the entire incident in my deck log and that I took individual responsibility. You can try and hang me if you want, Admiral, but rest assured, you won’t be able to force anyone else to march to the gallows.”
Zhakov’s face was flushed red, his eyes narrowed. “You Americans,” he spat. “You tell the world you are ‘good guys.’ But one of our submarines goes down and you use as excuse to spy on us.”
Castillo took a step toward the man. “You Russians,” he said. “You are so busy trying to prove to your own people that you’re not the same group of ham-fisted commissars from the past that you have to refuse all help. Have to prove you can do it yourself. Tell me Admiral Zhakov, how many of those 44 dead Russians might be alive today if you had accepted help from Chihaya?”
Zhakov’s face was beet red and he was breathing hard. He looked like he might take a swing at the submarine captain. Or he might have a stroke. Castillo was ready for either eventuality.
Instead, the admiral turned and stalked off without another word.
Kagawa muttered something in Japanese. He turned to look at Castillo. “You took entire blame.”
Castillo shrugged, suddenly exhausted. “No sense getting both of us burned.”
Kagawa shook his head. “It’s not right.”
Castillo shook his head. “Sagutaro, you were working with me to try to find a way to do the right thing. That makes you a damn fine officer, that’s all. But it was me who violated Russian waters. End of discussion.”
For a long moment the Japanese officer just stared at Castillo, no expression in that round face or those dark eyes.
Then he came to attention and snapped out a perfect salute.
Castillo returned the salute, his throat closing up with emotion.
* * *
No sooner had Castillo dropped down the forward logistics and escape trunk then the XO appeared by his side. He hadn’t even had a chance to take off his bright orange Kapok. “I’m sorry, Captain, but your presence is requested on the bridge.”
Castillo sighed. The last few days had put him through the wringer — all he wanted was to hit the rack. But a captain’s job was never done. “Thanks, Paul,” he said, patting the XO on the shoulder.
He stepped into Main Control which was deserted except for the young seaman sitting at the helm wearing sound-powered phones. Seaman. . Cole. Danny Cole, Castillo remembered. From Salt Lake City.
“How’s it going, Seaman Cole?”
The kid flashed him a sunny smile. “Fair to middlin’, Skipper. Something I can do for you, sir?”
“No, you’re good.” Castillo pointed up. “Just going topside for a minute.”
The kid nodded and turned back to his gages. He was still smiling.
Castillo shook his head in wonder. Wasn’t the kid tired?
He stepped over to the fold-down steel ladder in the center of Control and began to climb straight up, his muscles screaming with every rung. The ladder took him up through the tight confines of the sail. He had to crawl up a full story before he reached the hatch and emerged into brilliant sunlight.
Only used when Pasadena was riding the surface, the bridge was a confined area at the top of the submarine’s sail. The OOD — it was Green, the big African American kid — had about fifteen knots on, and a cold wind knifed right through Castillo’s foul weather jacket. He heard the furious flap-flap-flap of the American flag behind him. Castillo threw a quick glance back at Green’s phone talker and then did a double take.
The talker was Senior Chief Washington.
Normally bridge phone talkers were junior firemen or seamen, kids who hadn’t even qualified helmsman/planesman yet. Not the chief of the boat.
“I think I’ve been set up,” said Castillo dryly.
“Not at all, Skipper,” said Washington cheerfully. “Mr. Green just needs to make a quick run to the head.”
Castillo grunted. Now he knew he’d been set up. Captains didn’t relieve j.g.’s so they could make quick runs to the head.
Green gave him a searching look. “If that’s okay with you, Captain.”
Castillo sighed. The cob was obviously determined to talk to him alone — he might as well get it over with. “Give me your turnover, Green.”
The JO spent a minute describing the ship’s status and pointing out various contacts. Castillo listened carefully — not because he didn’t have the bubble, but because he wanted to make sure his kid did. A submarine captain was always training.
After Green was done, Castillo saluted him. “I relieve you, sir.”
The kid grinned at the anachronism of his captain calling him “sir,” and saluted back. “I stand relieved.” And then he hustled down the ladder.
Castillo glanced back at Washington. “Cob, you have a knack of cornering me when I don’t want to talk.”
The cob’s smile was a flash of white against his dark skin. “Beg your pardon, Captain, but when people want to talk to me isn’t always as the same as when they need to talk to me.”
Castillo picked up a set of binoculars and trained them on Keet. In the time it had taken him to get back to Pasadena, the big ship had hauled the DSRV out of the ocean. He watched them swing it over the monster ship’s deck.
“How bad is it?” asked Washington softly.
Castillo never took his eyes off the Keet. The rescue vehicle was a fat submarine, painted in garish orange and white vertical stripes. The crane operator slowly began to lower it to the deck.
“The Japanese never violated Russian waters, so they’re off the hook. I showed that son-of-a-bitch Russian admiral my orders from CINCPACFLT. The Ruskies may try to pretend this was some sneaky American plot, but they’ll really know I acted on my own initiative. And if they make a big stink about it, they’ll have to acknowledge that we could’ve gotten their men out earlier. It’ll blow over.”
“No, sir,” said Washington gently. “How bad is it for you?”
Castillo put down the binoculars and turned to look at Washington who was staring intently at him. It was funny, until now he hadn’t really thought about exactly what they were going to do to him.
“Fast attack commanders are supposed to take risks,” he said slowly, thinking it through. “So I don’t think they’ll relieve me. I expect there’s an admiral or two at Pearl who’ll light me up pretty good once we get back from patrol.” He paused. “It probably means a letter in my jacket,” he said quietly.
A letter of reprimand. So no Trident command and no flag of his own. He might not even make O-6.
And he thought he couldn’t feel any worse.
“I hope not, Captain,” Washington said fiercely.
Castillo shrugged.
“But if you were confronted with the same set of facts tomorrow, you’d do the exact same thing, wouldn’t you, Skipper?”
It wasn’t really a question.
“What’s on your mind, Cob?”
“I tried to tell you before, Captain. When Rickover wrote the book on the nuclear navy he did a great job. We’ve never had a reactor accident. But his book, his philosophy, made some people think that they could get through life just by following directions: pull this lever back, turn this knob three notches counterclockwise.” The cob shook his head. “If you’ll excuse me for sayin’ so, Captain, life isn’t really a paint-by-numbers evolution.”
Castillo turned to look at the Keet in the distance. “No,” he said softly, “life isn’t really a paint-by-numbers evolution.”
“If you know that, really know that in your gut, you’ll be better prepared when the next crisis rolls around.”
“So this was just a training ex for the Captain,” said Castillo bitterly.
“No, sir, it wasn’t just that, but sometimes you have to take the good with the bad.” The cob hesitated. “Sometimes a man can make all the right calls, and the world still screws him.”
Castillo raised his binoculars. “You’re just full of all kinds of cheerful, Cob.”
“Sir, it’s my job to keep an eye on the crew for you.”
Castillo was startled to hear ferocity in the Cob’s voice. He looked over at Washington. Some terrible emotion twisted the man’s features.
“Captain, there’s not a boy down below who wouldn’t do anything you asked him to, who wouldn’t follow anywhere you led. You’re not a failure to them.” Fiercely: “You’re not a failure to any of us.”
Castillo suddenly remembered Seaman Cole grinning at him and for the second time that day he felt overpowering emotion washing through him.
“Thank you, Senior Chief,” said Castillo softly.
“I just thought you should know,” the cob said gruffly.
The two men passed the next few minutes in silence. Green came back up and Castillo turned the deck over to him, but he didn’t go below. Instead he stayed on the bridge, binoculars in his hand, watching the movements of the Russian fleet. Castillo was so tired that his body hurt, but the cold wind was bracing, the white-capped blue of the sea was beautiful, and the sun was warm on his face.
He was on the bridge of his submarine.
And, right then, there was nowhere else in the world he’d rather be.
The End
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