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Every time I close my eyes, I see the inside of that sub. It’s dark, but I can tell what’s waiting out there. Blood everywhere.

 


A FORENSIC SCIENTIST WITH THE CIA, Dr. Christine Myers has investigated some of the most heinous crimes ever committed, but nothing could prepare her for the slaughter that awaits aboard the defecting North Korean sub Dragon. As the derelict sub floats dead in the night water, Christine and a team of Navy SEALs board and investigate. All crew members are dead, some with their bodies smashed and mutilated, others from chlorine gas inhalation caused by an accident with the sub’s batteries—or WAS IT SABOTAGE?

 


Now it’s up to the SEALs to submerge the sub and continue the clandestine journey to land, while Christine pieces together the forensic clues. Faced with the hostility of the SEALs and the open mockery of their commanding officer, Christine finds herself isolated and alone—until the SEALs start dying one by one, and the survivors must band together against an unseen and lethal enemy!

 


 


 


 


Dust jacket & interior design by Panda.






[image: e9781590132791_i0001.jpg]







Published by McBooks Press 2007

Copyright © 2007 Gerry Doyle

 


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or any portion thereof in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without the written permission of the publisher. Requests for such permissions should be addressed to McBooks Press, Inc., ID Booth Building, 520 North Meadow St., Ithaca, NY 14850.

 


Dust jacket and interior designed and illustrated by Panda Musgrove. Author photo by Christine McCLure copyright © 2007. Submarine illustrations by John Kelsey copyright © 2007.

 


 



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Doyle, Gerry, 1976–

From the depths / by Gerry Doyle.

p. cm.

ISBN 978-1-59013-141-1 (alk. paper)

1. Women forensic scientists—Fiction. 2. United States. Navy. SEALs—Fiction. 3. Submarines (Ships)—Fiction. 4. Sailors—Death--Fiction. I. Title.

PS3604.O9548F76 2007 
813’.6--dc22

2007015392

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


All McBooks Press publications can be ordered by calling toll-free 1-888-BOOKS11 (1-888-266-5711). Please call to request a free catalog.

 


 


Visit the McBooks Press website at www.mcbooks.com.

 


 


Printed in the United States of America 
9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1






This book is dedicated to my parents, who taught me the joy of fusing imagination and the written word; to Kara, whose love is an inspiration and whose red pen led me to many thoughtful ideas; to the countless teachers, mentors and friends who have supported me along the way; and to God.





Acknowledgments

I’d like to thank Dr. Kylie Vannaman and Lt. Rich Federico for their technical assistance and thoughts as I prepared my manuscript. If it weren’t for their help, my characters would be limited to the technical expertise of an imaginative journalist. Thanks also to Tami Miller, Erica Meltzer, Ben Hubbard, Charlie Dickinson and Theresa Schwegel for their comments and generosity with killer ideas. Christine McClure made sure readers saw my good side. Pete Valavanis got me behind the trigger of an MP-5 (and an AR-10, and an M-4, and ...). I owe Nhan Nguyen and Adam Brown for their expert counsel.

 


These people and countless others have inspired and encouraged me during the course of my career—too many to list, but without whom I would not keep putting pen to paper.






[image: e9781590132791_i0002.jpg]

DRAGON SCHEMATIC








War is a contagion.

—Franklin Roosevelt
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TRANSCRIPT


Prisoner interview

 



SUBJECT: Myers, Dr. Christine M.

 



INTERVIEWERS: Olsen, Jorge C., Rear Adm., USN Trent, Greg L., Capt., USN

 



LOCATION: —redact—

 



TIME: Interview transcript is compilation of four eight-hour sessions on 03, 04, 05 and 06 June, 2007.



OLSEN: Please state your name for the record.

 


MYERS: No. Why am I being held here? Have I committed a crime? Do you think I’m a terrorist?

 


TRENT: Ma’am, we just want you to tell us—

 


OLSEN: We’ve read through your written version of what happened. It’s incredibly detailed and helpful. But we’d like to go over it with you, to have you walk us through everything so we can gather as much information as possible. Get a complete picture, so to speak.

 


MYERS: Of course it’s detailed—I’m a scientist. And it’s not like I’ve had anything else to do. I’ve been here, what, four days? It’s a big suite I’m in, sure, but don’t think I didn’t notice the door to the hallway was locked. I can’t sleep. There are no windows. The television isn’t connected to anything except an empty DVD player. If
the orderly hadn’t brought me a pen and some paper, my only entertainment would be watching the doctors examine me. That got old fast.

 


TRENT: Ma’am, please. We need you to answer some questions. That’s all.

 


MYERS: Prisoners usually get lawyers. Do I?

 


OLSEN: You’re not charged with a crime, ma’am. This is just a debriefing. You’re being cared for here in this facility for your own safety.

 


MYERS: My safety? What about my rights? I know you haven’t spoken with Gen. Patterson. There’s no way he would allow me to be held in detention, with no visitors, interrogated every day—

 


TRENT: This isn’t an interrogation.

 


OLSEN: Look, ma’am, it’s standard. This interview is the last step in the information-gathering process. We just want to know what occurred onboard the Dragon, and you’re the only person who can tell us. So we need to see the events that transpired through your eyes. Then we’ll write a report. And then you’ll get to go home, as soon as the doctors say it’s OK.

 


MYERS: I feel fine. I AM fine. No one’s bothered to show me my charts, but there’s nothing wrong with my body—except for the splint on my finger—and no amount of blood work will show otherwise. I’m fairly certain that I’m suffering low- to mid-level symptoms of post-traumatic stress, though. Not that anyone’s asked. And I want to leave. Now.


 


TRENT: It’s not our decision or yours. It’s the doctors’. I know how difficult all this must be to understand.

 


MYERS: That kind of condescending bullshit angers me. Just so you understand.

 


OLSEN: It’s just an interview. Nothing more. We’ll ask a few questions, but mostly we just want to hear what you have to say.

 


MYERS: Every time I close my eyes, I see the inside of that sub. It’s dark, but I can tell what’s waiting out there. Blood everywhere. I haven’t turned the lights off in my room since I got here. Yet you want me to talk about it some more.

 


OLSEN: It’s the only way.

 


MYERS: What do you want me to say?

 


OLSEN: Just start with your name. Then tell us the day and time when you first became involved in this, and go from there, with as many details as you can remember. Tell it ... tell it as if you were sitting in a bar or a restaurant. Relax.

 


MYERS: Are you for real? Sitting in a bar? Right. Fine. My name is Dr. Christine Megan Myers. I’m a forensic scientist for the Central Intelligence Agency. My specialty is recreating violent crimes. Is this debriefing classified?

 


TRENT: Yes, ma’am.

 


MYERS: It better be.





I

I HAD WORKED with Gen. Patterson before. I don’t feel comfortable discussing the details of those instances. In all of them, however, my work involved dissecting mayhem. Figuring out how someone died. When they died. How the attacker escaped.

So when I heard Patterson’s voice on the phone, I knew that further sleep would be impossible.

“Dr. Myers, this is Jack Patterson,” he said. His voice was like a file sawing through a lead pipe. “I apologize for the hour.”

I rolled over and struggled to bring my bedside clock into focus. The glowing green display told me I was having a telephone conversation at 2:45 in the morning. It was a Sunday. The last Sunday in May.

“General Patterson. What can I do for you?”

He didn’t bother asking whether my phone line was secure. A crew from Langley came once a month to make sure it was “clean,” free of bugs or taps. Calls like this meant it had to be.

“We need you to examine a submarine full of dead people,” Patterson said. The words, which lacked intonation or excitement, slipped through my head without registering.

“Say that again?”

He ignored me. “But we know why they’re dead. It appears that the sub was flooded with chlorine gas.”

“Wait, General, I’m confused. Someone launched a chemical attack on a U.S. sub?”


“No, it was an accident. That’s the way it seems at this point, anyway. And it’s not one of our subs. It’s North Korean. Diesel-electric.”

I took a breath to ask him why he was calling me, but he cut me off.

“Look, I know this is confusing. I’ll sketch the situation out as briefly as I can. This submarine contained some important weapons research, and it was defecting to the United States with its crew. It was being escorted by one of our attack subs. Last night, about eleven o’clock, the escort’s sonarman heard unidentifiable mechanical noises, shouting, alarms and, finally, gunfire. A few minutes later, the North Korean boat surfaced.

“The escort tried to hail it, but no one responded. They sent a boarding party over, and that’s when the chlorine accident was discovered.”

“How do they know it was an accident?” I asked.

“They don’t know for sure,” Patterson said. “But these older boats ... you have to understand, this submarine is just barely a step up from a World War II U-boat. Chlorine gas is a pretty common danger because it forms whenever seawater comes in contact with the ship’s batteries.”

“So everyone on board was killed in the accident.”

“Well ... no. Everyone was dead, but not from the gas. The boarding party sent in one man wearing protective gear to search for survivors. He only looked through part of the ship and didn’t find anyone alive. He did, however, find a North Korean crewmember shot to death in the conning tower.”

“Shot by whom?”

He laughed, and I tilted the phone away from my ear as the unnatural, gravelly sound burst through the receiver.

“That’s why I’m calling you. We’re going to send a skeleton crew onto the boat to get it submerged and into port. Once it’s there, I need you to tell us what happened last night. Be ready to go by six. That’s about three hours from now.”

“Wait, that won’t work.”

“Dr. Myers, it will have to work. If that’s too early for you, I suggest you start making coffee now.” It was tough to tell whether I had pushed him beyond his usual irritated demeanor, but it was clear he was a few seconds away from hanging up on me.


I was sitting up in bed now, the covers bunched around my waist.

“No, listen. It’s not too early, it’s too late. If your crew has been aboard the sub for three hours, they’ll have disturbed the crime scene. I don’t even know how much the man in the boarding party did, what he touched or rearranged. I can’t accurately reconstruct anything if I’m working with a dirty scene.”

“So what would you suggest? The ship has to be submerged when the sun comes up, and it is imperative to get it to port soon.”

“Where is the ship right now?”

“About forty-five miles off the coast. It was headed here, to Norfolk.”

“How will your crew be getting there?”

“We’re going to insert them by helicopter. Everything’s below the radar.”

He already had formulated a plan, and shoehorning new ideas into it had not been his intent when he called me. I didn’t need to give him any reason to dismiss my suggestions. I spoke fast, trying to convey my urgency without sounding desperate.

“Then let me go with the crew. I can get to the base in fifteen, twenty minutes. Once we’re onboard the sub, I can see what they’re doing and make sure they don’t disturb anything vital. It’s not ideal, but it’s better than looking for evidence after they’ve contaminated the scene for hours.”

For a few moments, all I could hear was Patterson’s breathing.

“That’s a good idea,” he said. “Be here in twenty minutes. The guard at the gate will tell you where to go. I’ll fax you condensed dossiers of the crew and an overview of the submarine.”

I replaced the phone on the bedside table, its glossy brown surface empty of pictures or decoration. I knew better than to wait for him to say goodbye.

There was no moon, but the indistinct glow of the streetlights caused a shifting lattice of shadows to dance through my bedroom. The shapes were just gnarled tree branches undulating in the wind, but the effect was unsettling.

Without thinking about it, I reached for the light switch next to the bed. The black-and-white mysteries of the dark room gave way to a pleasant,
familiar mix of colors and objects as the overhead fixture clicked on.

And the last shreds of discord were washed away by the trilling of my fax machine down the hall. Patterson was moving fast.

No time to clean up. After hopping out of bed, I threw on some jeans and a Georgetown sweatshirt over a sports bra. I winced at the mirror as my reflection tried to make its unkempt black hair look presentable. In the end, a ponytail carried the day. And as a final, habitual touch, I slipped a worn rubber band into a familiar position around my left wrist.

At the bottom of my closet was a bag I kept for nights like these, when a phone call could pull me into someone else’s violent world. It contained everything I would bring from my office to a crime scene: A fluoroscope for revealing stains and fingerprints. Fingerprint-collecting materials. A portable fuming chamber for latents. Evidence bags, tweezers, magnification devices, a ruler, an angle-finder, calipers, scales, chemical ID tests. A Nikon digital and a Polaroid, a Radio Shack microcassette recorder for notes. A flashlight and a box of latex gloves.

I slung the duffel over my shoulder and jogged down the hallway into my office, the faux-Persian carpet muffling each sneaker-clad footstep. The fax machine had just finished spitting out the last page. I hadn’t bothered turning on the light, but the illumination spilling through the doorway showed the printout tray was full of paper. I rolled its contents up and shoved them in the duffel bag. Although Gen. Patterson could hand me all of these documents in his office, he might have thought I had someone to drive me to the base, allowing me to read them en route. But my bag would be the only passenger on this trip.

As I turned to leave, the phone warbled again. I picked up the extension in my office, looking out into the hall. Now that I was in motion, the comforting wood-and-leather interior of my workspace seemed to be clutching at me, keeping me from more important business.

“Christine?”

“Hello, Charlie.” It was my division supervisor, Dr. Charles Weber.

“I guess you’ve already talked to Patterson, huh?” he said. His voice was shot through with fatigue.

“Yeah. Just got off the phone. I’m on my way to the base now.”


“Now? I thought ...”

“He wanted to have a bunch of sailors on that boat for hours before I got a chance to look at it. There’s no way I could have done anything useful after that. So they’re going to put me on the sub with the crew, and I’m going to start working immediately.”

“Christ, Christine,” he said, then chuckled. “I’m glad one of us is awake enough to think clearly. OK, go get this submarine mess figured out for Patterson. He seemed pretty pissed that he had to ask for help on this one. Of course, he seems pretty pissed all the time.”

“I don’t think he knows how not to be angry. But we’re all on the same team, right? I’ll give him answers, Charlie, don’t worry.”

“I know you will. Be safe, Christine.”

And we hung up.

Then: Down the carpeted stairs, turning off lights as I went. Past the picture of Stephen, his wife, his two kids. Then Mom. Then Stephen by himself. Then the three of us together, a happy family grinning in front of a neutral background that almost matched my walls. Through the foyer and dining room, dodging the island in the kitchen. Out the back door and into the garage, where my Jeep waited next to cabinets of power tools, two bikes and a red canoe.

I tossed the bag in the passenger seat and pulled out of the garage.

I wish I could say the night seemed evil. In hindsight, it would make sense to have left the house in the middle of a storm, with vicious bolts of lightning exploding in the sky. And maybe if nature had tried harder to persuade me, I would have changed my mind and stayed home. Pored over Patterson’s reports with a cup of coffee warming one hand.

But it wasn’t like that at all. It was beautiful. Maybe sixty degrees, with just a sprinkling of moisture in the air and dew on the ground. I remember rolling down the window as I backed out of the driveway and inhaling that clean, damp smell.

The house was dark. I hadn’t left any lights on. The two-story Victorian farmhouse was lit only by the arc-sodium streetlights, which gave its white exterior a pale orange cast. It was too much space for me—it had been for years—but it was home. As I pulled away through the tree-lined
neighborhood, yards full of coifed bushes and dormant sprinklers, the building seemed comforting and solid in the rearview mirror.

Driving through the empty streets, past blinking stoplights and slumbering storefronts, pulled me into a state of half-awake introspection. This wasn’t the first time I’d been called to a crime scene in the middle of the night. And it wasn’t the first time I thought of my mother on such an occasion. How had she felt, watching my dad climb into his rust and blue pickup truck to go to his job the last night she—or any of us—had seen him alive?

I never discussed with her what I did for a living. Not that she disapproved of my work, but the details would make her worry. And she already had worried far too much in her life. It would be unfair to allow her to think of me being whisked away to some far-off, bullet-pocked place, not after her husband had been summoned to a burning building and never returned. I’d been a baby, then, and my brother was too young to remember any of it, but my mother had told us.

Our city wasn’t even incorporated, and its fire department was all-volunteer. My dad and six other firefighters had charged into a burning barn, a routine call in our rural surroundings. How were they to know there were two barrels of ammonium nitrate simmering inside?

Lights flickered ahead. I had been transported so far back into my past that I hadn’t realized how far I’d come in the present. The gatehouse emerged, ghost-like, from the fog that had coalesced as I got closer to the naval base.

The guard checked my ID and inquired about my business with an expression of stern indifference. Another soldier stood near the gate, his M-16 held barrel-down at an angle across his broad, camouflaged chest, while two other men used illuminated mirrors to check the underside of the Cherokee.

I focused on a spot in the mist about twenty-five feet beyond the gate and tried to pretend the man in the gatehouse wasn’t staring at the side of my head.

The search took a couple of minutes, and when it was over I had a laminated ID badge and a card to stick on my dashboard. Before he raised
the gate, he handed me a map of the base with a route marked in red felt-tip pen. At the end of the crimson trail, he told me, was Gen. Patterson’s building.

I hadn’t known that Patterson had an office at the naval base, but it didn’t surprise me. Branch of service didn’t seem to be an issue with his work. Not that I’m certain what his work is. All the times I’ve encountered him, however, he has been giving orders as something unusual, dangerous and covert is unfolding.

The drive through the base was surreal. Blocky buildings came and went, just gray, ephemeral shapes in the mist. Deuce-and-a-halfs and Humvees squatted in long, perfect rows. I seemed to be the only source of motion in the entire installation.

Using the map as a reference, I knew I was nearing my destination, but the light from Gen. Patterson’s office still surprised me as its diffused glow colored the mist. I never had been to the two-story, nondescript concrete structure I now was approaching. Its neighbors were hard to see but probably featured the same bland, gray color. At the top of five or six concrete steps lay the only obvious entrance, a pair of steel doors with windows inset. There was no sign telling visitors what they might expect inside.

I parked in a “guest” spot, grabbed my bag, and walked around the side of the building to the steps. The right-hand door swung open as I was on the third step, revealing another fatigues-clad soldier.

“Dr. Myers? I’m Lieutenant Weeks, General Patterson’s aide. If you’ll follow me, please?” He managed to smile at me, although it seemed an awkward expression for his pale face.

He held the door open as I walked through, then hurried around me and trotted down the hall. He looked at least six and a half feet tall, and it was tough for me to keep up. When he stopped in mid-stride and turned, I came within a few inches of plowing into his chest.

“Oh, I’m sorry, ma’am. I just ... can I carry that bag for you?” he said.

I took a step backward.

“Um, sure,” I said, handing the duffel to him. My first instinct had been to say “I’m fine” and continue down the hall. But he seemed earnest and almost desperate to follow decorum, and it disarmed me, just for that instant.


He hoisted the strap over his shoulder, turned, and began walking again. The slapping of his combat boots on the tile floor echoed through the empty corridor.

Patterson’s office was in a corner, of course, on the second floor. Weeks opened the door for me, allowed me to walk in, saluted, then closed it behind me.

Patterson was sitting at a battered oak desk in a short-sleeved khaki uniform dotted with pins and medals. He managed to look crisp and dangerous despite the smudges of black under his eyes and stubble on his angular face. There was a dime-sized divot at his hair line, right in the middle of his head. It came, I suspected, from a glancing collision with something fast-moving and hard, possibly a bullet or a gun butt. It wasn’t the first time I had seen the mark, but it always jumped out at me.

I keep track of faces that way. It’s reflexive. Blame it on medical school, blame it on professional obsession, but when I meet someone, I catalogue their features. Without the skin. In the two sentences it takes to be introduced, bone structure, scars and teeth all get jotted down in a mental file. I’m fairly certain I could ID most of my friends’ bodies, no matter how they died. But I don’t tell them that.

The room’s white walls were home to constellations of framed pictures and awards. His desk, two chairs and a U.S. flag in the corner were the only furniture. A motionless, wood-bladed fan hung from the ceiling.

“Dr. Myers, have a seat,” he said, gesturing at an overstuffed brown leather chair across from him.

I complied.

“Coffee?”

“No thanks. I’m fine.”

He leaned back in his chair and ran his fingers through his salt-and-pepper buzzcut. I could hear his neck pop as he clasped his hands behind his head.

“This is a tough situation, Dr. Myers, and I appreciate your assistance, as always. Your agency always has been discreet and helpful.”

I nodded.

“It’s fortunate that we have someone with your expertise nearby.”
Without waiting for me to respond, he continued. “You’ll be on the boat with sixteen men, all SEALs. Lieutenant Daniel Larsen is in command. He understands your mission and you will have great latitude in what you can do, but ultimately he is in charge. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said, resisting the urge to add a “sir.”

“The crew will submerge the sub as quickly as possible and then continue to a submarine bay here. The ship will be shadowed at all times by a Los Angeles–class attack sub, the Hyman G. Rickover. You know your job. Do you have any questions?”

I refused to blink as his brown eyes bored into mine. He leaned forward and rested his forearms on his desk, which was empty except for a calendar blotter, a telephone and a manila folder in front of him.

“How long had the submarine been at sea?”

“About a month.”

“Did it have a history of accidents?”

“No. The sub’s history is in the material I faxed you.”

“Then I believe I’m ready to go,” I said. That was true, but I already knew I’d think of more to ask him once I was onboard.

“Good.” He pushed a button on the telephone. “Lieutenant, Dr. Myers is ready to leave.”

I heard the door open behind me. “Lieutenant Weeks will drive you to the staging area,” Patterson said.

He opened up the manila folder and began leafing through its contents. I was dismissed.

In the waiting area, Weeks shouldered my bag from the floor next to his feet and opened the office’s outer door for me. “If you’ll follow me again, ma’am, there is a Humvee waiting downstairs.”

I lost track of where we were within seconds of driving away from Patterson’s building. The air had thickened to a soup that was impenetrable by even the Humvee’s fog lights. Weeks, however, plowed through it as if we were on an open road at noon.

He turned to look at me as he drove with one hand.

“Nervous, huh? Don’t worry ... there’s no one driving on the base right now except us. We need to hurry, too. The helo was supposed to be
wheels up a few minutes ago.” He opened his mouth but shut it and turned back to the road without saying anything.

“Well, tell General Patterson I got here as fast as I could,” I said.

I gave up trying to follow the road and watched Weeks drive instead. Although the vehicle’s interior was spacious by military standards, Weeks’s lanky frame seemed crammed into the driver’s seat. He craned his neck toward the windshield as he drove, too, adding to the awkward impression.

“Oh, I don’t think he’s angry at you or anything, ma’am. He’s just a pretty intense guy.”

“I know,” I said. “I’ve met him before.”

“Yeah, he said you had worked together in the past.”

Our conversation dissipated into the grinding growl of the Hummer’s diesel engine. I could see his brow tighten as he searched for something else to say. One of his incisors was capped with silver, and his tongue fiddled with it as he thought. His All-American features were distinguished only by a somewhat prominent superorbital ridge. Genetic.

“So, you’re a doctor?”

Weeks had the tiniest bit of a Boston accent, and for some reason I pictured him sitting in a pub someplace trying to make small talk with a woman who just wanted to enjoy a drink by herself.

“Mmm-hmm. I’m a physician. I also have a PhD in psychology.”

“Wow! From Georgetown?” he said, gesturing at my shirt with his chin.

“That’s where I got my medical degree.” I pre-empted his follow-up question. “How long have you been General Patterson’s aide?”

“Oh. Just a few months, now. I actually was a staff driver for some brass in D.C., but they transferred me down here.”

“Ah,” I said, returning my gaze to the invisible road. I could see him chewing on his thumbnail out of the corner of my eye as we rode in silence for a few moments.

“Um, ma’am? I don’t want to presume or anything, but have you worked with SEALs before?”

I sighed. “I’m not really allowed to discuss my work with you, Lieutenant.”

“Right, right, right,” he said. “I know. What I meant was, these guys are
tough. Bad news, you know? They’re used to slitting throats and blowing sh—stuff up. Rough-and-tumble types.”

I saw him sneak a glance at me. Maybe he was waiting for me to tremble in fear, I don’t know. I managed to avoid rolling my eyes.

“I’m sure they’re very professional, also.”

“Yeah. Yeah, they are. You just have to be careful around those types of guys sometimes, you know? I mean, you’re—”

I cut him off before he could tell me how small and defenseless I was. “I appreciate your concern, Lieutenant. However, I have no doubt that I will be able to work with them, and they with me, to get our respective jobs done.”

He began to reply, but a pulsing red glow in front of us interrupted him. He downshifted, then hit the brakes as motion became apparent in the mist. He turned off the engine, and I could hear rotors thumping nearby.

I got out of the Hummer, and he ran around the back of the vehicle clutching my bag.

“Come on!” he shouted over the noise.

I could feel the edges of the rotor blast tugging at my clothes as we jogged toward the sound and light.

A helicopter squatted like a fearsome insect in the center of a typhoon of activity, its landing lights painting the scene in flashes of crimson. Black-clad soldiers were pulling themselves in the helo’s side doors and helping others hoist crates into its gut. A fireplug of a man stood by the door, staring into the mist. He saw us.

“That’s Lieutenant—”

“Larsen. I know,” I shouted over the stutter and whine of the helicopter. “Patterson told me. Larsen’s the SEAL platoon’s commanding officer.”

Weeks nodded, and we set a course for the lieutenant. He also was dressed in black and had a stubby assault rifle slung across his back. He wielded a clipboard like a hand-axe.

“Are you Dr. Myers?” he said as we approached. It was impossible to discern his words, but the context helped me read his lips.


“Yes. Lieutenant Larsen?” I extended my hand and saw Weeks flinch in my peripheral vision.

“You’re late,” the SEAL said, ignoring the gesture. “We need to move. Get in the helo.” He turned and tossed the clipboard inside, then pulled himself in after it. I faced Weeks.

“Thanks for the ride. And for helping with my gear,” I said as he handed the bag to me.

“You need a hand?”

“Nah.” I threw my duffel at the feet of a stone-faced SEAL sitting in the helicopter, turned, hopped to a sitting position on the helicopter’s deck, then swung my legs in and stood.

I was confronted with a silent wall of shadowy masculinity in the helicopter’s red-lit interior. There was one seat left by the door on the other side, and I sat in it, dragging my bag to a position between my feet.

A crewman—the co-pilot, maybe—extricated himself from the front cabin. He pulled both doors shut, then grabbed a headset off the wall and handed it to me.

“We can hear each other talk this way!” he yelled. As I put it on, he gestured at my luggage. “And you need to stow that!”

I nodded and he grabbed it.

“Wait!” I said. He paused and turned to me. “Can I get something out?”

I reached in and removed the pages Patterson had faxed me. After I zipped up the bag, the crewman secured it to some webbing on the wall.

“You know how to strap in?” he asked.

I thought I did, but he didn’t give me a chance to answer. A few seconds of deft manipulation left me in the grip of a six-point harness. He leaned down in front of me, flashed a thumbs-up and headed back to the cockpit.

The men around me were wearing no such restraints. As I heard the pilot and co-pilot check off switches and instrument readings, the soldiers made a show of ignoring me and each other.

Then we were in the air.

“It’ll be about a half-hour ride,” I heard in my headset.


“Roger,” came a reply.

I looked down the line of SEALs and saw Larsen sitting at the end of the row across from me. He had the clipboard again, and his head was bowed as he examined its contents.

The man directly across from me seemed intent on using his eyes to drill a hole in the wall above my head. The cabin lights turned his face, framed by a black watch cap and matching turtleneck, a demonic crimson.

I felt like I should try to talk to him, or any of them. But the shadows in the helicopter seemed more solid and defined than the SEALs, who all looked the same. And acted the same: cold, silent.

There were no faces to scrutinize, no conversations to overhear. So I unfurled the faxes, massaging the rubber band on my wrist with two unthinking fingers as I read.

First, the submarine’s crew, an understrength complement of thirty men. The captain, Yoon Chong-Gug, had a distinguished record in the North Korean navy. He also had family in South Korea and had been working for the United States for several years. He was smiling in the picture at the top of his dossier, a mouthful of gapped teeth gleaming in contrast with his bushy black eyebrows.

When he found out he would be ferrying research from an offshore lab to a base on the mainland, he suggested the mass defection to his CIA contacts. They had arranged for the escort by a U.S. attack sub, but the details of the scheme were his.

His five officers had similar stories. All had rocketed through the ranks, their records spangled with awards and commendations. And, like their captain, they had relatives in South Korea. None were married.

The enlisted men got about a paragraph each, and few had photos. They all apparently were aware of the plan to defect. I had no idea how Yoon had managed to fill his boat with people willing to commit such a bold act of treason. Unlike the officers, many seemed to be leaving spouses behind.

There were about five pages regarding the submarine itself. Patterson had mentioned its similarity to a U-boat, and I could see what he meant.
It had the same tapered shape, flat deck and narrow beam, and its profile resembled a long rectangle with a boxy conning tower jutting from its center. It looked like it belonged in a museum someplace. Or a scrap heap.

I had never been on a submarine before, so I tried to place myself inside the schematics and walk through the boat’s interior. The fore and aft torpedo rooms took up the entire depth of the sub, but the rest of the compartments had two decks. The control room was situated in the center of the boat, on the upper deck above the mess area and some sleeping quarters.

Aft of the control room were the electrical controls; below that was a battery bay. The two-level engine room fit between that compartment and a passageway to the aft torpedo room containing more controls and bunks. Forward of the control room were the officers’ mess and living quarters above another battery bay. Then the torpedo room. Ten compartments in all, it seemed.

Although the Romeo-class boat was ancient by Western standards—the Russians, from whose Project 633 design it was copied, had abandoned that model by the late ’50s—this particular ship was less than fifteen years old. It was the third-newest of its type in the North Korean navy, so its electronics and weapons were only half as out of date as the hull, and many of its mechanical systems had been upgraded and simplified.

The submarine’s crush depth was listed as 775 feet, but the report suggested that the boat would have difficulties surfacing if it went below 650 or so.

North Korea’s Romeo-class sub No. 19 was called Yong. The English translation of its name: “Dragon.”

Its top speed when submerged was thirteen knots. I tried to imagine traveling halfway around the world at a pace a track athlete would have little trouble maintaining. They might surface every few weeks, but those moments above the waves would be seldom and furtive. And the entire time, of course, the crew’s universe would consist of cold metal walls and the smell of each other’s sweat.

What would it be like to suffer through such conditions for months?
According to Patterson’s information, the boat’s sole mission was patrolling North Korea’s territorial waters. Its crew never had needed to endure an extended trip underwater. Maybe one of them had snapped.

A massive release of chlorine gas presented more questions. Patterson said it was caused when seawater interacted with the batteries. I did the chemical equation in my head. Did the cells contain sulfuric acid? That would react with the hydrogen, oxygen and salt in seawater, releasing chlorine.

Other than a hull breach, where could the water come from? The battery bays were in the center sections of the ship, but I couldn’t read the schematics well enough to tell anything other than that.

I glanced up. Larsen still was engrossed in his clipboard. At some point, I would need him to walk me through the ship’s systems.

And nothing in the pile of faxes told me anything useful about him or any of the other men sitting around me. A one-paragraph mission overview contained Larsen’s name, and the name of his second-in-command, Lt. j.g. Jonathan Matthews. That was it.

The numbing roar and vibration of the helicopter’s rotor were beginning to drown out my thoughts. And there was little for me to focus on besides the documents in my lap.

Now the SEAL across from me was checking a fastener on his assault rifle. The other soldiers also seemed enveloped in a solitary world of equipment-checking and silent contemplation.

It was impossible to move without nudging the person next to you. I felt like I should try to get to know, somehow, the soldiers I was crammed into the helicopter with. But no one spoke. Acknowledging anyone else’s presence seemed forbidden.

I glanced out the basketball-sized window to my right. The shoreline fog had given way to a moonless night sky reflected in a calm, twinkling sea. The helicopter was low enough that I expected to see a wake rippling from its sides.

Sprays of stars soared above us, their glow providing the only means of discerning the horizon.

“Two minutes to target.”


I would have jumped at the disembodied voice in my ear, but the straps limited me to a flinch and a gasp.

“OK, Doctor, here’s what’s going to happen.”

Even when Larsen spoke in a conversational voice, his words had a harsh, commanding edge to them. I glanced back down the cabin and saw that his gaze matched. He unbuckled his lap belt and walked across the cabin until he was crouched in front of me, his headset umbilical stretching back to the bulkhead above his seat.

“The helo’s too big and heavy to land safely on the deck. So it’s going to hover above it, with the landing gear barely touching, and we’re going to jump down. If the seas are too rough for that, we’ll have to rappel down. Do you know how to do that?”

“No,” I said. I started to explain that I had done some rock climbing, but he cut me off with a quick, savage gesture of dismissal.

“That’s what I thought. If we have to rappel, we’ll strap you onto Warrant Officer Grimm’s rig, and he’ll help you. Judging from the view up here, though, we’ll be able to just hop down. Is that bag the only gear you’re carrying?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Grimm will take that no matter how we have to transfer to the sub. Can you jump a few feet, or do we need to lower a ladder?”

“I can do it,” I said. “That’s no problem.”

He didn’t respond this time. The red lights painted his face with unnatural shadows as he sized me up.

“Fine,” he said. “I’m going to get you a life jacket—shit, you should be wearing one already—and you will leave the life jacket on until you are inside the sub, do you understand?”

I nodded.

“We’ll be onboard in a minute or so. Once we’re on the submarine’s deck with all our equipment, we’ll discuss entering the ship.”

He stood and grabbed a limp, yellow life vest from the bulkhead above my seat and handed it to me. He watched as I undid my harness and cinched the vest’s straps across my torso, then refastened the safety belts. He made his way back to his seat.


“I’ve got a visual,” I heard on my headset. “Seas are calm. Looks like we’ll be able to do this the easy way.”

Larsen’s voice replaced the pilot’s.

“Miller, Henderson, you’re off first,” he said, gesturing to the two SEALs opposite him. “Secure the conning tower hatch, but do not enter the submarine.

“Grimm, you’re carrying the doctor’s gear. If she needs assistance leaving the helo, you’re the man to give it.”

“Yes, sir!” came the acknowledgment.

The SEAL across from me stood and disentangled my bag from the wall webbing. He slipped the shoulder strap across his chest, making sure to leave his weapon unencumbered.

“You need a hand, ma’am?” he said, making the first eye contact of our flight together. It seemed this was Grimm.

I shook my head no and moved to hit the quick-release latch on my harness. As I did so, however, the world pitched about forty-five degrees to the left. The soldiers who were standing grabbed handholds and braced themselves against the floor.

“Hold on a second,” Grimm said. “We should be hovering shortly.”

Indeed, the floor returned to its normal angle a few seconds later, and the engine noise swelled. Then the red dystopia of the helicopter’s interior was swept away in a rush of wind and sound as a crewmember pulled himself into the cabin and yanked the door open.

“We’re coming down on the stern!” the crewman shouted after plugging his helmet into the wall. “I’ll signal when it’s safe to egress!”

I felt a new vibration crawl up my legs from the floor. It ended with a thump a few seconds later, and I realized the landing gear had been lowered.

I reached for my harness again, but Grimm intercepted my hand and shook his head.

“No! Wait until we’ve stabilized! If the helo has to bounce back up, you need to be strapped in!”

“OK!”

He glanced toward the doorway, then back to me.


“I’ll go first!” he said. “If you think you’re going to fall or don’t think you can make the jump, tell me now!”

“I’ll be fine!”

Through the door I could see the top of the submarine’s periscope masts. As we drifted downward, more of the boat was revealed, its hull a dull, gray interruption of the sparkling waves.

Then the helicopter crewman turned and pointed at the first SEAL by the door.

“OK, go, go!”

That soldier and the man sitting next to him stood and stepped into the night. For a moment, they disappeared. Then their heads poked up at door level, and they jogged toward the conning tower. Their motions were effortless and animal-like, a ballet of footsteps, swiveling heads and weaponry.

Both moved to the far side of the conning tower. I lost sight of them in the darkness. As I watched, however, an indistinct mass seemed to slide up the tower’s ladder, then unfold itself into the silhouette of a man.

It was obscured for a moment by a structure jutting from the top of the sail but re-emerged and made three sharp gestures toward the helicopter. I couldn’t make them out, but they were clear to Larsen.

“Move!” he shouted.

Grimm leaned over and whacked the release latch on my harness, then hooked a hand in my armpit and hoisted me to my feet as I tried to recover from the blow. I shuffled forward next to him, watching the SEALs in front of us slip out the door in parallel lines.

And then we were at the edge.

In my peripheral vision, I saw Grimm step out of the helicopter and without thinking, I did the same. My sneakers hit the deck before I expected them to, and I fell into a crouch, letting my knees absorb the impact. The helicopter was about four feet off the deck, I guess, but it was tough to gauge the distance in the dark.

I was at the end of a two-abreast column of crouching soldiers. Grimm pulled me toward them by my elbow. He spun to face me.

“I told you to wait for me! Pay attention!”


His teeth gleamed as he yelled, providing the only focal point amid the vague gray and black contours of his face.

“Sorry!” I said. “It wasn’t far! I’m fine; I’m not hurt!”

“That’s not the point! When you get instructions on this ship, you need to follow them!”

He pulled my bag off his shoulders, tossed it in front of me, then turned to watch Larsen. The SEAL leader was taking a head count. When he finished, he flashed a thumbs-up to the man in the helicopter’s doorway.

The crewman returned the gesture as he began pulling the door shut. The helicopter slid sideways, then climbed and began to accelerate away from us, its dark flanks already beginning to blend in with the night sky.

The whine and chatter of its engines diminished into an irregular thumping echoing across the ocean. Soon that, too, was swallowed up by the darkness.

The SEALs had begun moving across the deck toward the conning tower, the sound of their footsteps harsh and intrusive in the sudden silence. Grimm walked after them without saying anything to me.

I stood and watched them for a moment. The sea’s gentle motion tugged at the ship, making its skin seem alive, flexing with unseen muscle.

I took a deep breath, inhaling salty air tinged with diesel and oil.

And then I picked up my bag and followed the soldiers across the Dragon’s back.





II

GRIMM HAD TALKED to Larsen.

“I specifically told you what was going to happen and Warrant Officer Grimm told you how it was going to happen,” Larsen said. “I guess you didn’t listen to either of us.”

He was only a few inches taller than I, but he was leaning forward, trying to throw his physical presence into each word.

“I’m sorry I jumped before Grimm told me to. It’s not like there was much danger in a four-foot drop.”

“We’ll decide what’s dangerous here, Doctor.”

It wasn’t a question, but he stared at me like he wanted an answer. I raised my eyebrows and stared back, listening to the slap of wavelets against the sides of the submarine. It was impossible to tell whether the SEALs huddled around us at the base of the conning tower were ignoring us or just wearing the same stoic costumes they had throughout most of the helicopter ride.

Larsen stepped back and inhaled. When he spoke again, his tone was slow and measured, as if he were addressing a child.

“OK. Now, we only have an hour or so until it starts to get light. So we need to get submerged. But the doctor needs to examine the control room before we get in there and muck it up. Isn’t that right?”

I shrugged, but he wasn’t paying attention.

“So what’s going to happen is this. Grimm will descend the ladder into the control room and, without touching anything, will verify that it
is secure. Dr. Myers will then climb down the ladder. From that point, she will have twenty minutes to collect all the observations she needs from the control area.” He pointed at my head. “After twenty minutes, the rest of the platoon will enter the submarine, and we will dive. This is not negotiable. Do you think you can stick with the plan this time?”

I could feel a hard knot of fury gathering deep in my chest. But if he wanted to bully me, he wasn’t going to get the satisfaction of a terse response.

“Sure,” I said and shrugged again.

He wanted to scream at me to call him “sir”; I could see him biting back the words. But instead he turned and barked at Grimm.

“Go! Get in there!”

“Yes, sir,” Grimm said. He braced himself on the doorframe with one hand and pulled his lanky body through the aperture on the side of the submarine’s superstructure. Without waiting for instructions, I followed him in.

Mounted in the deck in front of me was a manhole-sized hatch with a ladder that stretched to the ceiling of the conning tower and down into the guts of the sub.

A few feeble traces of illumination escaped the opening as Grimm lowered himself into it, offering a suggestion of the conning tower’s interior. To the right of the hatch was a waist-high, domed post as thick as a man’s leg. Erupting from its sides were several sets of levers, wheels and gauges.

I glanced down and saw Grimm’s watch cap bobbing down the ladder. The sub’s electrical system must have survived whatever catastrophe befell the crew because he stepped into a pool of dim white light and moved out of my field of view.

Then, a few seconds later: “All clear!”

“Get down there, Myers,” Larsen called from the submarine’s deck.

I slung my bag over my shoulder and lowered myself into the hole until I felt my feet come to rest on the top rung. It soon was evident, however, that the duffel wasn’t going to fit. I had to dangle it from my right hand while using my left on the ladder.


My slow pace drew Grimm over to the base of the ladder. I heard him say “Jesus Christ” under his breath as he looked up at me.

“Hey, Doctor, do you need a hand?”

“No, I’m fine. The bag is slowing me down, that’s all.” By that time it was dangling into the control room. I felt him grab it. “Thanks.”

I was on the floor a few seconds later.

The first thing that struck me about the submarine was its smell, a stiff cocktail of sweat and machinery. It almost masked an odor I was more familiar with: death.

I turned to Grimm. The overhead lights made him seem more tangible, more human than he had in the helicopter’s carmine interior. He looked about my age, older than I expected. Mid-30s, maybe. Dark eyes, square jaw, clean-shaven. His tanned face was punctuated by a Roman nose, which swooped down to thin lips.

A small scar—less than a centimeter—sliced through his left eyebrow, just above his pupil. His right ear was set a tiny bit higher than the other. But that nose would be what set him apart when he was lying in a morgue.

He held my bag out to me.

I took it, slung it over my shoulder, unzipped it and pulled a pair of latex gloves from a box within. “Could you stand behind me as I turn, please? Be careful to step only on empty floor.”

The flash from my digital camera exploded in the cramped room as I documented its layout and contents. The ladder I had climbed down was at the aft end of the compartment. At the forward end was a bank of dials and gauges, their faces looming over a six-spoked wooden control wheel that looked like it belonged on a square-rigged galleon. To the right of the wheel was an open hatch to the next compartment forward. The opening, mounted at knee height, looked about the same diameter as a sewer cover. Moving clockwise from the hatch, I snapped pictures of a wall choked with red valve wheels and dials.

Just about all the surfaces that could be painted were the same utilitarian gray, a tone that ate up the timid light radiating from caged bulbs set above us at three-foot intervals. Running along the ceiling at the sides
of the compartment were a tangle of pipes, valves and thick wires. The two periscopes were mounted in the center of the compartment, polished metal pillars that, in their “down” position, rested in a well in the floor.

In the left-hand corner of the aft bulkhead was another open hatch. A back-lighted table similar to one a photographer would use to examine negatives was positioned in a niche to the right of the door. It looked like a transparent navigation chart was clipped to its dark surface.

Continuing to my right, I photographed what looked like the sonar station—two chairs in front of the usual dials and switches, plus two rectangular displays mounted on the bulkhead and two circular ones mounted on a counter. The last two workstations were studded with bulkier valves and toggles. Crammed among them were thin, vertical glass gauges and a silhouette of the submarine punctuated with red and green lights.

But the most noticeable aspect of the final crew station was the dead man lying on the floor in front of it.

“What are those controls for?” I asked Grimm without turning to look at him.

“Diving and surfacing.”

The life vest’s puffy embrace was complicating every movement, so I unsnapped it and draped it on the ladder, then hung the camera around my neck and reached back for my tape recorder. Holding the cigarette box–sized black device by my mouth, I spoke.

“In control room, deceased lying prone eighteen to twenty-four inches from diving and surfacing control panel.”

The man was about five and a half feet tall, his jet-black hair trimmed short on top and shaved to stubble on the sides. His blue jumpsuit was streaked with dark smudges. One arm—his right one—lay at his side, bent ninety degrees at the elbow, fingers splayed amid streaks of blood. His left arm stretched out straight toward the console. Both knees were bent a few degrees.

The floor around him was devoid of blood, although I could see a few smears near the aft periscope. I moved a few steps toward the body, scrutinizing the deck to make sure I didn’t trample any evidence.

“Two entrance wounds in back, left side, superior to spine of scapula.
No powder marks visible. No blood pooling evident.” I switched the recorder to my left hand and rummaged in my bag until I found a collapsible ruler. “Wounds spaced approximately ... 12.25 centimeters apart. More medial wound located approximately ... 1 centimeter above scapular spine and ... 8 centimeters laterally from midline. Second wound located ... 4 centimeters directly lateral to first wound. Wound diameter approximately 9 millimeters.”

I took a picture of the ruler next to the wounds, then turned to the smears on the floor. I snapped a close-up picture of them, let the camera dangle again and stuck the ruler in my pocket. The next thing out of my bag was a bottle of Hemastix. I swabbed one of the strips near the edge of the nearest stain, waited a few moments and checked it against the results diagram on the bottle. It was blood.

“Blood stains near center of room, approximately 3.5 feet behind deceased. Smeared parallel to deceased’s body.”

I stood back up. The room was rife with evidence. But with Larsen counting the seconds until he and the rest of the SEAL team could storm down the ladder and take control, I had to ignore the impulse to scrutinize every surface, document every detail.

“OK,” I said. “Grimm, I need your help. Without touching anything, can you tell me which controls would need to be activated for the submarine to surface, and what position those controls are in?”
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