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        Electric Boat Shipyard

        Groton, Connecticut

        Monday, November 3, 2005

        3:50 a.m.

      

      

      They emerged from the black water of the river thirty feet from where the rain swept the shore. Like primordial beasts rising from the deep, the divers turned their heads to take in the surroundings.

      The wind whipped across the dark waters, the swells rising up to meet the rain and the night. The leader looked at the huge steel doors of the shipyard’s North Yard Ways. Then, silently, they moved as one behind him toward the building.

      Close to the doors, the leader’s feet touched the sloping concrete on the river’s bottom. To his right, he could see the submarine tied to the far side of the wide, flat concrete pier. USS Hartford glistened in the floodlights and the icy rain. A single crewman stood on top of the curved hull, huddled against the black sail.

      Together, the group waded without making a sound beneath the huge doors overhanging the water. The rain beat against the steel walls, pellets of water ricocheting off hollow tin.

      Inside, the shipyard’s cavernous building was dark and empty. The metal skids emerging from the water disappeared up the incline into the darkness, reappearing a hundred yards up, beneath dim amber floodlights.

      Before the intruders had a chance to leave the black water, a door opened halfway up the Ways. Two security guards entered, silhouetted by the amber light in the distance.

      “Jeez, do you think it could rain any fucking harder?” one of them said as he unsnapped his orange rain gear and shook the water off.

      The other guard muttered something and reached inside his coat for a smoke.

      The group standing in the shallows halted. When the two men turned their backs, the leader slowly lowered himself back into the water. The rest followed suit. He looked at his watch— 3:53.

      “I’m really hoping it’ll be a landslide,” the guard said as he took a cigarette from his friend. “I hate that last-minute shit with Florida and Ohio deciding the future for everybody else in the country.”

      “I never thought there’d be a day when I’d be agreeing with you about fucking politics.” He lit a match and held it out for his buddy. Their faces glowed in the light of it. “But, for chrissake, this last four years of Hawkins in the White House has meant nothing but shit for this country.”

      The intruders were thirty-five yards away.

      “I warned you at the last election that Hawkins would screw the pooch before he was done.”

      “Look, I wasn’t the only one fooled.”

      As the two argued, the leader of the intruders motioned to the men on his right. Silently, the pair stripped off their tanks and moved through the water until they reached the concrete wall. Using the darkness behind them, they emerged from the water and edged along the wall toward the guards, whose arguments were rising in intensity and volume.

      “…don’t have to reinvent the fucking wheel just because the past four years was a mistake.”

      “Hawkins isn’t the only president who’s wormed his way into office.”

      Six feet away, they drew their knives.
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        Electric Boat Shipyard

        4:01 a.m.

      

      

      Cutting like a razor, the wind tore up the Thames River from Long Island Sound, driving the freezing rain into the submarine commander’s face.

      Standing for a moment by his car, Darius McCann looked down at the mist-enshrouded shipyard as he adjusted his hat and buttoned up his raincoat. The smell of the changing tide bore into his senses. There had been a time not so long ago when this scene and the anticipation of the upcoming patrol would have excited him, energized him. But not today. At least, not at this godforsaken hour.

      He shook his head. It was the day. It was his age. He was forty today. Another milestone. Another step closer to the grave.

      He’d achieved every goal in his five-year, ten-year, twenty-year career plans. For what? His personal life sucked. He was forty years old and alone. No wife, no kids. Nothing of the everyday routines and the closeness that was the very essence of the way he’d been raised. That all traced back to his job. Six months away at sea at a time. Sometimes longer. Coming ashore only to start all over again. This time, he had just a few weeks ashore.

      And here he was looking at some dark shipyard at four o’clock in the morning on his birthday.

      His own sourness was in itself sobering—a slap of reality regarding what a miserable bastard he’d become. McCann ran a hand down his face, trying to brush away the rain, along with the feeling of gloom and doom.

      He reached inside the car and grabbed his coffee and briefcase before locking up. He took a deep breath and shifted his attention from inside to outside, to the job that he’d signed on to do. The job that had to come first.

      There were only a dozen cars scattered around the parking lot. Floodlights positioned on tops of tall poles and on adjacent buildings cast an amber glow over the cars.

      A squall of rain blasted McCann as he wove his way through the restricted navy personnel lot and descended to the road that ran along the front of Electric Boat. Across Eastern Point Road, just inside the high chain link fence, a neat line of administration and engineering buildings formed the public face of the shipyard.

      You couldn’t see it from the street, but beyond them, down the side of the steep hill to the river, a jumbled mix of buildings—brick, cement, wood and steel—formed an entire city. A rabbit warren of lanes and alleys threaded between machine shops and warehouses. Various trade huts and fabrication shops huddled against the huge steel buildings that housed the Ways, where subs in the earliest stages of construction were built. All along the riverfront, shops crowded the ends of piers and docks, and even barges held three-story workspaces—all for the thousands of tradesmen who had been building the navy’s subs since the days of Teddy Roosevelt.

      This was his life, McCann reminded himself. With each step, he buried deeper his discontent and focused on what was required of him.

      There were few sounds of work coming up through the wide chain link gates tonight. Since the end of the Cold War, the need for new subs had dramatically decreased. Electric Boat’s third shift was now merely a formality, and as McCann approached the main gate, the smell of the burnt steel on the cold wind and the sound of heavy HVAC units running on the buildings were the only signs of anything going on below.

      A solitary coffee-and-sandwich truck was parked on the side of the road, and McCann glanced at the driver who’d dozed off inside the cab. Gusts of wind continued to blow against his back as he headed down the hill toward EB’s main gate.

      Across the street, the windows of the bars were empty and dark. Open to a steady stream of business until two o’clock in the morning each night, they’d be open again at 8:00 a.m. sharp. One day, out of curiosity, McCann had gone into one of them, a place popularly known as The Sink. A half hour before the shipyard whistle blew, the signal for the noon ‘dinner’, the bartenders were busily lining up mugs of beer six deep on the heavily marked bar. It was a constant source of surprise to the commander that any work got done after the yardbirds had finished drinking their dinner.

      Not that submariners were exactly teetotalers, he thought. In fact, he could have used a shot of something strong himself right now. Anything to jolt his system back into gear. He entered the covered passageway that all pedestrians entering the shipyard had to pass through.

      Behind the plate-glass windows of the security station, five armed security guards were visible, and one of them stood by an open door waiting to check badges. Another stood behind him.

      As one of the guards came out of the booth and stood on the first step, McCann transferred the coffee into his briefcase hand, unbuttoned his raincoat and pulled it open to show his badge. “Commander McCann, USS Hartford. You’re doing some work on her.”

      The guard glanced at the gold dolphins pinned to his chest, at the identification badge, and then at McCann’s face before looking down at the clipboard. “Can you spell your last name for me, sir?”

      He did, and the guard scanned a list.

      “It might be at the top,” McCann said dryly.

      “One moment, sir.” He backed up into the booth and said something in a low voice to an older security guard who was sitting behind a desk. The older man looked at McCann through the glass and picked up a telephone.

      McCann felt the first prickles of annoyance beginning to rise under his collar. The second annoyance of the morning, he quickly corrected himself. The first had happened when his X.O. had called an hour ago asking McCann to go in for him.

      The entrance passageway was acting like a wind tunnel. McCann took a sip of his coffee, but it was already cold. He dumped the entire thing in a trashcan next to the door.

      “Is there a problem?” he asked shortly.

      The younger guard looked through the door. “No, sir. Just give us a second.”

      Another damp gust of wind blew through him. His pant legs were already soaked, and feeling cold, he buttoned up his coat. The hill running down to the docks was deserted, with the exception of a few security guards walking up toward the gate. The work being done on his ship was considered an emergency, and the yard management had promised to bring in a special crew for it. McCann hoped they were already here.

      The older guard in the booth was still waiting to talk to someone on the phone. Another level of management. More bureaucracy than the navy.

      Another guard, bulked up in his winter rain gear, appeared at the other end of the passageway.

      “Commander McCann?”

      The voice came from the doorway, and McCann turned to look into the round, ruddy face of an older man wearing a tie under a gray cardigan.

      He read the man’s badge. Hale. He was the director of security. In early, McCann thought.

      “What’s the problem, Commander?”

      “You tell me, Mr. Hale.”

      “No problem at all, sir. It’s just that we weren’t expecting you. My men have one of your officers on the list for this morning,” the director said pleasantly. “They’re pushing through the paperwork for you right now. Something happen to Lieutenant Commander Parker?”

      “A last-minute emergency. He couldn’t make it.” McCann flipped the collar of his coat up against the breeze. “I only got the call an hour ago.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Hale said amiably. “Couldn’t start this job at a civilized hour, could they?”

      “I was promised it would be finished by noon. That’s all I care about.”

      “We have it down here that the rest of the crew is due back this afternoon. Getting underway tonight?”

      “We’ll see how it goes,” McCann answered. He wasn’t about to discuss sailing orders.

      “Sounds like you’ve got a long day ahead.”

      A long, wet day.

      “But I guess it makes no difference if it’s night or day once you dive.”

      McCann didn’t bother to answer as he looked down onto the shipyard. He could just see the stern of his sub tied to a dock near the North Yard Ways. A support building at the head of the dock blocked his view of the rest of it.

      “So, how long will you be going out for?”

      McCann had no interest in the man’s chitchat. “We won’t be going anywhere if I don’t get down to my ship,” he said impatiently.

      “Right. Right.” Hale flushed bright red and turned in the doorway. Pointing to a form that was printing out on a machine in the corner, he told the younger guard to bring it over. He quickly slipped it onto a clipboard and handed it to the officer. “Please fill in this form, Commander, and you can be on your way.”

      As McCann looked at the clipboard, a drop of rain fell from the peak of his hat onto the paper. His temper snapped.

      “What the hell is this?” he said, shoving the paperwork back into Hale’s hands. “I’m not applying for a goddamn job, and I’m not trying to get security clearance. None of this applies. I’m the captain of a U.S. naval vessel that docked in this shipyard eight hours ago. I have a job to do, here, and⁠—”

      “Commander, we’re only following standard security procedures.”

      “Bullshit. Hartford is here for a twenty-four hour stay. This is no different than any goddamn SRA. That ship is under my command, and no shipyard personnel are allowed on board without my permission. And if you think I’m going to stand here while precious time is wasted, you’ve got another thing coming.”

      Nuclear submarines based in the Atlantic regularly returned to Electric Boat or Newport News shipyard for SRAs—Ship Restrictive Availability work. That was the equivalent of tune-ups or other related work that had to be done on cars. During the work, the crew generally stayed with the ship and shipyard security was well versed on how to handle the navy personnel. There was no reason for this confusion.

      “Commander, you’re getting upset over⁠—”

      “I’ve wasted enough time here,” McCann snapped at him. “Where’s your office? I’m calling the DOD security coordinator from your phone. And I want the third shift yard superintendent here now.”

      Hale glanced down at the form and looked as if he’d been hit with a bat.

      “Christ. This is the wrong form.” He whirled around and started shouting at the younger guard. “What the hell is going on?”

      If it weren’t for the fact that these morons were armed, McCann might have bulled his way through and let them straighten things out on their own. But he wouldn’t put it past them to shoot him in the back and explain later. Of course, that was assuming they could even hit him.

      McCann stepped into the security booth.

      “All right. I’m giving you exactly two minutes,” he warned. “Then I’m calling the director of NAVSEA and EB’s general manager...at home.”

      “That won’t be necessary, Commander. I have the right form here,” the older man mumbled. He held another clipboard out for McCann. “This only requires your signature. Nothing else.”

      He looked down at the list of his crew members on the piece of paper. “This is the same form I sent over to Security yesterday.”

      “Correct. We need your signature to allow them to come back this afternoon.”

      “I signed this form last night,” he said, moving down the list, double-checking the names.

      Hale looked at him in embarrassment. “Just a signature, sir.”

      McCann signed the paperwork and shoved it back into the security director’s hands.

      “I can have one of the men drive you down to the dock, sir.”

      McCann looked out through the glass. He didn’t see any of the shipyard security vehicles. He could only imagine how long he’d have to wait for them to bring one of those around. The rain seemed to have eased a little for the moment.

      “No,” he said as he walked out the door and started down the hill to the shipyard.

      There was certainly a different face on the yard at this hour. McCann took a deep breath as he walked down the steep hill, being careful not to slip on the wet pavement. The little dispute at security station had let him release some steam, but he didn’t feel much better.

      He had one stop to make at the barge that housed the NAVSEA offices before boarding Hartford. That was what he needed, familiar territory. At the bottom of the hill, he turned down an alley that led to an area called the Wet Docks, where subs sat tied to piers during the final stages of construction before finally being commissioned by the navy. Because of some repairs Electric Boat was making to a number of those piers, there had been no open berths in the Wet Docks for his ship yesterday, so he’d been directed to tie up at the dock nearest the North Yard Ways. Since there was no new construction going on up there now, it actually made sense to use one of those docks.

      McCann strode past the old brick Pipe Shop that was located at the head of a cluster of piers, then walked down a dimly lit alley that wove between other production shops to the gray navy barge. Most of the smaller shops were dark, but the few that had lights on inside seemed devoid of personnel. He tried to remember whose idea it was to get this job started at such a godforsaken hour. Definitely not his.

      McCann finally crossed a small catwalk onto the navy barge. In the NAVSEA inspection office, a clerk had a file folder ready for him, and in just a few minutes the submarine commander was working his way back through the Wet Docks.

      During the handful of times he’d been involved with different production issues in the shipyard, he’d heard a few stories about these alleys. About vendettas being paid with the flash of a blade and bodies reappearing only at the turn of the next tide. It was true, he thought; anyone could commit murder in one of these alleys and get away unseen. Like every shipyard, this one had its own unwritten code of conduct, its own methods of meting out justice.

      The alleys were protected from the wind, but McCann could feel the rain coming down harder. He picked up his pace.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the shadowy form of a rat the size of a small cat scurrying along the base of the brick wall of a shop not ten feet from him. He watched it disappear into a corner behind some rusting metal barrels. As it did, a door slammed inside the building, rattling one of the smoke-blackened windows.

      Intent on watching the rodent, McCann wasn’t aware of the figure emerging from the shadows and blocking his path until he nearly collided with him. He stopped short.

      In the darkness, the white hardhat was the first thing that caught his eye. He was a member of the shipyard management.

      “Lieutenant Commander Parker?” the voice asked.

      McCann stood corrected. She was a member of shipyard management.

      “No. Commander McCann. Can I help you?”

      “I’m sorry for the confusion, sir. I’m Amy Russell, the ship superintendent assigned to the Hartford for this job. I was told I could meet with the executive officer before I brought my crew on board.”

      “Hartford is my ship,” he said pointedly. “There was an emergency that my X.O. needed to take care of this morning. I’m in charge.”

      “An emergency?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Good thing for him you guys didn’t sail, after all.”

      “I guess that’s one way to look at it.”

      “Plus, we get the top dog.” She tucked the clipboard she was carrying under one arm and held out her hand. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. Not out loud, anyway. My mouth tends to run sometimes.”

      He shook her hand. She had a firm, confident grip. Because of the hardhat and the poorly lit alley, he couldn’t make out her face. And with the layers of clothes and the steel-toed boots the yardbirds wore, men and women all looked the same. From her voice, he guessed she was young.

      “What can I do for you, Ms. Russell?”

      “It’s Amy,” she said. “I’m in charge of the repair on your boat’s electrostatic gyro navigator.”

      “Were you also in charge of the initial installation?” he asked sharply.

      “Not on the Hartford, I wasn’t,” she said, not missing a beat. “And yes, I know this specific system went through an overhaul only four months ago. And no, there’s no excuse for it to fail.”

      He was glad she’d done some of her homework. “I was told you have a replacement system on hand.”

      “We do. The supplier of the ESGN on your boat is the marine navigation division of SPAWAR, the Space and Naval Warfare Systems Center, in San Diego. As it happens, we have three systems, refurbished with fiber optics and ready for installation. They were scheduled for other jobs, but we can switch any of them to the Hartford, so long as we’re sure what revision level your system was installed at.”

      “Don’t you have drawings and specs level that tell you that?”

      “We do. But the call for this job came at 6:00 p.m. last night. Our engineering department in charge of these systems closes up shop way before that. And I didn’t get in until little bit after ten, too late to even get the San Diego people on the line. And since then, I’ve been running around trying to put together crew, material, and testing equipment for your job. And that’s not the easiest thing to do these days on third shift. Especially when you are talking about a system as major as this one. I wasn’t even counting on the possibility of having three different rev levels of it on the shelf.”

      The rain was pounding sideways again. McCann wanted to get out of it. “From my experience working with Electric Boat and Newport News, this all sounds routine, Ms…”

      “Russell. Amy.”

      “What I’m trying to tell you is that nothing you’ve said is relevant, from my perspective,” he said curtly. “Your shipyard management agreed to turn this job around in less than twenty-four hours. Not even having started this installation, you appear overwhelmed. My recommendation is that you bow out, Ms. Russell, and let someone with more experience take charge here.”

      She turned her head and mumbled something that suspiciously sounded like “arrogant bastard.”

      “Did you say something?”

      “Faster,” she said brusquely. “This job will get done much faster if I’m left to do it. Unless you want your sub tied up to our dock for a couple of extra days, my suggestion is that you cooperate a little and let me get the job done.”

      McCann momentarily considered making a call to move her off of the assignment. He didn’t have anything against her age or gender. Experience, though, mattered a hell of a lot.

      “How familiar are you with the system?” he asked.

      “Very. I managed three installations on 688-class upgrades, and one for a SRA, Selected Restricted Availability, on the Seawolf.”

      The cold rain was starting to trickle down his neck. “What do you need from me?”

      “I want to see and test the system and determine the revision level before I bring the crew and material on board.”

      “Sea trials are over. We’re not going for any spin around Long Island Sound so you can test the system.”

      “I’m not asking you to take me on any spin. I can test the system at the dock. I just need access to the control room to get everything I need.”

      “Have you read the rejection report?” he asked.

      “Of course I did,” she responded, obviously growing impatient. “But ‘it ain’t working’ wasn’t much of a help.”

      He glowered down at her. “I was the final signature on that report, Ms. Russell. I don’t recall that phrasing in it.”

      “Really?” She pushed the brim of her hardhat back. “I’m kidding.”

      “At four o’clock in the morning?”

      “You were being pretty condescending, Commander.”

      “Ms. Russell.”

      “From the first moment I stepped into your path, you’ve been treating me like a moron, sir.” She put a hand up when he tried to interrupt. “Despite being a woman, I’m a ship superintendent. People don’t walk in off the street and get this position. I have an electrical engineering degree and six years of shipyard experience. My specific training has been in sonar and navigation systems, and I was one of three people from Electric Boat who were sent to SPAWAR to get trained in testing and installation procedures for the new ESGNs. The management above me and the crew and supervisors who report to me have absolute confidence in what I do, and in what I direct them to do.”

      “Ms. Russell.” He tried to interrupt again, but she shook her head and continued, her voice rising over the wind.

      “I know the procedures, sir. I know the requirements. I also know only an idiot would replace such an expensive and major system without first looking at the inspection and rejection reports. Yes, they were detailed—as much as they could be—but they didn’t answer specific questions that I have. I’ve done everything that can be done at my end.” She shrugged. “Now, as far as how quickly you’d like to have your boat out of here, it’s up to you.”

      McCann was impressed. He knew he could be arrogant, brusque, and even intimidating. He knew he’d been all that over the last few minutes. In fact, he probably had been ever since he’d woken up to Parker’s phone call this morning. Still, she’d stood up to him, her voice never wavering while she’d listed her qualifications and her beefs.

      “All right. I’ll ask again,” he said in what he felt was a more civilized tone. “What do you need from me?”

      “Permission to come aboard, sir, and test the system ahead of the production crew’s arrival.”

      “You have papers?” He extended a hand.

      She quickly pulled the clipboard from under her arm but didn’t open the hinged metal cover that protected the paperwork. “Let’s duck into the Pipe Shop. I don’t want my papers dissolving in the rain before I even get started.”

      Leading him around a corner, she pulled open a door and motioned him inside. The shop appeared to be empty, but the lights were on. It was dry and warm and had the distinctive smell of pipe welding. As they crossed the concrete floor, McCann saw a figure appear behind the glass window of an office door. A piping foreman, blueprint in hand, nodded to them when he recognized the ship super, before going back to work.

      “I can’t believe it,” Russell said, walking toward one of a half-dozen workbenches on the shop floor.

      “Can’t believe what?”

      She put her clipboard down on the workbench. Clean sheets of cardboard had been taped onto the bench, and the rain that dripped off her hardhat formed dark spots on the work area. Opening the clipboard, she pulled out work orders and copies of the inspection reports. She handed him a work order before answering him.

      “You aren’t as bad as I expected,” she said as he glanced at the documents.

      “You were expecting Shrek?” he asked.

      He could see her face clearly for the first time. He was right. She was young. Her face was pretty. Her eyes glistened in the shop light.

      “I’m not talking about your looks, Commander.”

      “What then?”

      She shrugged. “The other sub service officers I deal with. None of them are too comfortable with women.”

      “I beg to differ,” he said absently, turning his attention back to the paperwork.

      There was a long pause. “I didn’t mean that the way it came out.”

      He raised an eyebrow and shot her a curious look.

      She shook her head. “I’m talking about working with women. Especially women in management. As good as you might be working with other men, it seems like most of you guys lack confidence when you’re dealing with women.”

      He fought back a laugh. “You think I lack confidence, Ms. Russell?”

      “No, but you definitely have preconceptions. When I introduced myself, you automatically assumed that I wasn’t qualified to do the job.”

      He was about to argue but she was starting to roll. “Don’t try to deny it, Commander. I don’t blame it on individuals. The system breeds it into you. The male-warrior culture you live in.”

      “You seem to know a lot about it,” McCann put in. “Was psychology a minor in college?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do know a lot about the lifestyle but that’s not only from books. And I do think a certain mindset develops in men who are stuck with one another for so many months at a time.”

      “We’re not stuck with one another,” he said, hiding a smile as he handed the paperwork back to her.

      “Whatever. You know what I mean. I think I’d be healthier if they allowed women to ride these boats.”

      “Women are often on submarines.”

      “Yeah…as passengers.” She carefully put her papers back in her clipboard and closed it. “Researchers, scientists, observers. And only on special occasions. I’m talking about regular crew.”

      “You build them, Ms. Russell, so you should know why that isn’t happening. Depending on the boat and the mission, you could have three to a bunk in the crew’s quarters. Hot racking.” He looked at his watch. “Mixed gender crews sleeping in shifts for five or six months at a clip? That’s just looking for problems.”

      “Hot racking. Wonderful term. I always thought that it sounded awfully painful.” She pulled up the collar of her jacket. “Sorry. No more questions unrelated to electrostatic gyro navigator testing and installation. Can you take me on board now?”

      “Do you need to bring any of your people with you?”

      “No. I’m only doing some testing.” She cocked her head. “And I can handle it on my own, Commander.”

      The way she drawled her words told McCann that he must have sounded doubtful again.

      “Glad to hear it. You have what you need?”

      “I need to pick up a testing device at one of the shops. But it’s practically on our way.”

      He looked up at the sky as they left the shop. The rain wasn’t stopping. She kept his pace with ease.

      “What’s your work schedule?” he asked her.

      “I have a crew of ten, with supervisor, ready to come aboard at 6 a.m.” She touched his arm, pointing to the door to a large building. “Let’s take a shortcut out of the rain.”

      McCann followed her up a short flight of stairs past a door. The building was a maze of corridors and offices, but she led him through it without hesitation. He knew that the shipyard superintendent had offices a few floors above.

      “What’s your plan for physically bringing the new system on board?”

      “Bringing that crew on at six will give us time to break down the unit, move the malfunctioning components, and prep everything for the new installation. That takes a little bit of time. No one will be standing around twiddling his thumbs. When first shift gets rolling after seven, we’ll bring the new unit on.”

      They walked out of the building onto a paved street. The light green corrugated steel walls of the Ways loomed ahead of them, gleaming from the rain and the floodlights that illuminated the company’s name high above.

      The huge, cavernous building actually housed two work facilities. The near side consisted of a wide floor with steel rails embedded in the concrete to move the cylindrical sections of the subs under construction. The sloping Ways took up the far side of the building. Years ago, McCann had attended the launching of one of the last 688-class subs, standing atop the ship as it slid backwards into the river. Since that day, the far side of the building had pretty much sat empty. Hartford was tied to the pier on this side of the Ways.

      “Right here.” She motioned to an ancient shop nestled against the high green walls. “You can come inside if you like, or wait here. It’ll take me thirty seconds.”

      He welcomed any reprieve to get out of this weather, no matter how short the duration. Inside, there were three men working on an electronic panel. All of them looked up and nodded. McCann acknowledged them.

      He waited right inside the door as Russell went toward the back of the shop to get what she needed. The place was crammed with more equipment than the inside of a sub. Boxes, wires, benches, panels, all kinds of components crowded every aisle.

      The men turned their attention back to their work, and McCann looked out through the dirty glass of a small window. As he watched the rain fall, a door opened and a man dressed in a security raincoat came out of the Ways, looked briefly down the road, and then turned up an alley next to the shop. A couple of moments later, a second security guard came out.

      McCann immediately spotted the drawn pistol the guard was holding inside his partially snapped raincoat. Before McCann could think of the possible reasons for it, the guard tucked the weapon into the holster under his raincoat and followed his partner into the alley.
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      Lee Brody filled his coffee mug and sat back down at the mess table. Taking a sip, he put the mug down on the padded plastic table cover and gazed with satisfaction into the black steaming liquid. Submarine coffee was the best in the navy. No question.

      He looked around the mess deck. Everything shone. Shipshape and ready for sea. As it should be. After all, if everything had gone according to schedule, Hartford would be a hundred miles off Long Island by now. Even so, Brody felt good. Two crew members were sitting and talking at the far table. He took another sip. He could feel the soft thrum of the engines; it was a sensation that always gave him that warm feeling of anticipation, of a journey—no, an adventure—about to start.

      Growing up near the shipyards in Newport News, Virginia, Brody had always been fascinated by submarines. He’d been aware of them for as long as he could remember. He’d seen them being built, their cylindrical hulls peeking out of the corrugated steel buildings that hung out over the water. He’d seen them tied to the docks, and he’d seen their sleek black forms gliding through the choppy green waters of the outer bay. He’d known men who’d worked on them, sailed them.

      Sailing on subs was what he’d dreamed of as a kid as he sat on the pier watching them. He knew from an early age that he would have a life at sea.

      Being a sailor matched his personality. The summer he graduated from high school, he’d enlisted. Now, at twenty-three years old, he had no family that he was in touch with anymore. He didn’t care much about the news. He might read the NASCAR results occasionally, but he didn’t really care if Dale Jr. won or if Jeff Gordon won. He never argued politics because he had a notion that government had too much power over people, but not everyone understood that and he couldn’t really explain it. Actually, he had little interest in what happened on the outside. The navy was his world. His family.

      It didn’t bother him in the slightest that, every time the hatches slammed shut, he was cut off from the rest of the world for months at a time. Not like some of the other bubbleheads on his crew. He never got close to marrying, never even had a steady girlfriend. No kids that he knew of. No mortgage payments to make. His home was right here. It was the sub he was riding, and the one hundred thirty guys he shared it with were his brothers.

      Three years he’d been riding submarines. Electronics was his thing, so he’d trained in sonar tech, working his way up to petty officer second class. Brody knew he was damn good at what he did. His commanding officer, McCann, knew it too. The C.O. told him at his last review that, after this patrol, he wanted to send Brody to school for a new system that was going to be installed on the upgraded 688s and the Seawolf-class boats. That way, McCann said, he’d also be right in line for petty officer first class when he’d put in the requisite time.

      Brody didn’t know how to feel about that. The promotion was nice, but it meant that he’d probably be transferred to some other boat to work with another crew. He hated change. He liked what he had. He liked this C.O.. McCann was a decent guy. He was tough, but he had a solid relationship with this crew. Brody had served under three different skippers, and McCann was the best he’d seen. But everyone knew that the commander wouldn’t be staying long. Two more patrols and McCann would be up for captain. He’d get that fourth gold bar, too. He was on his way up. Before that happened, Brody knew he’d have to think hard about where he wanted to be.

      The sonar man took his dishes to the galley. There were only the three of them in the enlisted mess; nine in total remained aboard for the twenty-four-hour turnaround it would take to fix what was wrong.

      They had left their berth upriver at the sub base yesterday, the tug casting off when they reached the mouth of the Thames River. Everyone on the crew thought they’d be away at least six months. They were being deployed to the Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf. But they hadn’t got much past Groton Long Point when the gyro navigator had shit the bed. Instead of coming about and going back up to the sub base again, the boat waited until the orders had come through to pull into one of the empty berths at the Electric Boat shipyard. These people had built most of USS Hartford. And from what Brody understood, they had a replacement system on hand and everything would be done today.

      It was surprising when the C.O. had granted leave to most of the crew for the duration. The men loved it. Most of them had moved their families to the area when they’d first been stationed here.

      But Brody had been happy to volunteer to stay aboard. The food was better, and he’d already put himself onto his six-hour sleep schedule. He was also looking forward to starting work on a training manual for one of the new systems in his free time. Without the hustle-bustle of the daily duties, he could get a good start.

      He nodded to the other two on his way out of the mess. They were thumbing through some motorcycle magazines.

      “When are the yardbirds supposed to get here?” the new galley man asked. Dunbar had been brought aboard to replace one of the old cooks who’d retired after thirty years. The other, Rivera, worked the torpedo room.

      “They’re supposed to be on the job at 0600,” Brody answered.

      “Who’s gonna babysit them?” Rivera called after him.

      “No one’s been assigned. The yardbirds will stick to the control room, and the officer of the watch will keep an eye on them. Also, I was told last night the X.O. will come back this morning to go over it all with them.” Brody headed for the door.

      “Want to play some poker?” Dunbar called after him.

      “Nah.” Brody shook his head. “I got some work to do.”

      “Shit, man,” Rivera complained. “You got plenty of time for work once we get underway again.”

      Brody waved them off and stepped into the narrow passageway outside the mess deck. He wanted to get into the sonar room and take some notes for the manual. Remembering his notebook, he started toward the NCO’s quarters.

      As he passed the gangway leading down to the torpedo room, a movement below caught his eye. Someone was down there. Brody paused, doing a quick recount of who was on board. Himself. The two in the mess. The deck officer and a radio man in the control room. The reactor technician. In the engine room, the machinist’s mate and one motor monkey. A seaman topside, standing watch.

      Even though there were auxiliary power plant units aft of the torpedo room, the reactor man wouldn’t have been checking them now. He wouldn’t leave his station in Maneuvering where he was monitoring the reactor. Nobody should have been in the torpedo room.

      He peered down through the opening and listened. Two pairs of legs moved into his line of vision. Black stretch pants. Black sneakers. Nothing any of the crew would wear.

      “Who the hell’s down there?” Brody shouted.

      A sharp blow to the back of his head was the only answer he received.
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      “Would you mind giving me a hand with one of these?”

      McCann turned around and saw the ship super walking toward him. She was trying to juggle her clipboard and two hard-plastic carrying cases. Another large bag hung from her shoulder.

      He fought back any comment about her claim of being able to handle it on her own. “You got saxophones in those cases, Ms. Russell?”

      “How did you know? I thought we could jam a little in our down time.”

      He took one of the cases from her. The thing was damned heavy. “Sax nothing. You’ve got a dead body in here.”

      “Yeah, but the identity of the body, I’m afraid, falls under the category of ‘need to know.’”

      He tried to take the other briefcase, too, but she shook her head and led the way out of the shop.

      Crossing the road, McCann glanced up the alley where the security guards had gone. There was no sign of them. Amy led him through the same door into the Ways. The place was dark, except for a few security lights along the walls of the vast building. They walked along the wall toward the pier that extended out into the river. The fifty-foot high doors at the end of the building were closed, but there was an exit door to the left of them.

      “So, other than a dead body, what else are you hiding in these suitcases?” he asked as the two of them walked out onto the rain-swept pier.

      “Testing equipment that SPAWAR insists on us using before we do an ESGN replacement,” Russell explained. “It runs the diagnostics that tests the lateral systems, too, including the GPS.”

      “We don’t have one of those on board.”

      “Of course. It takes a highly qualified individual to run and handle the data analysis.”

      He shot her a sideways glance. “Come again?”

      “I guess the navy must be too cheap to buy you one,” she deadpanned. She looked over at him and smiled. “Actually, this unit’s brand new. And I’m not complaining that you don’t have it yet. As one of three who went out for the training, it’s job security for me.”

      A squall of rain whipped across the pier, and McCann breathed in the salty smell of the tide.

      “It’s Amy, you said?”

      “That’s right.”

      “You said ‘job security’. I thought women engineers are in high demand.”

      “I hear they are, too. But not in Groton, Connecticut. And not anywhere around here, either. At least, not for someone with my specific qualifications.”

      McCann knew all about Electric Boat’s layoffs over the past two decades or so. Only a skeleton of the old workforce remained. He doubted any of the remaining personnel had any feelings of job security. “You could always relocate if there are more cuts.”

      “Easier said than done. I have more than myself to worry about.”

      It was none of his business to ask, but his curiosity won out. “Family?”

      She nodded but didn’t elaborate.

      Amy stopped when they reached the gangway leading out onto Hartford and looked across at the submarine. The curved top of the hull and the sail shone in the rain. McCann looked over at her and was surprised by the expression on her face. It matched the one he used to wear whenever he looked at the boat. Those were the days when he was smitten with his job, his life. He’d been much younger then. The wind and rain swept around them, but she didn’t appear to mind.

      “She is beautiful.”

      He couldn’t argue with that. “That’s a nice thing to hear, coming from someone who builds them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, the cabinetmaker is the one who sees all the flaws invisible to everyone else.”

      “True, but a successful cabinetmaker never points them out.”

      “Point taken.”

      “But she’s still a beautiful boat,” she said in a low voice, adjusting her shoulder bag before stepping onto the gangway.

      The sailor standing the topside watch saluted McCann as they boarded the vessel.

      “Nice night. Eh, Barclay?” McCann said. The seaman was from Mississippi and right out of sub school. Hartford was his first submarine after serving on two surface crafts. “Must feel just like home.”

      “I only came on watch at 0300, Captain. I can still feel my toes.”

      “That’s good. We don’t want to amputate anything, if we can help it.”

      Amy put everything down next to the open hatch.

      “After you,” she told him.

      Maneuvering down the ladder was a little tight. McCann knew it was often a challenge for surface types, especially when they were carrying gear. He descended first, pausing on a rung of the ladder to help her find her footing. Instead, she stood waiting to hand the test equipment down to him. He took down the case he was carrying and came back up to find the next case being lowered to him. When the equipment was all down, he didn’t have to go back up because she was right behind him, climbing down the ladder like a seasoned sub rider. She landed on two feet, unzipped her jacket and wiped the rain off her face.

      “I’ll start in the control room.” She pointed in the right direction, picking up all the equipment except the case he’d been carrying.

      McCann followed her lead, heading for the sub’s command center. The passageways were empty. It was quiet on board, the normal human sounds that were part of submarine living not there yet. Still, it was cool and dry, and it felt like coming home for McCann. The pathetic thing was that Hartford was more of a home to him than his small, empty house overlooking the river in Mystic. She stepped into the control room ahead of him.

      “Stop right there. What are you doing on board?”

      When McCann heard his officer of the watch bark at the ship super, he pushed past Russell.

      Paul Cavallaro immediately came to his feet. “Sorry, Skipper, I didn’t see you.” A lieutenant assigned to Navigation, Cav had been left in command of the vessel during the night when McCann had given the X.O. permission to go home.

      McCann looked around and into the adjoining radio room and found his officer was the only one on deck. There should have been a communications man on duty.

      “Lieutenant Cavallaro, this is Amy Russell. She’s the ship super who’ll be running the equipment installation.”

      The two nodded, and the ship superintendent began setting up her testing equipment in front of the GPS system. She was standing on the port side of the control room and didn’t go any farther forward than the unit panels. McCann left her to her work and went to the conn.

      “I didn’t think they’d get started until 0600,” Cav said quietly.

      “I don’t complain when they’re early.” McCann replied absently, peeling off his raincoat. “Where’s your radio man?”

      “I sent Gibbs to the officer’s mess to get me the ESGN spec sheet. I left it on the table when the X.O. called me to take the conn.”

      McCann nodded and watched her take off her navy-blue management coat. She was wearing a green flannel shirt under a vest and heavy khaki pants. He couldn’t help but notice that, even in the bulky clothes, she obviously had a nice figure.

      “Where’s the rest of her crew?” Cav asked.

      “She’s the expert. They’ll come aboard once she determines exactly what it is they need.” McCann was about to leave her with Cav and go hang his raincoat.

      “This babe’s going to handle it herself?” Cav asked.

      Change of plan. Maybe these two wouldn’t be best left alone.

      “The ‘babe’ is an electrical engineer, and she’s just finished a training course with SPAWAR,” he said coolly, recalling what she’d said to him earlier about submarine officers and women. McCann wondered if he’d sounded as bad.

      Cav glanced down at his watch.

      “We’re ahead of schedule,” the commander reminded his junior officer.

      “That’s not it,” Cav said. “Gibbs has been gone five minutes. If you don’t mind, I’m gonna go find out what happened to him.”

      “I have the conn, mister,” he said officially, mounting the step to the platform at the center of the control room. The twin periscopes were aft of him. As Cav went aft, McCann checked the status of the systems on the LED displays. When he was satisfied that all was correct, he stood on the port side and watched Amy work.

      It was immediately evident that she was competent. She worked quickly and efficiently. The two cases lay open on the floor, displaying an assortment of tools, gadgets, and testing apparatus. The shoulder bag had been unzipped, and a laptop had been connected to the defective unit and to a couple of testing devices in the briefcase. She was on her knees on the deck, her head bent over the equipment. She was in full concentration, monitoring the changing screens on the laptop.

      “Anything?” McCann asked, sitting down on the nearby chief of the boat’s swivel chair. The COB had nearly torn the navigator a new butt hole when the ESGN had begun to malfunction.

      “You’re the impatient sort, aren’t you?” she asked without looking up.

      “No. I’m the hands-on sort.”

      She glanced up at him.

      “I mean, it’s tough for me to watch someone else have all the fun. Or doing all the work.”

      “Well, this is no fun. And so far, it’s no work, either,” she said, darting another quick look at him.

      He leaned forward, planting his elbows on his knees. “What do you have so far?”

      “Nothing,” she said. “The preliminary scan tells me that everything is running fine. I don’t see any malfunction in the software. It’s checking the unit hardware now.”

      “Do you have the rejection report handy?” he asked, crouching down next to her.

      She handed him the clipboard. McCann leafed through the documents until he found the initial report.

      “Did you test these parameters?” he held the paper before her.

      She glanced up briefly. “I sure have. Those were the preset values I started with.”

      McCann turned to see if Cav was coming back. He was the one who’d initially signed off the report. It would be good if he were in on this. But there was no sign of him. In fact, there was no sign of anyone. It was too damn quiet. He glanced at his watch.

      “I’m only in a primary phase,” she told him. “A lot more could show up once I run a more detailed diagnosis.”

      “Is that usually the way it works?” he asked.

      She started to say something, then bit her lip and concentrated more on the screen.

      “Spit it out, Russell.”

      “You say that like I’m a Russell Terrier, choking on a bone,” she said, looking at him sharply. “Everyone calls me Amy.”

      McCann couldn’t help but smile. She had a quirky sense of humor.

      “Spit it out, Amy,” he said.

      “It’d be premature to say anything,” she replied, typing in a couple of commands on the laptop. “You’ll hold it against me if I’m wrong.”

      “There’ll be no court martial,” he said lightly. “I’m just looking for your expert opinion.”

      He noticed her eyes were dark blue when she looked up at him.

      “No,” she said, turning her attention back to the screen.

      “No, meaning you’re refusing an order?”

      “No, as in, the answer to your first question is no.”

      She was too clever. McCann had to think back to the exact wording of his question. “No, meaning…”

      “No, that’s not the way it usually works. The system failures should show up with bells and whistles in the primary test phase. We run the more detailed diagnostics after that to pinpoint the specific location, and to make sure every i is dotted and every t is crossed. We want to make sure we’re replacing the right components.”

      McCann looked at the GPS screen. Once the COB had finished lighting into the operator, the navigation man and Cav had been the only ones involved with the unit yesterday. The back-up unit had worked fine.

      McCann should have gotten involved. This was a new system, but he was fairly familiar with it. Not as familiar as he should have been, though. He knew every valve, pipe, panel, cable and piece of electronics inside this fast attack submarine. But he should have been in Cav’s back pocket.

      He’d always been that way. On the wall above the engineering officer’s desk was a large print of the piping and instrumentation systems of the nuclear plant, mapping everything from the core’s main coolant piping to the last condensate pump pressure control valve. As part of one of his EO exams, McCann had to be able to reproduce it from memory, and he still could, he thought, if need be. As C.O., he knew everything about his sub—except some of the minute details of this new system. When they got out to sea, he’d learn the ins and outs of this, too.
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