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      For the submariners who never returned.

      For the crews who sailed into the Pacific and vanished beneath its waters, leaving behind only silence, memories, and empty berths.

      May their courage never be forgotten.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Arrival in Fremantle

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell reached him before he stepped out of the hotel.

      Coal smoke drifted through the morning heat, mingling with diesel exhaust from the harbor and the ever-present scent of salt blowing in from Gage Roads. Fremantle smelled nothing like Manila or Pearl Harbor. It smelled rougher. Harder. Like a place built to work rather than impress.

      Mason paused on the sidewalk and lit a cigarette.

      Across the street, sailors moved in small groups toward the waterfront. Most wore submarine dolphins. A few carried seabags. Others looked as though they had been ashore too long and were in no hurry to return to sea.

      Three weeks.

      That was how long he had been in Fremantle.

      Long enough to find the cheapest places to drink. Long enough to learn which streets belonged to American sailors after dark and which ones belonged to Australians who preferred they stay away. Long enough to discover that every conversation eventually turned to boats that failed to return.

      Not long enough to feel settled.

      Nothing about the war felt settled anymore.

      The Pike lay several blocks away alongside the tender, tied up among a collection of submarines gathered from every corner of the Pacific. Some carried fresh paint. Others looked exhausted. Rust streaked their hulls. Temporary repairs showed through weathered steel. Men came and went carrying crates, tools, and supplies while crews rotated through patrols with an urgency that never seemed to stop.

      The harbor never seemed quiet.

      Neither did his thoughts.

      He took a drag from the cigarette and watched smoke drift across the street.

      The war had changed since December.

      Back in Manila, there had still been questions about how long the Japanese could keep advancing. By the time he reached Australia, those questions had disappeared. The maps in briefing rooms seemed to lose territory every week. Places he once expected to visit someday now belonged to the enemy.

      A truck rattled past carrying torpedoes toward the waterfront.

      Mason watched it go.

      Sooner or later, someone would hand him orders.

      No one transferred experienced submariners to Fremantle to sit in bars.

      The only question was where they intended to send him next.
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      They came ashore in a loose, uneven flow, not as a unit anymore but as men suddenly released from something tight.

      Boots hit the dock with a dull, hollow sound, different from steel decks, and for a moment Mason felt off balance—not from the motion of the boat, but from its absence. The pier was alive in a way that made him instinctively wary. Cargo nets swung overhead, winches groaned, and men moved everywhere at once—Americans, Australians, dockhands, officers, stevedores—all crossing paths without slowing, without apology. Voices overlapped in a constant, rising noise that had nothing of the ordered rhythm of a submarine.

      He followed the others up from the quay and into the streets without thinking much about direction. It didn’t matter. The town pulled them in.

      Fremantle was built tight near the water, the streets crowded with low stone buildings that trapped the heat and the smell of the port. Every doorway seemed open, every window lit, and every place that could serve a drink already had men spilling out of it. Music drifted from somewhere up the street—piano, maybe a trumpet—fighting to be heard over laughter and the sharp bursts of argument.

      “Hell of a place,” someone muttered behind him.

      It was.

      High Street was thick with uniforms. Navy blues mixed with khaki, with the occasional flash of a civilian coat or dress weaving through the press. The Orient and the National were already packed shoulder to shoulder, their doors propped open as if surrendering to the noise inside. Men stood outside with bottles in hand, talking too loudly, laughing too hard, as though trying to burn something out of themselves before it could settle in.

      Mason stepped past them, catching fragments of conversation without meaning to—patrol rumors, sinkings claimed and denied, boats that hadn’t come back when they should have. Names of places he knew, and some he didn’t. Each one carried the same weight.

      Farther along, the Norfolk spilled light across the street, music clearer now, a woman’s laugh cutting through the din. A group of sailors leaned against the wall beside it, arguing with a pair of Australian soldiers, the tension just beneath the surface—nothing yet, but close enough that Mason felt it without needing to look twice. Too many men, too little space, and all of them carrying something they couldn’t quite set down.

      He kept moving.

      The Esplanade sat nearer the water, larger than the others, its presence harder to ignore. The bar inside—someone called it the Ball & Chain—was already living up to the name. Men crowded the entrance, pressing in and out, while a line formed at one side where a pair of Shore Patrol tried, with limited success, to keep some kind of order. It didn’t look like it would hold.

      “PX is that way,” one of the crew said, jerking a thumb down a side street. “Less trouble.”

      “Less everything,” another answered.

      That settled it. No one turned toward the canteens.

      Mason drifted with the current instead, letting it carry him past the Esplanade and deeper into the West End. The buildings grew older there, the streets narrower, the shadows thicker between the lights. Freemasons, Terminus, His Majesty’s—each one loud, each one full, each one offering the same promise for a few hours: drink enough, laugh enough, and maybe forget what waited offshore.

      He wasn’t sure which one he chose, only that he eventually stepped through a doorway where the noise hit him full in the chest.

      Inside, the air was thick with smoke and heat. Glasses clinked, chairs scraped, and somewhere in the back a piano fought a losing battle against the crowd. Women moved between tables, smiling easily, leaning in close to be heard, their attention shifting from one sailor to the next without pause. The men responded in kind—quick to laugh, quicker to spend, all of it just a little too sharp to be easy.

      Mason found a place at the bar by instinct, turning sideways to make room where there wasn’t any. The wood beneath his hand was sticky, worn smooth in patches where countless others had stood the same way. He caught the bartender’s eye, held it long enough to be noticed, and then waited.

      A glass appeared in front of him without a word.

      He took a long drink, the burn immediate and clean, and let it settle. Around him, the noise continued to build, layer on layer, until it became something almost physical—a pressure that filled the space left behind by the quiet of the boat.

      For the first time since Manila, there was no need to listen for machinery, no need to feel for the subtle changes in the hull, no need to measure every sound against what it should be.

      It should have felt like relief.

      It didn’t.

      He set the glass down, keeping his hand on it, grounding himself against the noise and the motion and the press of bodies around him. Somewhere in the room, a man shouted a toast. Somewhere else, another voice rose in anger. Laughter followed, too loud, too quick.

      Mason stared into the drink for a moment longer, then lifted it again.

      If this was where the war paused, it wasn’t quiet about it.
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      The second drink went down easier than the first.

      Not smoother—just faster.

      Mason kept his place at the bar, shoulder pressed between two other men who smelled of sweat, tobacco, and something sour that had been building for days. The crowd shifted constantly, never settling, bodies leaning in and out as if the whole room moved on a slow, uneven tide.

      “—telling you, she broke in half.”

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “I saw the report⁠—”

      “You saw a rumor. Same as the rest of us.”

      Mason didn’t turn, but he listened. You couldn’t help it in a place like this. The voices were too close, the words carried whether you wanted them or not.

      “Which boat?” someone asked.

      A pause. Then, quieter, “Grampus.”

      The name hung there a moment longer than it should have.

      Mason took another drink, slower this time, letting the burn sit in his throat. Grampus had been out of Pearl before the war turned bad. Old boat, but steady. He’d heard the name enough times in passing that it felt familiar, which made the silence that followed harder to ignore.

      “Could’ve been anything,” another voice said, trying to push past it. “Depth charges, bad luck, wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “Or bad fish,” someone else muttered.

      That got a few short laughs, but they didn’t carry far.

      Mason shifted slightly, just enough to catch a glimpse of the men speaking. Submarine dolphins caught the light on one man’s chest, scuffed and worn. Another had his sleeve rolled high, a fresh scrape along his forearm, still angry red beneath the grime. They looked like everyone else in the room—tired, wired, and not quite settled in their own skin.

      “Had a spread run under a target last patrol,” the man with the scrape said. “Clean shot. Perfect angle. Nothing.”

      “Magnetic exploders?”

      “Hell if I know. Something’s off. Everyone’s saying it.”

      That part carried. Heads turned—not openly, not enough to draw attention, but just enough. The kind of reaction that told Mason the problem wasn’t new, and it wasn’t isolated.

      He felt it settle in the back of his mind, the way certain things did when they mattered. Not panic. Not yet. Just a quiet recognition.

      Something’s wrong.

      “Command says they’re working it,” another man offered, less certain. “Adjusting depth settings. Running tests.”

      “Yeah,” came the answer. “While we’re out there using them.”

      This time the laughter didn’t come at all.

      Mason set his glass down and signaled for another without looking. The bartender slid it over, already moving on before Mason could say anything. No time for conversation, not with the room packed like this.

      A familiar voice cut through the noise behind him.

      “You hear about Pickerel?”

      Mason turned slightly at that, just enough to listen without making it obvious.

      “Which one?” someone asked.

      “Doesn’t matter. Same story. Took a shot, no detonation. Escorts came down on ’em hard. Made it out, but barely.”

      “That’s every damn patrol lately.”

      “Not every,” another voice said, sharper now. “Some boats are getting hits.”

      “Yeah,” came the reply. “Some.”

      The word lingered, heavy with everything it didn’t say.

      Mason lifted the fresh drink but didn’t take it right away. Around him, the room kept moving—men talking louder now, faster, as if the only way through the tension was to push past it. A woman laughed somewhere to his left, leaning close to a sailor who was already unsteady on his feet. Someone started a song near the back, off-key and unapologetic, drawing a few others in before it dissolved into scattered voices.

      Life, forced into motion.

      He finally drank, slower than before, and let his eyes move across the room.

      Every table was full. Every corner held a knot of men talking in low voices or not talking at all. Some leaned in, intent, sharing details that wouldn’t carry beyond their circle. Others sat back, watching, drinking, waiting for something they couldn’t quite name.

      No one was at ease.

      Mason felt it the same way he would have felt a change in the boat—subtle at first, almost beneath notice, until it wasn’t. A shift in the baseline. Something out of alignment.

      Torpedoes that didn’t detonate.

      Boats that didn’t come back.

      Rumors filling the gaps in between.

      He rested his forearms on the bar, head slightly bowed, listening without appearing to. It was easier that way. Less expectation. Less chance of being pulled into something he didn’t want to explain.

      For a moment, the noise faded—not gone, just distant enough that he could think through it.

      If the fish weren’t running true, everything else didn’t matter.

      All the training, all the approach work, every risk taken to get into position—it all came down to a weapon that had to work when it hit.

      If it didn’t…

      He didn’t finish the thought.

      Didn’t need to.

      A hand clapped down on the bar a few feet away, hard enough to rattle the glasses.

      “To the boats that made it back,” a voice called out, louder than the rest.

      There was a beat—just long enough to feel.

      Then the room answered.

      “To the boats that made it back.”

      Mason lifted his glass with them, the motion automatic, and drank.

      He didn’t join the words.
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      Mason lowered his glass, letting the noise of the bar roll over him without really hearing it anymore.

      He’d just started to turn away when something caught at the edge of his vision—movement, quiet, controlled. Not the restless shifting of men trying to outrun their own thoughts, but something steadier.

      Familiar.

      He looked.

      The man standing beside him didn’t belong to the noise. Didn’t lean into it or try to rise above it. Just stood there, one hand resting lightly against the bar, as if the place had settled around him instead of the other way around.

      For a second, Mason didn’t place it.

      Then the light caught the anchors on his collar.

      Worn. Not polished for show.

      And something in Mason tightened.

      “…Chief?”

      The word came out quieter than he intended.

      Nolan didn’t turn right away. Just took his time, as if he’d known Mason was there all along and was letting him catch up to it. When he finally looked over, there wasn’t any surprise in his expression—only that same steady, measuring calm Mason remembered from years before.

      “Thought that might be you,” Nolan said.

      Mason let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “Didn’t expect to be here,” Nolan replied.

      That was as close to humor as he ever got.

      For a moment they just looked at each other, the years between boats and oceans collapsing into something simpler—watchstanding hours, cramped compartments, the rhythm of a crew that had once known exactly how the other man moved and thought.

      “You made it through,” Nolan said.

      It wasn’t a question.

      Mason nodded once. “Barely.”

      Nolan studied him a second longer, eyes taking in more than the words—weight lost, something harder set behind the eyes, the kind of change that didn’t come from time alone.

      “Yeah,” he said quietly. “That tracks.”

      The noise of the bar swelled around them again, but it felt distant now.

      “You still working fish?” Nolan asked.

      “Yes, Chief.”

      A short nod. Approval, but not given lightly.

      “Good.”

      Nolan’s gaze held him a moment longer.

      Then—

      “I asked for you.”

      Mason blinked. “Chief?”

      “When your name crossed my desk, I didn’t pass it along.”

      A beat.

      “I kept it.”

      That hit harder than anything else he’d said.

      Mason felt it settle in—heavier than orders, heavier than coincidence.

      “You’re coming with me,” Nolan said.

      Same tone Mason remembered. The one that didn’t leave room for doubt, because it had already accounted for it.

      Mason exhaled slowly. “Orders haven’t come through yet.”

      “They will.”

      Not arrogance.

      Experience.

      “Why me?” Mason asked.

      Nolan didn’t hesitate.

      “Because when things start going wrong…” he said, voice even, steady as ever, “you don’t freeze.”

      The bar noise pressed in again, but it didn’t reach them.

      “Report to the Holland in the morning,” Nolan said. “Ask for me.”

      He turned then, already done, already moving.

      “Chief—”

      Nolan stopped, just enough to glance back.

      Mason hesitated, then nodded once. “Good to see you.”

      For the first time, something shifted in Nolan’s expression. Not a smile—but close enough to count.

      “Yeah,” he said. “It is.”

      Then he was gone, disappearing into the same crowd that had never quite touched him.

      Mason stood there a long moment, the weight of it settling in.

      Not random. Not luck. Chosen.

      He set the untouched glass back on the bar.

      Holland.

      Nolan.

      Another boat.

      He drew in a slow breath, feeling something inside him lock into place—not ease, not comfort, but direction.

      The drift was over.

      Whatever came next… he was already in it.
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      Morning came hard over Fremantle, bright and dry, the kind of light that left no softness anywhere. Mason stepped onto the dock with the taste of last night still lingering, his head thick but steady enough. Around him, the harbor was already awake—metal striking metal, engines turning over, voices carrying across the water in sharp fragments that never quite became conversation.

      He started walking, letting the motion clear the last of the fog from his head.

      The submarines were where they should be, low shapes tied up along the piers, hulls streaked with salt and wear. Men moved over them with the same rhythm he knew by instinct now, stepping around one another without looking, hands already reaching for the next task before the last one was finished. It was familiar, almost reassuring.

      The harbor was not.

      There were more ships than there should have been, more activity than any single port ought to carry. Transports sat heavy in the water, cranes already working their cargo. Destroyers idled near the channel, their crews moving with a tension that hadn't existed before the war. Everything was moving. Everything fed something else.

      A year ago, he had stood in Manila watching events gather momentum without fully understanding where they would lead. Even Pearl Harbor had been shock more than understanding. Now there was no question.

      The Pacific was on fire.

      He could feel it here, not in headlines or briefings, but in the urgency behind every shouted order and every load of cargo moving across the docks. Ships were no longer preparing for war. They were sustaining it.

      At the center of it all stood Holland.

      The tender rose above the pier, massive and practical, built not for speed but endurance. Cranes swung overhead. Scaffolding clung to her sides. Fleet boats lay alongside her while hoses and cables bridged the gap between them. Fuel, air, water, spare parts—everything needed to send submarines back to sea flowed through her.

      Mason had seen tenders before.

      Nothing like this.

      This was not support operating quietly in the background. This was the center of gravity.

      He moved closer, boots ringing against the planks. Weld seams scarred the hull. Paint had worn thin under years of use. As he watched, another submarine eased alongside. There was no ceremony, no sense of return. Deck crews secured lines, supplies began moving, and the boat became another hull in a system already preparing to send her back out.

      That part he understood.

      The need to keep moving before the weight caught up.

      Here it wasn't instinct.

      It was structure.

      He stopped at the edge of the pier and studied the operation. The boats he knew were small worlds where every problem could be traced from one man to the next. This was something larger. By late 1942, too many boats had failed to return. The survivors came in damaged, exhausted, and short on time. Yet the system kept moving.

      A whistle cut across the harbor. Somewhere behind him a truck ground into gear, hauling another load toward the waterfront.

      Up close, the size of Holland pressed in. Men moved along her decks in purposeful streams while voices drifted down in fragments—numbers, parts, instructions.

      Not chaos. Process.

      Lines were secured in seconds. Cargo was broken down and distributed without hesitation. Crews moved from one task to the next because everyone understood where they fit.

      The realization settled heavily.

      The boats were not the war. They were only part of it.

      Every patrol, every torpedo fired, every man who failed to return fed into something larger, and ships like Holland kept that machinery running.

      You didn't step out of it.

      You stepped deeper in.

      A sailor brushed past carrying a crate toward the gangway. Mason watched him disappear into the flow of work and thought about what Nolan had said.

      Handpicked.

      Standing here, the words carried more weight than they had before. This wasn't about a single boat or a single patrol. It was about where he fit in a war that had already grown larger than any one man.

      His mouth tightened. It didn't matter. It never had.

      He stepped into the flow of movement and headed toward the gangway. Around him, Fremantle kept working, swallowing the moment as completely as it had formed.

      By the time his boot hit the first plank, the pause was gone.

      There was only the next step.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The gangway rose steady and worn, the steel polished smooth by generations of men crossing between ship and shore. Mason climbed without hesitation, one hand brushing the rail out of habit.

      Up close, Holland barely felt like a ship. There was no subtle movement beneath his feet, none of the familiar give he associated with submarines. The deck felt solid, almost fixed in place, while machinery deep inside the hull carried a low vibration through the steel.

      A petty officer stood near the top, clipboard tucked under one arm.

      “Stay clear unless you've got business,” he said. “Everything's moving.”

      Mason nodded and stepped past.

      The scale of it settled in immediately.

      Men worked everywhere—not rushed, not chaotic, just constant. Crates were opened and broken down as quickly as they arrived. Tools passed between hands. Parts moved from one station to another without pause. Nothing sat idle long enough to feel finished.

      The smell followed him.

      Oil. Hot metal. Solvent. Sweat. Beneath it lingered the familiar traces of battery acid and stale seawater that belonged to submarine work.

      He found an open hatch and climbed down.

      The air thickened below decks, warmer and louder. Machinery hummed through the hull while voices carried in short, efficient exchanges.

      The first compartment opened into a machine shop.

      A lathe spun steadily while a machinist leaned into his work. Nearby, salvaged components waited their turn on benches scarred by years of use. These weren't new parts. They were worn pieces given another chance because there was no alternative.

      Out here, you didn't replace everything.

      You kept it alive.

      Further on, torpedo components covered a series of tables. Firing mechanisms lay disassembled beneath bright work lights while sailors rebuilt them piece by piece.

      A chief watched over one table.

      “Again,” he said.

      “I got it, Chief.”

      “You think you got it. Do it again.”

      The sailor started over.

      Mason studied the layout. The torpedo problems were no secret anymore. Magnetic exploders failed. Contact pistols malfunctioned. Fish ran deeper than their settings. What had once been technical arguments in shops had become missed targets and wasted patrols.

      A torpedoman glanced up.

      “Boat just in?”

      “Yeah.”

      The man snorted. “Then you know.”

      Mason nodded.

      There wasn't much else to say.

      No one here was waiting for a perfect solution. They were making what adjustments they could and sending the weapons back out.

      Supply compartments followed, stacked tight with crates already being sorted for the next patrol. Food, ammunition, spare parts, medical gear—everything reduced to weight, space, and necessity.

      “Short two units.”

      “Pull from the next load.”

      “That’s already allocated.”

      “Then reallocate.”

      The work never stopped. Problems weren't prevented anymore. They were managed.

      As he moved aft, the temperature climbed. Generators and compressors rumbled beyond the bulkheads while repair crews worked over piping patched more than once.

      “How long you think that holds?” someone asked.

      “Long enough.”

      No one laughed.

      Mason watched for a moment and understood what the entire ship represented.

      The boats weren't leaving here fully repaired. They were leaving functional. Patched. Adjusted. Held together by whatever could be accomplished before the next patrol.

      That was the reality of the war. Not preparation. Continuation.

      Eventually he climbed back topside.

      From the rail, the pattern became obvious. Submarines lay alongside while hoses and cables linked them to the tender. Fuel, air, power, supplies—everything flowed outward from Holland. Boats arrived worn down, received what they needed, then disappeared back into the ocean before the strain could catch up with them.

      A system under pressure.

      Still moving.

      He rested his hands on the rail and watched.

      The submarines would never win the war alone.

      But they mattered.

      They forced the enemy to react. They kept pressure where pressure was needed. Quiet work, mostly unseen, but constant.

      “You get used to it.”

      Mason turned.

      The sailor wore dolphins and the expression of a man who had spent too much time at sea.

      “Yeah?” Mason said.

      The man glanced across the harbor.

      “You don't think about the whole thing. You just do your part.”

      Mason considered that.

      “Fair enough.”

      The sailor moved on.

      Mason remained at the rail a few moments longer before pushing away and heading for the ladders.

      There was more to see.

      And not much time to see it.
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      They stepped back out onto the deck, the air heavier now that Mason had seen what lived inside the tender. The noise followed them—metal on metal, shouted orders, the constant movement of work that never stopped—but out here, something else settled over it.

      Mason leaned against the rail and looked across the harbor again. The boats rode low in the water, their dark hulls broken by rust and fresh paint. From a distance, they looked steady enough, lined up like they belonged.

      Up close, that illusion didn't hold.

      He counted them without meaning to.

      One. Two. Three.

      Then he stopped.

      “Thought there'd be more?” Nolan asked.

      Mason kept his eyes on the harbor. “Yeah.”

      “There were.”

      The answer came too easily, as if Nolan had given it before. For a while, neither of them spoke. Down the line, one boat took on stores while another sat quiet, hatches open, hoses and cables running from the pier. Farther out, a submarine was already getting underway, her deck crew moving with the practiced urgency of men who knew how little time they had left above water.

      “They don't stick around long,” Nolan said. “Fuel, fish, patch what's broke, send 'em back out.”

      Mason nodded, but his attention had shifted from what was there to what wasn't. Empty stretches of pier. Unused bollards. Water where hulls should have been.

      “Where are the rest?” he asked.

      Nolan scratched at the stubble along his jaw. “Out.”

      “And the ones that aren't?”

      “They're not coming back.”

      No emphasis. No pause. Just fact.

      Mason folded his arms and watched the line of boats again. He tried to imagine the harbor full, more hulls pressed alongside the tender, more crews moving over decks, more voices carrying across the water. It should have been easy.

      It wasn't.

      “Which ones?”
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