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Persistence and determination are
omnipotent

The Diver’s Prayer

Almighty God, Our Heavenly Father, we, who descend
into the depths of the seas beseech Thee to protect and guide us in
Your Aquatic Kingdom. We pray Thee can find a worth in those who
search the waters of the Seven Seas to increase the knowledge of
man, to seek and understand the vast mysteries of our past as well
as the abundant world and all it has to offer.

As we small people work below, Dear God, watch over
us and help us to return safely to our earth world. But, Heavenly
Father, should we perish in this watery world, we beg that Thee
will forgive our earthly sins, cleanse our hearts and souls, and
lead us to serve Thee forever and ever.

Amen

 


 



Prologue

********************

First Lieutenant James Hingam felt the sting
of the frozen ground against his left cheek and tried to open his
eyes. When his lids refused to part, he dragged his right arm to
his face and rubbed; trying to break the ice crystals which froze
his lids together. When his eyes opened, the pain in his head and
neck returned. The rock solid barren ground lay flat before him. In
the distance, the blurred outline of barbed wire and guard towers
of The People’s Army of North Korea Prison Camp 52 came into focus.
He tried to move his left arm and sit up, but the pain running
along the biceps commanded him to keep still. With a low moan he
tried again to rise. He grimaced at the pain—the combination of his
tears and blood had frozen his face to the ground. A stream of
warmth cascaded across the back of his neck and soaked the top of
his shoulders. The heat felt good and helped restore a little of
his lost strength. With a steady pull, Hingam pried his head off
the frozen mud and fought to keep from throwing up from his pain.
When he heard his North Korean guard pulling his trouser fly back
up, that’s when the smell hit him.

“I quit,” he mumbled through swollen lips.
“No more, please. No more!” He dragged his legs underneath him.
With his good arm he tried to drag himself away from his
tormentor.

The guard lashed out and kicked him in the
chest, sending him over the top of a long slit trench the prisoners
had carved out of the frozen ground. The guard turned and walked
into his heated kiosk, all the while keeping an eye on his
“special” prisoner.

Hingam lay on his back in a heads down
position. On either side of him lay the frozen, dead bodies of
other United Nations prisoners of war. Each corpse lay with their
arms and legs in different distorted positions. In his delirium,
Hingam knew he’d betrayed everything they’d died for by quitting.
He began to cry again. Not from the pain or from the humiliation
he’d endured, but from his own shame. He tried to screw his eyes
shut to blot out their faces, but now his eyes refused to
close.

“Jim?” Florence Hingam rolled over and sat up
on one elbow. “Jimmy, wake up. What’s the matter?” She ran her hand
across his shoulder and nudged him.

The hell that was North Korea slithered back
into its unconscious hole as Senator James Hingam sat up in bed.
Tears rolled down his sagging cheeks. His eyes darted about the
bedroom of his modern ten-room house in suburban Georgetown. The
baseboard let out a tiny creak as the heat pump kicked on against
the cold night air. He regained control of his breathing and rubbed
the palms of his hands against his face.

“It’s the war again, isn’t it?” she asked.
Reaching out, she began to rub his back.

“Yeah. I had that dream again…I’m ok…. Look,
I’m sorry, go back to sleep.” He rolled her onto her side facing
the opposite window. Glancing at the clock, he saw that at least
this time he’s woken up within his normal rising hour. He got out
of bed relieved that he didn’t have to go back to sleep and chance
the nightmare returning.

“Those dreams started again when you
announced your candidacy, didn’t they?” Florence said over her
shoulder.

“Yeah, maybe. Look, it’s nothing honey.
Probably all the talk going around about the upcoming economic
summit and whether North Korea will be invited this time. That’s
all.” It sounded good, but he didn’t believe it.

Pulling on his robe, he shuffled down the
hall to his study. The red oak paneled room was filled with his
political triumphs, and mementos of his brief military career. He
sat at his desk and saw that his hands still had a slight tremble.
He swung around and stared out the window.

That night, that one, fifty odd year old
night that, unbeknownst to him, changed his life—which he’d fought
to forget—roared back into his memory.

The North Korean guards came out of their
burrow and dragged Hingam out of the trench by his legs. They
hoisted him to his feet and half-carried half-dragged him to a
different part of the compound. When he arrived at his new cell, he
was only one hundred yards from the other prisoners. To Hingam it
could have been a dozen worlds away. He was placed in a small,
concrete cubicle which allowed him just enough room to stand—if he
stooped, and just enough room to sit—provided he bent his legs. A
threadbare, moth-eaten blanket was all he found to keep warm. One
constant naked light bulb shone into his cell through a 6x12 inch
slit in the steel door.

Throughout his basic training, Officer
Candidate Hingam was taught that war was fought by rules, and all
civilized countries were obliged to adhere to them. They applied
especially to prisoners of war. Bullshit! Hingam thought as
he shivered through that first sleepless night.

Back at Ranger school, Hingam volunteered to
go through a new type of radical POW training. The U.S. Army had
learned a few lessons about prisoner handling from their former
Nazi and Japanese enemies. The high command learned that in the
event of capture, the more prepared the average dog face was, the
less incidence of them cracking under interrogation. Throughout
this new harassment, Hingam would remind himself that no matter
what they threw at him, they couldn’t kill him. Well, this was
reality. Those rules, should his captors choose to comply, were
nothing but lines on paper to them. Death waited for him not just
outside his rusted door—which his tormentors would randomly pound
on with such ferocity that he thought the door would break down
upon him—but back in the general prisoner population.

Since Hingam was not brought back to his
regular barracks after his interrogation, the rumors spread. The
cold, beatings, and lack of adequate food that the prisoners had to
endure, allowed the presence of paranoia to worm its way in. As
they watched Hingam being “helped” over to the guard’s part of the
compound, they just assumed Hingam cracked, and was now
collaborating with the enemy. They each knew what would happen to
Hingam if he ever returned to general population. Those who
received special treatment from the Chinese and North Koreans also
received special treatment from their peers, regardless of rank or
race.

Hingam sat huddled against the cold concrete
with the blanket wrapped around his shoulders; more to absorb the
smell of the dried urine on his coat than for the warmth it gave
him. He stared into the void of his mind. With no reference to
time, the cramped quarters, the constant glare of the light bulb,
the days and nights blurred into one long, sleep deprived,
nerve-stretching nightmare. For the millionth time he tried to
figure where he’d gone wrong to wind up in this hell.

1st
Lieutenant James Hingam was the platoon leader of scout company
Baker. His assignment, on that frosty November morning, was billed
as a milk run. The Regimental Commander needed to have a stand of
woods scouted out, as he had decided it was the perfect position
for a mortar base. MacArthur had planned for a joint American-South
Korean offensive to take place in one month and the base would
provide support for his right flank. How the Chinese knew that
there would be American activity in those woods was still a
mystery. Hingam and his ten man contingent walked straight into a
classic ambush. Not one shot was fired as the outnumbered Americans
were rounded up like stray cattle.

Without warning, the steel door to Hingam’s
cell was torn open so fast its rusted hinges protested with an
ear-piercing screech. Hingam shouted in fright as a gorilla of a
man appeared on the threshold and blocked out the light. With a low
growl, the guard reached in and grabbed Hingam by his field jacket
lapels and jerked him out of the cell. Hingam tried to resist, but
the big man raised him off his feet and shook him like a rattle.
The guard spun around and slammed Hingam against the far concrete
wall. Hingam’s head began to swim. He fought a losing battle to
stay conscious. He was lowered to his feet, but his knees gave
away. The guard released the lapels, and grabbing him by the back
of his collar, dragged him away like a sack of wet laundry.

He awoke to find himself tied to a chair. The
more he struggled to free himself, the tighter the coarse manila
fibers of the rope sliced into his bloodied wrists. Four huge
floodlights surrounded him. The warmth of the lamps felt good but
their intensity forced him to keep his eyes shut. Sweat trickled
down the back of his neck, itching all the way. The heat of the
lamps began to burn his skin.

The soft knock on his study door brought
Senator Hingam out of his reverie.

“Jimmy?” Florence stuck her head in. “Why are
you sitting here in the dark? It’s almost six o’clock.” She stepped
into the paneled room tying her robe. “Are you still thinking about
that damned war?” She sat on his lap and ran her fingers through
his full head of salt and pepper hair.

“Umm…I’m sorry, but I can’t seem to get it
out of my mind. Something in the back of my head tells me that we
should normalize relations with North Korea. If we can become
trading partners with the Russians and give Red China Most Favored
Nation Status, I think it’s time we got over that ‘police action’
and got down to business.” He didn’t look at her, but continued to
stare out the window. “Hell, we’ve even started doing business with
the fucking Vietnamese.”

“Jim, you’ve given me that line before. Now,
what’s really bothering you?”

“I…I gave into them. I betrayed my men,” he
said as he tried to get up.

She refused to move by placing both hands on
the arms of his chair. “Again! Again with that nonsense! You didn’t
betray anyone! Tell me what grave secrets you gave them that made
us lose just one man? We didn’t lose that war because of you.” She
looked at him like she’d caught her son raiding her wallet for
spare change.

“I…I can’t remember. All I remember are those
dammed lights. The beatings. The cold. I just couldn’t stand it any
longer. I quit.” He was near tears, but even he couldn’t recall
what he’d told them, or even if he’d talked at all.

“Jimmy, listen to me.” She took his chin in
her hand and made him look her in the eye. “There was a complete
investigation, remember? I do. I was there for you. You were
running for city councilor, and that sergeant. What was his name?
Sam?”

“Sampson,” he said. “Max Sampson. He was my
platoon sergeant.”

“Right.” She now cradled his head against her
chest and slowly rocked him. “He caught up with us during the
campaign and levied those wild accusations. And what happened? The
Army Board of Inquiry found nothing. They had innuendo, supposition
and that crazy crap that you’d been brainwashed. They had nothing
concrete then, and they have nothing concrete now. Don’t you think
that if you’d been brainwashed, they would’ve released you during
the war so you could’ve carried out their scheme?”

He said nothing. Tightening his arms around
her, he just lay against her with a blank stare on his face. There
was something he was trying to remember about that room with the
bright lights. It was like trying to grasp smoke. I can’t
remember, because I gave in, he rationalized.

“Hell Jimmy,” she bent over to look at him,
“you lost two toes from frost bite in that camp.”

“I lost two toes when my fellow Americans
took my boots away because they thought I talked. I betrayed myself
in that camp. I cracked.”

“James. That happened over fifty years ago.
If you say you cracked, you gave in, I say, so what! You were
subject to inhumane conditions. I still love you. You’ve got three
kids who are very proud of you. I know you’re letting me ramble,
but please remember this. You are the Speaker of the House of
Representatives for the most powerful nation on earth, and you’re
going to be the Democratic nominee for the Presidency of the United
States. Do you think you can keep those little items in the back of
your mind?

“Yeah, ok,” he said.

She kissed him on the forehead, got off his
lap and headed for the door.

“Flo?”

She turned. “Yes?”

“Thanks. Sometimes I think I just need a
little ass chewing to keep things in perspective.”

“No problem. If your butt needs to be chewed,
I’ll be right there. Now let’s go or you’ll be late.”

 


 



Chapter 1 — Recovery

“Mayday! Mayday! Mayday! This is Nighthawk
Three Five! Nighthawk Three Five! My position, five miles due east,
Hana, Maui! Am experiencing rapid loss of oil pressure!” Captain
Greg ‘Ripper’ Benton, USMC, shouted into his radio as a howling
wind buffeted the cockpit. A burst of static answered his call,
while a blast of thunder shook his helicopter.

“Ronnie!” Benton shouted to his co-pilot,
2nd Lieutenant Ronald DuBois,
USMC. “Hit the Doppler and squawk emergency!” The Doppler radar
would assist ‘Ripper’ Benton in flying the helicopter at a
predetermined altitude, or along the contour of the terrain beneath
them. This safety feature ensured that they didn’t hit any
mountains that might pop up. The emergency squawk informed the air
traffic controller monitoring them that they were in trouble. He
would notify the Coast Guard in the event a search and rescue party
was needed.

Ronnie DuBois sat frozen to his controls with
abject fear distorting his chiseled features. No amount of
simulated flight training prepared him for this reality.

I can’t even reach over to slap him out of
it, Benton thought. In this air, if I were to let go to
scratch my ass, the tail rotor’d do it for me.

Pelting rain beat against the Plexiglas
windshield like a fire hose was trained on it. The wind, hammering
the craft from every direction, caused the stall alarm to sound.
‘Ripper’ squeezed the control stick between his cramping thighs and
reached up to adjust the gain on his night vision goggles. The
horizon’s image cleared as the goggles amplified a small light on
the end of a pier. The adjacent beach basked in the green tinted
glow. In the same instant, he backhanded DuBois across the side of
his helmet.

DuBois grasped his controls a little firmer.
“S…sorry,” he mumbled.

“Skipper, you guys ok?” the calm Texas drawl
of the helicopter’s crew chief asked over the ship’s intercom.

“Make sure everybody’s strapped down tight
back there, I’m losing her!” Benton tried to sound professional,
but his voice cracked.

The oil pressure alarm filled the
cockpit.

“Gentlemen!” Master Sergeant Bernard Williams
called out to the squad of Marines and D.E.A. agents in his loading
bay. “I want you to make sure y’all cinched in tight. I do believe
our landin’s gonna be a bit rough, and a lotta wet! Now we all went
over the procedure for this, so’s I expect y’all to act
accordingly.” This can’t be happening. He headed for the aft
hatch to make sure it was clear. I preflighted this bird in the
hanger, and then again on the flight line. Somebody had to have
fucked with it.

“Oh fuck me, man. We’re gonna die up here!” a
young Marine wailed. He screwed his eyes shut and clutched his
harness webbing so tight his knuckles whitened.

“Belay that fuckin’ talk, Sommers!” The
unit’s Gunnery Sergeant strained against his seat belt, reached out
and grabbed the youngster’s chinstrap. “You ain’t gettin’ outta the
Op. that easy. You read me?

“All right!” The Gunny held onto Sommers as
he addressed his squad. “You heard the man! Brace yourselves!” The
image of his wife holding their adopted infant daughter floated
before his mind’s eye. Dear God, please watch over my
family. He cinched his belt tighter.

“Ah…Nighthawk Three Five, this is Backdoor
Two One. Have you in sight. Do you copy, over?” the confident voice
came over Benton’s headset.

“Roger Backdoor, copy. Stand clear. I gotta
set her down now before the whole thing seizes up, over?” ‘Ripper’
said.

Approval of the second helicopter to act as
plane guard came up at the last minute. During the initial
briefing, Benton took it as an affront to his flying skills that
he’d need another unit to watch over him. He’d flown through worse
storm than the one they were predicting, and he fought to keep the
mission from being scrubbed because of the weather. He was grateful
now that he wasn’t alone, but regretted the plane guard couldn’t do
a damned thing to help.

“Put her down easy ‘Ripper’, and I’ll have
you gentlemen outta there before yer boots get damp. Out.”

Materializing out of the driving sheets of
rain, the deep-forested Maui headland appeared as dark green
shadows in Benton’s goggles.

A gust of wind slammed into the tail rotor
and spun the craft. The shadows were the last image Benton saw.

 


 



Chapter 2

Bradford Delano O’Rourke braced himself
against the pitching deck of the sinking ship. His entire body felt
on fire. Black and gray storm clouds roiled overhead as lightening
split the sky. In his swollen hands, he held a long, iron pry bar.
With each beat of his heart, the bar grew heavier; his arms
screamed from fatigue. No matter how deep he breathed, he couldn’t
get enough air to catch his breath. At his feet lay the bodies of
his dead shipmates. A rumble of thunder echoed in his ears. All
around him a horde of cutthroat pirates stalked him.

The crowd parted like the opening of a
theater curtain. A bear like man staggered toward him on bare feet.
In one bloodied hand he held a razor sharp, wavy bladed knife.

Brad’s heart pounded in his ears as he thrust
the bar toward his assailant. The wraith parried the bar away, then
reached out and grabbed O’Rourke by the throat. From the corner of
his eye, Brad saw the knife rise over his head. A trickle of blood
coated the face of the blade. It pooled on the hilt until it
dripped off in fat drops. The pirate opened his mouth to speak,
when Brad’s beeper wrenched him awake.

In a small, two-bedroom apartment overlooking
the Ala Moana Marina in downtown Honolulu, Brad O’Rourke bolted
upright from his sweat soaked bed. His heart skipped a beat as his
beeper continued to split the quiet night with its alarm. He
searched the darkness, but nothing seemed familiar. Flinging the
sheet off, he rolled out of bed. A charley horse seared the muscles
of his scalp causing him to shut one eye from the pain. The glow
from the lights outside gave shape to the apartment and calmed
him.

It was another of those nights. No matter how
may shots of Jack Daniel’s he’d put away, Brad’s fear of his
nightmares returning kept his sleep at bay. Somewhere past 01:30
he’d corralled it—the nightmares started soon after. In it, the
visages of the dead Honduran pirates had come back to do battle
with the crew of his first ship. Once again, his slaughtered
shipmates called out from their watery graves for help. Brad
stumbled over the coffee table crossing the room to shut the beeper
off, least its alarm woke his neighbors. Still rubbing his eyes,
trying to get them to focus, he squinted toward his clock radio;
02:08 stared back in piercing red relief against the clock’s black
face. He turned on a light, noticing that his hands were still
shaking. He shut the light, grabbed the phone, and then stepped out
onto his fourteenth floor apartment’s tiled lanai. The cool,
morning trade winds blew across the balcony and dried the sweat
from his body. The fuzziness also cleared from his mind. Looking
up, he watched the clouds float across the stars as the rhythmic
slap of halyards against aluminum masts wafted up from the yachts
across the street. Somewhere down the road, a local boy peeled out
from a stop light in a souped up VW Beetle. These familiar sights
and sounds comforted him as he dialed his command.

The big floodlights over the wide brow of the
large two-deck barge, lit up the entire parking lot as Brad pulled
into his assigned spot. Stepping out of his Mustang convertible, he
rubbed his face with both hands and looked up at the now clear sky.
O’Rourke was of medium height with brown eyes and black hair. Only
twenty-four, he felt sixty-four. Scratching his two-day growth of
beard, he knew he looked a mess. But he’d shit, shower and shave
when the emergency was over.

Nestled along the entrance to Pearl Harbor,
at a spot called Bishop’s Point, was the home of Mobile Diving and
Salvage Unit ONE. Formally known as Harbor Clearance Unit ONE, the
command’s hierarchy updated her name in the early eighties to
better reflect her mission.

The barge was one of three; non-propelled,
specific mission units designated YRSTs (Yard; Rescue and Salvage
Tender). Once moored into place over a salvage site, they became
self-supporting dive platforms. When on station, the YRST performed
the same mission as commissioned salvage vessels, except they have
no capacity for heavy lifting or towing. Her opposite number,
YRST-2, headquartered in Little Creek, Virginia carried out the
same function for MDSU-2.

The other piers on the wharf were deserted as
the squadron of rescue and salvage ships were either deployed with
the Seventh Fleet in the Orient, or on assignment at one of the
other islands. In the middle of the compound sat a large
warehouse—split in two. One side of the cavernous building was the
headquarters of Service Squadron FIVE. The other half belonged to
MDSU-1. It housed her fleet maintenance dive teams, and mixed gas
flyaway unit. Having the Squad Dog, as they called the Commodore,
this close kept everyone on their toes. But being no nonsense
salvage types, they just took the staff’s presence as a mild
inconvenience.

Brad noticed the lights on in the squadron
offices and members of his duty dive team pulling into the parking
lot. The smell of coffee brewing floated out of the barge.

“When did the skipper and XO get here?” Brad
asked the Petty Officer of the Watch, gesturing to their cars. He
flicked his wallet open and flashed his green ID card.

Saluting him aboard the young woman said,
“They’ve been here about ten, fifteen minutes. The XO and some
civilian are in the captain’s cabin.” She then sneaked a gulp of
hot coffee.

The door to the Commanding Officer’s
stateroom-office was open as Brad scraped his knuckles across it.
Stepping in, he saw Commander Al Busher, the CO, seated at his desk
nodding his head in deep thought. Unrolled across his desk was a
large chart of the island of Maui. Brad heard footsteps behind him
and turned to see the Executive Officer, Lieutenant Roy Underwood,
walking up the small passageway holding two steaming cups. He too
was unshaven and dressed in wrinkled civvies.

Even at 03:50 on a Sunday morning, the
captain wore a pressed uniform. He swung around and inspected
O’Rourke. “You look like shit Brad. What hole did you just crawl
out of?”

“Sorry Cap’n. I came as fast as I could.
What’s up?”

“Lieutenant j.g. Bradford O’Rourke, this is
Special Agent Ted Ronsen, D.E.A. He’s in charge of the
operation.

“Thanks Woody,” Busher said wrapping his
hands around the mug then took a large swallow.

Underwood took a chair in a corner and began
taking notes.

“How ya doin’,” Brad said shaking the agent’s
hand. “They told me a Marine helicopter went down. How’re you
people involved?”

“Well Lieutenant, it was a joint venture
between the Marines, local police and our agency. A CH-53 Sea
Stallion and a Force Recon squad were on loan to us as part of a
drug sweep. Every couple of months we set one up to try to flush
out the local marijuana growers. They like to burrow into the thick
rain forest and plant their goodies in amongst the indigenous flora
where it can grow unseen by the local authorities. Along with the
drug interdiction, the Marines get to practice their insertion
techniques. We had an informer’s tip that a large patch was
established on Maui, and was due to be harvested this weekend. The
weather was a good cover to send our people in, so we issued a fake
aviation advisory to further throw the growers off balance.”

“Do we have an exact location of the crash
site?” Brad asked, moving over to Busher’s desk to get a better
look at the chart.

“Yes we do,” Busher said. Taking a pair of
dividers, he pointed out the downed helicopter’s coordinates on a
smaller, more detailed chart.

“Were there any survivors?”

“None that we’re aware of,” Busher said.

“A second helicopter had been assigned as
plane guard in case of such a contingency,” Ronsen continued,
nonplussed by O’Rourke’s interruption. “We didn’t think it would be
needed. As such, all we got was a UN-1H Huey. It didn’t have the
capacity to affect a water rescue,” he said.

Brad looked up at his tone and stared at the
agent.

“We lost six of our own people too,” Ronsen
added.

Brad turned back to the chart, noting the
various depths around the headland.

“The Coast Guard has a chopper on it way to
pick you and the duty dive team up,” Busher said. He handed
O’Rourke the message containing their orders. “The USS TRAPPER is
enroute from a SALVEX off Kauai, so you’ll be operating off the
Coast Guard cutter SAN LOPEZ for the time being.

“We have another item in our favor,” Busher
continued. “The SAN LOPEZ was in the area conducting a hydrographic
survey for NOAA using a borrowed side scan sonar. At present,
they’re conducting a search for the remains of the aircraft, and
they should have it located by the time you arrive. I want a hands
on survey of the wreckage so we’ll know what we’re up against, and
mark the site. When the TRAPPER gets on station, you’ll assist in
the recovery of the fuselage. And any bodies that may have been
trapped inside.”

Brad knew that was coming and let out an
involuntary shudder. The memory of his first body job back in
Charleston, S.C. flashed through his mind. A young Gunnersmate
aboard the USS HARLAN COUNTY (LST-1120), faced with the truth of
his wife’s infidelity, had shot himself on the ship’s quarterdeck.
The body had fallen overboard and wedged itself between the ship
and pier pilings. Brad, with a team of divers, was in the area
grooming the screws on a destroyer when the request came over. The
recovery of the body had left its mark on O’Rourke.

“Do you have any problems with that Brad?”
Busher asked bringing O’Rourke’s attention back to this job. “I
know it’s not your first body job, that’s why I picked you. If you
do, I’ll get another officer, or a chief. It won’t be held against
you.”

Brad could feel the three sets of eyes
searing into him. He knew if he backed out of this assignment, his
career was over.

“Cap’n, any time, any place.” He folded his
orders and placed them in his shirt pocket.

The whump of helicopter rotors vibrated
through the skin of the barge as Busher’s phone rang.

“Lieutenant Commander Busher, may I help
you?” Listening for a moment, he turned in his chair see out his
cabin porthole. “Yes sir, we’re ready.” He hung up the receiver
then stood up. “The Commodore says the helicopter is here. Thank
God he’s on the ball,” he said. The others grinned at the barb.

Underwood motioned to O’Rourke to get going,
as the huge aircraft circled the wharf in preparation for setting
down. As there was no area large enough for the helicopter to land,
the pilot set her down in the glass like waters behind the
barge.

Brad changed into his get wet clothes, and
then met his dive team at the head of the pier. He tried to look
cheery. His four-man team was taking their time crossing the road
from the warehouse to the pier. They each stared through
half-closed eyes.

“Hey, Mr. O?” ENFN (DV) Dick Watkins said
flicking his cigarette into the water. “Are we gonna get paid
overtime for startin’ work at four in the morning’, and on a
fuckin’ Sunday?”

“Ya ain’t getting paid overtime,” ENC (DV)
Eric MacMillan, Brad’s dive supervisor said. “Remember, it’s a
privilege to serve yer country. Now let’s go people, we ain’t got
all fuckin’ mornin’!”

“Hey Chief. I hate to break the news to you,
but it ain’t mornin’ yet.” EN2 (DV) John Kilmer said as he
stretched and yawned.

“I need another cup of coffee,” BM3 (DV)
Henry Terrelli moaned as he shuffled across the road.

“You know,” O’Rourke said. “It’s an honor to
serve with the Navy’s finest.”

They each flashed him a fake smile as they
filed past to the mound of equipment the duty section had
prepositioned for them on the pier.

Each member of the team dressed the same:
green fatigue shirt over a blue and gold tee shirt, khaki UDT
trunks, and white socks rolled over the tops of their scuffed,
steel-toed boondockers. Each also wore a highly starched fatigue
hat on the back of their head. They grabbed their dive bags and a
set of twin 72” steel scuba tanks. Slinging the bags across their
shoulders, they proceeded down the dock to an awaiting dive
boat.

The helicopter squatted on the water with her
engines spinning on idle. The rotor’s downwash fanned the small
boat pelting them with seawater.

“Here,” the helicopter’s crew chief said,
handing the team individual sets of foam earplugs. He then checked
to make sure each man was buckled in. “Lieutenant, you sit up
forward. Those

headphones are hooked up so you can talk to
the pilot if you need to.”

Brad replied with a thumb’s up.

Their gear was stacked well aft, and the
bottles were pointed valve-end inward. In the event the aircraft
encountered severe turbulence, and a valve snapped off, this
positioning would cause the 2200 psi tank to blow out of the craft
instead of bouncing around inside.

No one spoke as the helicopter leaped off the
water and clawed its way skyward. As the noise and vibrations
increased, Aviation Boatswainmante First Class Wayne Coglin watched
the diver’s expressions change.

Kilmer was now wide-awake and his eyes darted
around the craft. “You sure this thing’s safe?’ he joked.

Don’t you worry bud,” Coglin said aloud
enough for all to hear. “Helicopters don’t fly. They beat the air
into submission!” He unzipped his flight suit to show them his tee
shirt. Emblazoned across his chest was the caricature of a Sea
Stallion helicopter with a tooth barred scowl on its face. Clenched
boxing gloves capped the ends of the rotor blades.

Everyone smiled.

As the chopper sped eastward, the first pink
tinges of dawn defined the horizon. Brad leaned back against the
cold fuselage and tried to get comfortable on the aluminum and
canvas seat. His body acclimated to the change in pressure as the
ship rose. Looking around to see if anyone was watching him, he
held his hands over his thighs. He could feel the trembling, and it
wasn’t from the chopper’s vibrations. He rubbed his palms against
his thighs and studied his team.

Chief MacMillan was the senior enlisted diver
in charge. His main job was to plan and execute their diving
assignments. While on the dive job, he answered only to the Diving
Officer. In the short time O’Rourke had been assigned to MDSU-1, he
learned to take MacMillan’s advice and gave him a free hand in
running the team. MacMillan was twenty-eight and had been in the
Navy for twelve years. During that time, he’d earned his GED while
serving on an oiler in the Indian Ocean. Since being stationed to
MDSU-1, he’d earned enough credits at the University of Hawai’i at
night to graduate next spring. Just last week, MacMillan had
submitted his papers for Officer Candidate School in Newport, Rhode
Island.

Terrelli hailed from New Brunswick, New
Jersey. Built like an ox, he was a quiet, soft-spoken young man who
let his fists do his talking in an argument. Hence his nickname:
Hammer.

Next to MacMillan, Kilmer had the expertise
to wear the khaki. He hailed from a small fishing town in northern
California, and had learned to swim before he could walk. At nine,
a hotshot Internet executive yakking on his cell phone orphaned him
in an avoidable auto accident. This void filled him with an anger
that labeled him as incorrigible. Bounced from one foster home to
another by the state’s Dept. of Social Services, he was rescued by
a childless Portuguese family that fished for tuna. Kilmer was so
at home on the water, the other members of MDSU-1 thought of him as
half seal. When it came time for Brad to be in the water, he always
picked Kilmer as his partner.

As in every family, there is a problem child.
Watkins was Brad’s. It was understandable as Watkins was the low
man on the team’s totem pole. He had to pay his dues just like
every other member of the unit. Things would change when he got his
crow and joined the Petty Officer ranks. If he didn’t keep his
mouth shut though, MacMillan would see to it that he remained the
low man.

Brad reached out and put the headphones on
hoping the idle radio chatter would keep his mind off what he knew
he’d find in the wreckage.

Eight empty months had passed since Brad
survived the attack, and subsequent sinking of his first ship, the
USS MASSASOIT (ATF167). But to him, it still felt like yesterday.
Out from the steamy rainforest of Honduras, a Satan worshipping
smuggler/pirate by the name of Santana J. Roja and his crew of
cutthroats tracked Brad’s ship. Using the grounding of a Haitian
gunrunner’s ship in the Straits of Florida as bait, Roja lured the
MASSASOIT to her doom. Every night since the attack, his tortured
mind replayed the murder of his crew with horrifying reality. In
order to get any rest at all, Brad developed a habit of indulging
in a nightcap. It seemed that of late, no amount of alcohol could
keep the nightmares from returning. His fear at not keeping the
ghosts at bay forced him to drink more—and that was starting to
worry him. The doctors back Norfolk tried to explain that he was
suffering from Post Traumatic Distress Syndrome, the same, often
debilitating effect that combat veterans were prone to. They’d
recommended he take an extended leave of absence, and submit to a
barrage of tests and therapy.

Brad’s idea of therapy was to confront his
fears and go back to sea. More importantly, to get back into the
water and immerse himself in his job. It was starting to work, but
any progress he’d make, was negated by assignments like this.

Brad came from a family steeped in naval
history. From a distant cousin who started the tradition back with
John Paul Jones, through all of the country’s major wars, to his
father Rear Admiral John Franklin O’Rourke; Brad was the last of
the line. Except for his family, Brad had few acquaintances, though
no one close enough he considered a confidant. He tried to stay in
touch with college pals, but could only get around to a few cards
at Christmas. At this stage in his life, he was content to keep his
personal life focused on his career. There were times though,
usually on a Friday or Saturday night, when sleep refused to come,
and his fear of the nightmares returning squeezing his guts, that
he longed for a warm body to curl up against and hold.

Brad was about to doze off, when the
helicopter hit an air pocket and rattled every one’s teeth. A set
of tanks slipped off the pair they were lying on, and clanged
against the bulkhead. Chief MacMillan opened one eye and gave their
equipment a quick look-see.

Coglin started to get up, but MacMillan gave
him the OK sign, crossed his arms and reclosed his eyes.

 


 



Chapter 3

Angling the chopper’s nose diagonally toward
the just visible white cross hairs of the helipad, the spectral
outline of the USCGC SAN LOPEZ (WHEC-730), materialized against the
slate gray sea. The helicopter touched down and was secured to the
rolling deck.

Brad and his team off loaded their equipment
under the glare of the cutter’s two huge aft searchlights. Dive ops
would commence at daylight.

“Lieutenant!” the First Class Bostswainmate
had to yell over the whine of the helicopter’s turbines as she
lifted off the deck. “If you and your men’ll follow me, I’ll show
you where to store your gear. The Captain and the Exec are in the
wardroom.”

“Is there a place where my people can crash
‘till we’re ready to get wet?” O’Rourke asked stuffing his bag next
to the others.

“Yes sir, crew’s lounge. Hey Walters!” the
Bosun called out. “Show these guys up to the lounge.”

Lcdr. Ralph Peterson, USCG, sat at his
wardroom table and studied the side scan sonar printouts spread out
before him. His XO, Lt. John Santos, stepped out of the small
pantry dunking a tea bag in a mug of hot water, when Brad and
MacMillan walked in. Peterson rose as a courtesy, extending his
hand. He noticed Brad’s scruff appearance but said nothing. In the
back of his mind, he took a little more pride in how his sailors
looked when on the job. The introductions were warm, but
professional.

“Would you gentlemen care for a cup?”
Peterson motioned toward the pantry.

They declined.

“Ok.” Peterson picked up a red pencil and
outlined the sunken helicopter. “She’s sitting on a shelf in 180
feet of water. Do you think you can get a line on her?”

“With that depth, we’ll be limited to only a
couple of dives,” Brad said. “If you get us in the ballpark and the
seas calm a bit, we’ll be able to find her within the
No-Decompression limits. Any idea what the visibility’s like around
here?

“We figure it’s between 80 and 100 feet,”
Santos said. “There was a tag on the side scan’s cable and we could
watch it as the sonar head payed out. It’s a rocky bottom so there
wasn’t much sand for the storm to swirl up.”

“What’s that over there?” Brad pointed to an
object in the far corner of the printout.

“It’s a large ocean going fishing trawler
that went down a couple of days ago,” Peterson said. “It’s not as
deep. A 100, maybe 110 feet. There was no loss of life reported,
and no one made further inquiry about her. So we’re just going to
let the fish make a home out of her for now.” He got up and
refilled his cup.

“That’d make a nice weekend dive,” Santos
said. “For someone who knew what they were doing.”

“That’s what we’re afraid of also,” Peterson
said. “Remember that decommissioned sub you guys sank off Lahaina?
What was the deal on that?”

MacMillan said. “The higher ups thought it
would make a good artificial reef to lure more fish in and help the
local economy. However, it was sunk so close to the beach that the
local tourist board decided to capitalize on it. Too many vacation
divers got bent left and right staying down too long. So our
Squadron was assigned to salvage it a couple of years ago.

“Ya know, Mr. O., that boat’d make a good
test for Chief Rawlings and his barge. If he ever gets the A-frame
fixed.”

“I’ll mention it to the Captain when we get
back,” O’Rourke said. “Captain, what time can we get started?”

“You boys look pretty well wiped. Why don’t
you grab some sack time and we’ll commence the operation after
chow? The SAN LOPEZ puts out a good spread,” Peterson said.

“Sounds good to me Mr. O., less chance of
anybody getting’ hurt,” MacMillan said.

“I agree,” Brad said rubbing his eyes. “The
chopper’s not goin’ anywhere. Plus it’ll give the TRAPPER more time
to get here.”

The SAN LOPEZ kept just enough way on to keep
her head into the wind. The morning sun warmed her bow, while the
superstructure kept the stern bathed in a cool shadow.

“Mr. O, you wanna get wet, or do you want the
team to make the first look?” Chief MacMillan asked. He wound his
two stopwatches as the rest of the divers readied their gear.

“Let them make the first one, I’ll make the
next and attach the buoy. That way everybody’ll get a crack at her.
By the time the TRAPPER gets here, we’ll all be clean,” Brad said
referring to the surface interval they would need to rid their
bodies of any residual nitrogen that might still be in their
bloodstreams.

“Hey Boats!” MacMillan called out to the
cutter’s chief Bosun. “Can you rig me a lead line with a white rag
bent onto it? I need to get some idea of the visibility.”

A few minutes later, the chief reappeared and
handed MacMillan a coiled manila line. “If you gentlemen need any
help reading the markers, just sing out,” the chief said as he went
to supervise the lowering of the cutter’s motor whaleboat.

Shallow water comedian, MacMillan
thought. “Don’t you worry Boats, you’ll be the first one I call,”
he said over his shoulder. With a light toss, the lead weight
headed straight for the bottom. At 70 feet, the white rag
disappeared.

“I make the bottom 100, 110 feet,” MacMillan
said after a few minutes.

Brad pulled out his dive handbook and opened
it to the No-Decompression tables. “If they stay at 110 feet for 25
minutes, they’ll be safe. If they’re down for 30…they’ve got a 3
minutes stop at 10 feet. Either way, I think they should do a
safety stop at 15 feet for 3 minutes.”

“Sounds good,” MacMillan said.

“I’ll bounce down,” O’Rourke continued, “and
connect the marker. If there is anybody left inside, I’ll have
enough time to find out.”

MacMillan, Watkins and Terrelli climbed into
the whaleboat, while O’Rourke and Kilmer handed their equipment
down. They then boarded the bobbing craft. The helmsman received
permission from the cutter’s Officer of the Deck to shove off, and
the dive op began.

Above the SAN LOPEZ’s bridge, the signal
flags: CODE ALPHA fluttered in the breeze from one set of halyards.
The combination day markers: ball-diamond-ball hung from the
opposite yardarm. These flags and shapes would indicate to other
ships that the cutter was involved in diving operations and was
restricted in her maneuverability. All other watercraft were
required to give her a wide berth.

Brad noted the time in his small wheel book,
then jotted a few notes for his post operation report. The
whaleboat glided out about 25 yards, then idled her engine.
MacMillan hefted a 20-pound weight, to which a three quarter inch
polypropylene line was attached, over the side. This would act as
the boat’s anchor and descent line for the divers.

“All right, listen up,” MacMillan said tying
off the line. He then picked up another coiled line. At 50-foot
intervals, double knots were tied. “I want you to go down to 100
feet. No deeper, understand?”

Watkins and Terrelli nodded.

“Swim straight out until you get to the first
knot,” MacMillan continued. “Then head in a clockwise direction
around the descent line. If you haven’t seen anything on the first
pass, go out to the next knot. Hang on to each other and keep the
excess line coiled tight. Don’t get fouled in the fuckin’ thing
like last time.” MacMillan tied the bitter end of the knotted line
in a large bowline around the descent line.

“A hundred feet, how long at No-D?” MacMillan
pointed to Watkins.

“Twenty-five minutes.” He spit into his
facemask to keep it from foggin’ up.

“Good. Hammer, what’s the first stop if you
go over?” MacMillan asked Terrelli.

“Three minutes at ten feet,” he said.

“Correct. Just in case, I want a 3-minute
safety stop at 15 feet. I know what your computers are going to
say, but you make the stop. Understand?”

Both divers nodded.

“If they got a fix on her with the side scan,
why’re we goin’ to all this trouble to find it?” Watkins asked.

“Because TRAPPER needs an exact physical
location to anchor on,” O’Rourke said. “Now the visibility’s good
and it’s a big helicopter. We’re in the ballpark so don’t take all
day down there.” Brad nodded to MacMillan.

“All right sailor boys. Hit the water when
you’re ready,” MacMillan ordered.

The two divers fell out of the boat, rose to
the surface and gave each other a quick check to ensure that
neither had any air leaks. When they were set, they flashed the OK
signal. MacMillan handed Terrelli the searching tether, then hit
the start buttons on his watches when their head went under.

The surface water was warm as they drove
themselves down through the crystalline depths with long powerful
kicks. The compressed air tasted cool and dry as the lava studded
bottom sharpened into focus. Their cascading exhaust bubbles roared
past their ears. At 100 feet, Terrelli payed out the tether until
he came to the first knot. They each gave the other the OK signal,
then commenced the search. Watkins grabbed his partner’s buoyancy
compensator and faced outward. Terrelli looked ahead and down.

Gliding over the bottom, the small pools of
bright, fine sand contrasted against the black and gray lava rocks,
making it seem as tough they were flying over an island studded
alien ocean. Terrelli figured their first pass would take them
between five and ten minutes, depending on if they had to search
around a few of the lava mounds. They were on their third pass when
the tether snagged on a piece of sharp coral. Swimming over to the
snag, Watkins saw the wreck lying alongside a rock wall. Its dark
green camouflage blended with the rock shadows so well, they had
missed it on their second pass.

Motioning Terrelli to go back and get the
descent weight, Watkins stayed over the wreck and checked his
watch. They had three minutes to mark the helicopter’s location,
then start up.

Terrelli dragged the weighted line as close
as he could and let it drop.

O’Rourke and Kilmer sat on the whaleboat’s
gunnels facing inward, and taking deep breaths, fell backwards.
After checking each other, they started down. At 20 feet, Brad
reached out and grabbed Kilmer’s wrist. The other gave him a
puzzled look. Placing his depth gauge next to Kilmer’s, Brad
checked to see that both read the same. Brad halted their descent
at 110 feet and looked around.

Off to their right, the helicopter lay like a
crash-landed spacecraft from some far distant world. The long,
graphite rotor blades splintered upon contact with the water and
revealed their honeycombed infrastructure. Two of the blade stubs
ended in razor sharp points. The helicopter was crushed along its
port side and the tail rotor assembly had been shorn off. It lay
off to one side, stacked upright against a rock wall. All of its
smaller blades were gone.

Approaching the craft, Brad could make out
the pilots still strapped into their seats. He said a silent prayer
for their souls. The two bodies, with helmets and night vision
goggles still on, completed the Sci-Fi image. In O’Rourke’s mind
they looked ready to blast off. He swam over and peered through the
cracked windshield. Brad checked his watch. There was still time to
attach the marker before they had to surface.

Kilmer swam to the front of the craft and
pressed his facemask to the windshield. He just stared at the dead
pilots half expecting them to wave him away.

Brad swam to the side access door and tried
it. It was unlocked and looked as if it would slide easily. He
stopped after opening it a few inches. The space behind the door
was black and ominous. His breathing quickened, increasing the
volume of his exhaust bubbles growling in his ears. Catching
himself on the verge of panic, he slammed the door shut. All
right, calm down! he ordered. You’ll run out of air and then
you’ll be fucked! He was tempted to go inside and look around,
but the inside held too many unknowns. He could get hung up in
there and run out of air. Thus, the standing rule about entering
any type of wreck using only a surfaced supplied diving rig. He’d
wait for the TRAPPER. Deep within, Brad knew getting hung up was
not what really frightened him. He was afraid of what he might
see.

Brad swam down the side of the craft sliding
his hand along its dimpled skin. He stopped just short of the
cracked opened rear cargo ramp. His heart pounded in his ears and
he found himself, again, breathing faster than normal.

You fucking coward! Brad berated
himself as he pretended to inspect the fuselage. You’re afraid
of finding more dead bodies. Well, what the fuck did you think was
gonna’ be down here? Shut up goddammit! Never mind the reason, just
concentrate on getting’ back to the surface without bendin’
yourself. He checked his watch again. They were still well
within the No-D limit, but he’d had enough. Pulling his knife out,
he rapped it against the chopper to get Kilmer’s attention.

The two trailed their bubbles on the way
up.

“Man that was fuckin’ scary!” Kilmer said
climbing over the whaleboat’s gunnel.

“That’s nothing,” Brad said stripping out of
his gear. “Wait ‘till some lucky volunteer has to go back down and
bring ‘em up.”

The usually jovial Kilmer sat in the bottom
of the boat just staring at the reflector bobbing on the placid
sea. He said nothing on the return trip.

 


 



Chapter 4

Just after lunch, Brad strolled to the eyes
of the SAN LOPEZ with a glass of iced coffee. The pitching of the
ship was more pronounced here as the long Pacific rollers undulated
by. Searching the horizon, Brad spotted a small vessel. As the
afternoon progressed, the far dot morphed into the USS TRAPPER
(ARS-54). Finishing his coffee, he went below to gather his
team.

The 3200-ton Safeguard Class rescue and
salvage vessel was the latest unit built by Peterson Builders for
the US Navy. She had a compliment of six officers and thirty-five
enlisted. A 40-ton crane aft loomed over her stern, while a 7.5-ton
boom pointed the way up forward. Her cruising range nipped at 8000
nautical miles at 8 knots but she could be kicked up to 14 if she
had to get somewhere quick.

TRAPPER possessed the ability to debeach
stranded vessels, perform heavy lifts up to 150 tons from the ocean
depths, tow other vessels; support diving operations utilizing the
MK-21 surface supplied diving system, and with three fire monitors,
pump 4000gpm of seawater or Aqueous Film Forming Foam (AFFF) onto
vessels on fire.

Commander Jack Rogers, USN, leaned over the
top of the bridge wing and watched his XO, Lt Leonard Johnson
maneuver the ship into position.

Johnson was in the process of placing the
ship in a two-point moor over the wreck, when a gust of wind began
turning the ship’s head. Johnson grabbed the ship’s sound powered
telephone and contacted Main Control. From his perch two stories
up, Johnson could check her swing by using the ship’s bow
thrusters. This powerful, bow mounted propeller, enabled the OOD to
control the ship’s lateral movements during tricky maneuverings.
The bow thruster was just one item which helped bring the WWII
salvage navy up to today’s computerized standards.

Brad and his team stayed out of the crew’s
way and observed the mooring from the boom deck.

“Excuse me Cap’n,” a young sailor said
handing Rogers a message flimsy. “This just came in.”

Rogers sat in his big, padded bridge wing
chair and sipped his coffee while he read. “Hey Lennie,” he said to
his XO, “looks like we’re going to get some company.”

“SECURE THE SEA AND ANCHOR DETAIL. ON DECK,
WATCH SECTION ONE,” the call sounded throughout the ship.

“We’re all secured, Cap’n,” Johnson reported
as he took the message and read it. He checked his watch. “They
should be here in about two hours.”

 


 



Chapter 5

“FLIGHT QUARTERS, FLIGHT QUARTERS! ALL DECK
DEPARTMENT PERSONNEL MUSTER ON THE FANTAIL FOR FOD WALKDOWN. ALL
OTHER SHIP’S COMPANY STAND CLEAR OF THE FANTAIL!” the 1MC
blared.

“All right people!” Ensign Vincent Culper
said to his working party. “Make sure you pick up every scrap of
paper and any butts you find, and toss them into this shitcan!”
Culper was a mustang who stood 6’2” and weighted 210. He’d cut his
teeth on just about every salvage ship in the junk boat navy. As
First Lieutenant of the TRAPPER, he would now don his white helmet
and assume the collateral duty as Flight Safety Officer.

The party of sailors formed a single line
across the fantail, and scoured the area for anything that might
get ingested into the helicopter’s jet intakes.

“Smitty!” Culper yelled as he buckled his
helmet on. “Remember, just hook ‘im on the pant leg. He’ll have
enough static electricity runnin’ through him to knock yer ass all
the way back to Pearl!”

A tall black sailor, wearing a blue flight
deck jersey, helmet and goggles, held the grounding hook across his
chest and gave Culper the Hawai’ian pinkie and thumb shaka sign
connoting his understanding.

Culper looked at another sailor. “OK Wilson,
you ready?”

“Yes sir,” the First Class Bosun’mate,
dressed in yellow said as he grabbed a set of wands. Wilson climbed
the ladder to the boom deck and faced aft. It was his job to direct
the Marine helicopter to the ship’s makeshift helipad, and control
its hover over the fantail.

Those members of the crew not on watch,
clustered behind him.

From a tiny dot on the horizon, the
helicopter grew. The unmistakable thump-thump-thump of the rotors
grew louder as the reverberations assailed the ship. The copter’s
exhaust left an ugly, black gauze-like slash across the sky.

The helicopter’s downwash was like standing
in a wind tunnel as she hovered to maintain position over the white
cross painted on the nonskid deck. A stocky figure appeared in the
copter’s open side door and stepped out. He hung suspended over the
rocking deck in a web harness connected to the helicopter by a thin
cable. With his legs splayed apart to keep from spinning, he
dropped the last thirty feet. The harness was raised and a moment
later, another body was deposited on the TRAPPER’s deck. The
procedure was again repeated as their personal gear was dropped
down.

Wilson threw the pilot a salute as the craft
nosed up and heeled into a turn for her return flight to Barbar’s
Point on Oahu.

“Colonel Matson. Would you follow me sir,”
Culper said as he stripped off his flight gear. They headed for the
wardroom.

“All right sailor boys!” the Master Diver
shouted and clapped his hands. “Let’s get the dive stations rigged
back up! I want to start makin’ bubbles as soon as the ‘ole man
gives the word!”

“NOW MUSTER ALL DIVE PERSONNEL ON THE MESS
DECKS,” the call echoed through the ship.

On the mess decks, Col. Matson and Arthur
Blaylock were going over their notes with Cdr. Rogers. On an
artist’s easel behind them, were posted several close up photos of
a Sea Stallion’s various attachment points for lifting hooks.

At another table, Ensign Culper and
Masterchief Boatswainmate Masterdiver Ernest Rodman were going over
their dive personnel duty assignments and rotation. So that each
diver was familiar with every job on the site, each man would
rotate to a different job—console operator, phone talker, chart
man, tender or diver—after each dive. MCBM (MDV) Rodman was just as
big as Vince Culper, and the two could have been clones of each
other.

“Gentlemen,” Rogers began when all the divers
had settled down. “This is Col. Matson from NAVAIR accident board,
and this is Special Agent Arthur Blaylock, Naval Criminal
Investigative Service. They’re here to find out what caused the
accident, and will be available to answer any technical or legal
questions that might arise.

“Our priority is to recover the pilots, and
any bodies that may have been trapped inside, and bring them back
to Pearl. The SAN LOPEZ has volunteered to do the transporting.
Masterchief, do you have any recommendations as to who our
volunteers are?” Rogers asked.

The divers held their breath as Rodman stood
up with his clipboard.

Before Brad could stop and think, he raised
his hand. “Excuse me Cap’n, I’ll go. But I need a strong backup.”
Every eye now focused on O’Rourke.

“Masterchief, you got any qualms with that?”
Rogers said.

“No sir.”

“Very well Lieutenant. Gentlemen, I’ll leave
it up to you to find our other volunteer. Ensign Culper you may
proceed. XO, keep me posted, I’ll be on the bridge.” Rogers checked
his watch, then left.

“You know, Mr. O.,” Kilmer said in a
conspiratorial voice, “I hate it when you try and show us enlisted
up. Dive Sup. I’ll go too.”

The rest of the divers heaved a collective
sigh.

O’Rourke sat on a small wooden stool at one
of the dive stations and stared at the inviting waters. He’d said
nothing as his tenders helped him dress. Kilmer sat a few feet away
at a similar setup and joked with his tenders. Both the primary and
standby divers were dressed out in the MK 21 surface supplied
diving rig. This latest evolution on the old spun copper “hard hat”
was based on the commercially designed Kirby-Morgan Superlite 17. A
fiberglass constructed helmet with integrated brass weights, the MK
21 weighted twenty-seven pounds and was neutrally buoyant. This
improvement eliminated the need for a jocking system to prevent the
helmet from floating up on a diver. A kidney shaped view port
allowed for greater visibility, while an on demand regulator,
fitted to an oral nasal mask on the inside of the helmet prevented
CO2 buildup. This regulator increased gas efficiency and eliminated
much of the noise and communication interference, which plagued the
older designed free flow helmets. Brad wore his own one-piece dry
suit under a nylon coverall. Instead of a bulky weight belt, this
system used a black Atlantic Diving Equipment harness which held
his weights in secure pouches. To this harness were attached
O’Rourke’s lifeline and umbilical along with a pneumo-fathometer to
register his depth on the master console on the surface. On his
back, a standard Navy issue steel 72” scuba tank was buckled on and
attached to a second stage on the helmet. Officially labeled as the
diver’s emergency gas supply (EGS), it was affectionately called a
come-home bottle. As this job didn’t require O’Rourke or Kilmer to
swim, they wore weighted rubber boots. If a diver had to, he could
stand on his head to accomplish his mission. A feat almost
impossible in the older spun copper helmet and vulcanized canvas
dress of before.
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