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        Osaka, Japan, 2011

      

      

      “How much do you know about how money really works?”

      She shrugged. “I’m sure very little, compared to you.”

      He nodded. “You are not alone. Most people don’t know very much about what happens to their money after they place it in the bank. Or how it is valued. Many people today who live in first world countries—especially you Americans—have never even experienced the terror of rapid inflation.”

      She placed a recording device on the table and pressed the button with a red circle. She asked, “Do you mind if I begin?”

      “Do we need to record this?” He squirmed in his chair.

      The reporter looked at him. She sat in a small wooden chair across from him at the room’s only table. Her legs were crossed and her skirt parted just above her knee. She was pretty. Long black hair. Big, beautiful eyes. The kind you saw on billboards, staring back at you when you crossed the street.

      “It would help me to make sure I don’t misquote you.” A polite smile. Her voice melodic.

      He shook his head. “And here I was, thinking that no one would ever find me. Perhaps I was being naïve.”

      “So what is it that you were just saying? You believe that most people are ignorant of how the global monetary system works? Is this a source of frustration for you?”

      He looked out the window. The clean oceanside city of Osaka, with its majestic mountain views, had been his home for the past thirty years. He wondered if he would be able to remain here, now that his identity would be revealed.

      He said, “No. I do not take issue with someone not understanding the complexity of money. Nor do I expect the common person to understand the complexity of physics. All people are bound by the rules of physics, yet most don’t truly understand it. But the laws of physics were not created by man. There are, however, men that created monetary policy. There are today men who are in control of monetary policy.”

      “And you don’t like that?”

      He watched her. She didn’t take notes. Just looked at him as she spoke. She didn’t strike him as a reporter. Her expressions, her tone, the look in her eyes. There was something there that he would not have expected in a reporter, but he couldn’t identify what it was.

      He replied, “I take issue with the idea that some men have the right to create a system of rules that all others must abide by, whether they agree with them or not.” He smiled. “You are an American. Surely you can agree with that concept? The idea that all people have inalienable rights—to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”

      She smiled. “I’m interested in what you think.”

      “I think that people should be free. I think that the proliferation of the Internet is much like the proliferation of the printing press. The spread of information is changing our world. I believe that the Internet has helped advance the rights of the common man. But their wallets are still bound by regulations that they do not understand. And these regulations are not always in their favor. Their wallets need freedom, too.” He smiled back at her, wrinkles forming on his forehead.

      “And bitcoin will provide them that?”

      He slapped his knee and shot her a wide grin. “I can only dream.”

      “How would you describe it?”

      “Describe what? Bitcoin?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      He frowned and looked at the floor. “One of the benefits of my seclusion and anonymity has been that I have not had to explain it to people that were not fluent in the languages of money and cryptology.” He let out a heavy sigh and then looked back at her. “Let me ask you for your help. How would you describe it, knowing what you do?”

      She said, “I would call it the world’s first widely adopted digital currency.”

      “Widely adopted? I think that you are being generous.”

      She shook her head. “They say that by 2014, over one million people will possess bitcoin currency. It’s hard to get that many people to agree to anything. And now they are all agreeing to use a new form of money.”

      He cocked his head. “Your accent, where is it from? Where did you learn Japanese?”

      The reporter said, “America.”

      “Of course. You speak Japanese very well. But were you born there? In America?”

      She said, “No, I wasn’t.” She shifted in her chair and leaned forward to adjust the recording device on the table. “Now it’s your turn to answer. What is bitcoin? Your words.”

      He looked back out at the city. On the busy streets below, crowds of men and women in suits walked on crosswalks. “It’s a means to an end.”

      “And what end is that?”

      He motioned out the window, toward the skyscrapers of Osaka. “Three years ago, the world’s financial system almost collapsed. All those people in suits were ready to jump out of windows. Then the men in control realized that they had become too greedy, and began to make changes. It got better for a few years, but the markets will collapse again. This cycle happens over and over. History is repeated by those that do not learn from it. And the young generations rarely remember their forefathers’ lessons well. You can argue over the reasons why each financial crash occurs. But the world’s financial system is still regulated by national governments and global entities supported by those governments. A very powerful few, with mixed motives.”

      The reporter asked, “What does that have to do with bitcoin?”

      He said, “I was born in Japan. But I ask you, what if I don’t agree with everything that my government says? I can tell you right now that I don’t. What if the global economic and currency regulators make decisions that I disagree with? Once, there was nothing that one could do. But we have reached a turning point in technology. A turning point in the rise of peer-to-peer networking. Today, the individual has the freedom to use a currency that is unregulated by any government. Prior to this technology, that was not possible.”

      The reporter looked skeptical. “So you are saying that bitcoin will free people from the bonds of government?”

      The man laughed. “No. But it is a start. Let me ask you one question. What is the global reserve currency?”

      “The US dollar.”

      “Correct. The US dollar. Do you know what it means for a country to wield such a power? It means that the United States holds an economic advantage over every other nation in the world.”

      “Are you anti-American?”

      “Not at all. I have been to America. A wonderful country. But the system is not fair. If one nation can control the global reserve currency, it can raise the largest, most powerful military. That same nation can create wealth beyond the wildest dreams of all other nations. The United States is a leader in technology, in industry, sports, and media. Its culture is dominant. People from all over the world envy America, whether they admit it or not.”

      She smiled. “Is that really all due to the dollar being the global reserve currency?”

      “Oh, yes. Look at the history books. The Roman Empire, the British Empire…all empires rule in part by establishing a dominant currency. Americans don’t have to worry about real inflation. Bread might cost a few percent more next year, but not twenty percent more. Not fifty percent more. Not so much that children can no longer eat three meals each day. Or that parents must sell their home or pick up another job.”

      “The United States has battled inflation before, hasn’t it?” She looked uncertain.

      He raised his chin. “Yes. But overall, its status has been significantly better than that of the rest of the world. Other countries bow down to the United States. Perhaps not publicly. Not in their words. But in their policy, and in their action, countries around the world behave as if they are subservient to America. For instance, could you imagine what the US president would say if South Korea or Germany or Spain or Brazil wanted to place a military base in California? They would laugh. And yet the United States has military bases in many countries around the world. The American Empire.”

      “But that’s due to the history of wars, right? That is why the US has military bases in some countries around the world.”

      “In part. But also because those countries don’t want to anger the most powerful nation on earth.”

      He could see her thinking. She narrowed her eyebrows and said, “So how will bitcoin change the status quo? Do you hope that the widespread adoption of bitcoin will crash America’s economy?”

      “Not at all. I love America. I hope that it continues to flourish. But I hope that the adoption of bitcoin, if it indeed continues, will eventually create a balance of power that can’t exist today. As long as people must rely on governments to print money and influence the value of global currency, there will not be balance.”

      “I see.”

      He smiled. “It is complicated. But there is another important reason why something like bitcoin is so helpful to the common person. Our world is racing into a digital future. How often do you pay for things in cash today?”

      “Not very often. I usually use a credit card or a debit card.”

      “In first world countries, that is becoming the normal way to buy things. Let me ask you another question. Every time you make an online transaction, where does that money go?”

      She said, “You mean if I buy an article of clothing or something like that online?”

      “Yes. Where does your money go when you click purchase?”

      She made a face like the answer was obvious. “To the clothing store.”

      “Some of that money, yes. But some of that money will go to the credit card company. Some of that money will go to the bank that issued you the credit card. Some will go to the acquirers—the middlemen that pass batch information along so that merchants can complete transactions. And some of your money will go to the account providers—more middlemen. These middlemen manage the processing of the credit card. Your money will be sliced up and every one of these people will get a cut. That doesn’t even include the payment gateway—the online portal that facilitates your website’s shopping cart.”

      She looked surprised. “I didn’t realize there were so many hands involved.”

      He nodded. “Instead of just paying one or two parties to facilitate your transaction, you are paying many. So everything costs you more. It leaves you with less money. A lot less, if you pay like this all the time. But bitcoin eliminates much of this. The software makes it possible to send cash payments without all the middlemen.”

      “But if merchants want to use it, won’t they need a third party to facilitate the transaction?”

      “Yes. But at a fraction of the cost. So the consumer and the merchant can both keep more of their money. And you know what the best part is?”

      “What?”

      “It’s anonymous. Bitcoin transactions do not require any personal information. And what does that mean?”

      She nodded. “No taxes. This was going to be my next question. How would a government tax or regulate it?”

      He shook his head. “They will have a very hard time doing so. The system is designed so that all transactions are anonymous. No taxes. It truly levels the playing field. There are countless other great potential uses for bitcoin, such as microlending, but I could go on talking about it all day. I will let you ask your questions.”

      The reporter opened up her notebook and read. She said, “In 2008, someone wrote a paper describing how bitcoin worked. They published under the name Satoshi Nakamoto. No one knows whether Nakamoto was really one person or many. He began to collaborate remotely with software developers for the next two years.”

      He said nothing.

      She continued reading, “Recently, he has indicated that he intends to hand over control of the source code and other important information to several prominent members of a now-loyal bitcoin community.”

      The man smiled and placed the tips of his fingers together.

      She read on. “Satoshi Nakamoto created the world’s first widely used digital currency. Over the past few years, dozens of potential Satoshi Nakamotos have been ‘outed’ by the press. One was a legal scholar and cryptographer from the United States. Another was a Japanese-American physicist and systems engineer. One news source claimed that Satoshi was actually a group of prodigious computer programmers from several different nations.”

      The man smiled.

      She said, “Could you please state the name that you use on the bitcoin message boards, for the record?”

      The man crossed his legs and sat back in his chair. “Satoshi Nakamoto.”

      “Is that your real name?”

      “No. But that is the name that the world has come to know me by.”

      The woman pressed the red button. “Thank you, Satoshi. Let’s take a quick break.” She reached inside her purse and pulled out a mobile phone.

      “Of course,” he said. “Do you mind if I ask where you were born, if not in the United States?”

      “China.”

      “Oh, where?”

      She said, “The south. Guangdong Province. But I haven’t been there in many years.” She was typing something into her phone. Then she placed it back into her purse.

      Her demeanor had changed. The bright, friendly look of a reporter was gone. He had been at ease with her tone and her charming smile. She leaned a bit farther forward in her seat. Now she seemed to be dissecting him with her eyes.

      “A few more questions. Off the record.”

      He eyed her. “Go ahead.”

      “Tell me, what would happen if a single nation were able to control the supply of bitcoins?”

      He frowned. “That is impossible. First of all, that would negate any incentive to use bitcoins. If a country could control it, why would anyone use it?”

      “What if the people didn’t know?”

      “No. That is not how bitcoin works.” He sighed. Hadn’t she been listening?

      “Why not?”

      “There are already many systems for digital transactions. PayPal. Countless others. Bitcoin is not just about convenience. It is a means for the common person—for every person—to cast off the bonds of the banks and the regulators. Think of it like this. A Greek baker could accept payment in bitcoins. Or he could simply place all of his holdings in bitcoins. If his national economy was destroyed by inflation, he would not feel the pain.”

      “Sure, alright. But hypothetically, let’s pretend that the value of bitcoin is controlled by a single regulator, yet the users are not aware. Would that be possible? Would one entity be able to regulate supply?”

      “No. Every member of the bitcoin community can see all transactional data.”

      “And that can’t be reprogrammed? Hacked? Surely a man of your talent could make it look like there was a certain supply and artificially change the value. Or perhaps someone could skim tiny bits of each person’s holdings and eliminate any trace of that occurring?”

      He shook his head furiously. “No. That is not possible. I have the code written in a way that⁠—”

      “But what if we changed the code?”

      He was exasperated. Some people just didn’t understand, or weren’t capable. He said, “I’m sorry, I am so forgetful. Could you please tell me your name again?”

      “My name is Lena Chou.”

      “Lena, I can assure you that the way this code is written, those things could not occur. And soon I will be sending out the source code to trusted programmers around the globe. Just as you said, I am ready to be finished with this stage. Bitcoin is ready to be released to the world. There will be many eyes on the gears of this machine. It will not be possible to tamper with, I promise you.”

      She had a funny look. Like she was weighing what to say. “Satoshi, you believe in balance. You believe in equality. But do you really think that people are capable of creating that balance and equality themselves?”

      He was taken aback. “What are you really asking? You are asking me if I believe in the goodness of mankind?”

      “More or less.”

      “Then my answer is yes, I do. I believe that those who have the power grow corrupt from it. So my life’s work, my gift to the world, is to give them a monetary system that gives power to the people, and removes it from the powerful few.”

      That look in her eyes again. Cold. Calculating. She said, “I disagree. I believe that the world has been shaped by a few great people. It is these people who can truly create change for the better. Behind those great leaders, that balance and equality that you talk about can persevere. But left to their own free will, the masses make disastrous choices. This is what history has taught us.”

      This was such an odd interview. Not at all what he expected. She still had the recording device off. He frowned, “Lena, how long have you worked for your news magazine?”

      A knock at the door.

      “I’m afraid I don’t work for a news magazine.”

      He blinked. “Excuse me?”

      Another knock at the door. Harder this time. He glanced over towards the entrance and began to get up. Lena placed her hand on his shoulder and pressed him back into his seat. Their eyes were locked.

      She said, “Please remain seated.” She walked to the door and opened it. Two rough-looking men came in. They watched Satoshi as they walked to the center of the room. Their hands hung loose by their sides, like attack dogs waiting for an order from their master.

      Lena sat back down across from him and said, “Now, where were we? You were telling me about the innate goodness of mankind?”

      He began to feel the nervous shiver of a man trapped. “Who are they?”

      She didn’t look at them. “My colleagues. And just so you know, I would not characterize them as two fine examples of mankind’s good nature. They can be violent. But only if I require it.”

      Satoshi’s hands began shaking under the table. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Lena, just as I have told you.”

      “And why have you come to see me? Why have you really come, if you are not a reporter?”

      “Because the man I work for is forging a great future for our world, and he hopes that your work will be a part of it.”

      “You want to use bitcoin?”

      She nodded.

      He began to think about her questions. “You want to control bitcoin?”

      She said, “It will be the world’s first truly global currency. Think of the power one would wield if they could manipulate its value. You created bitcoin transactions to be anonymous. That works out perfectly for us. It helps us to retain anonymous control. A world that thinks it is free is a happy world. Ignorance is strength.”

      His eyes showed anger and fear. “You can’t do that. I won’t allow it. Besides, that’s not possible, I’ve designed⁠—”

      She shook her head, clicking her tongue. “You will make it possible. And we will give you great support and incentive.”

      He crossed his arms. “What? You’ll physically hurt me if I don’t help?”

      She leaned forward. “Oh, yes.”

      The way she said it sent another shiver through him. The two men standing behind her didn’t blink.

      Lena said, “You will come with us now, and disappear from the life you know. If you do this, we will not hurt you. You will also provide us your very best effort to assist us in completing our goals.”

      “What if I do not⁠—”

      She didn’t wait for him to finish his sentence. “If you do not comply, we will still not hurt you.”

      He was confused.

      Lena said, “We will hurt the ones that you care most about. Great change requires great sacrifice.”

      His mouth was open. His shaking hands were clenched into fists under the table, but he had no will to raise them. “Look at you. How could a woman like you say such things? How can you be so…evil?”

      Lena stood and looked down on him. “Mr. Satoshi, there is much evil in this world, but I am not it. I am but an instrument, a tool. I have a duty to create change. Some of it may be ugly, violent, and despicable to you. But mine is an honorable duty with a noble cause. You can now be a part of this great cause. One day I hope that you will see this as a gift.”

      She held out her hand to help him up. Her face transformed into a brilliant smile. “Come help us create a better world.”

      He didn’t take her hand.

      She stayed there for a moment, holding out her hand and waiting for him. Seeing that he made no move to get up, she raised her hand into the air and snapped her fingers.

      The two men stepped forward. Satoshi noticed that one of them held a syringe.
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        The Persian Gulf

        15 Nautical Miles South of Abu Musa Island

        Present Day

      

      

      Hamid rubbed his eyes with the back of a greasy glove. He then looked at the analog clock positioned next to his boat’s magnetic compass. Almost time. He peered out into the sea. He could hear nothing but the drone of the loud diesel motors.

      This was madness, he thought to himself.

      The sailors under his command didn’t know any better. They would follow orders, just as the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps Navy (IRGCN) had trained them to do. But as the boat rocked in the blackness of the sea, Hamid knew just how unusually dangerous their task was.

      He called out, “Cut the engines.”

      One of his sailors pulled back a lever and the noise of the engines dropped to nothing. Then he looked at Hamid with curious, expectant eyes. The dim yellow light hanging from the pilothouse ceiling illuminated his face. They stood quiet, looking at each other for a moment. Nothing but the sound of the small waves of the Persian Gulf tumbling into the hull.

      Hamid said, “You have a question for me?”

      The second sailor climbed up the ladder to the pilothouse. He too looked curious. The first sailor said, “No, Chief.”

      “Good. As I told both of you before we left Abu Musa, it’s best not to ask questions about what we are doing tonight. Whatever you see out here, you are never to speak of it. Never. To anyone. Just remember to do as you’re told tonight, and don’t ask any questions.”

      The sailors nodded. They were good men. Not men. Boys. The older of the two couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. Hamid had picked them because they were hardworking and trustworthy. And also because they had no families on the island. He hated himself for it, but that had been a consideration.

      “The stores are laid out on the main deck as you asked, Chief.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s enough supplies to feed a company of soldiers for a month. I’m not sure who would need that out here…” The sailor seemed to realize that he was asking a question and stopped. He said, “Is there anything else we need to do before the rendezvous? I checked the charts, and this is the right location.”

      Hamid had triple-checked the time and location himself. He didn’t want to upset any of the men that worked in the Grey Buildings on Abu Musa. Life could get very bad for Hamid and his men if those men became unhappy. They had a schedule, and Hamid was but a component in the machine that produced according to that schedule. If things were not delivered on time, those men got angry. If anyone spoke of the work they did, they got angry. And when they got angry, Lt. Col. Pakvar got involved. No one wanted that.

      Hamid had seen firsthand what happened when the rules of secrecy were broken. They had forced Hamid to watch the punishment of someone who had threatened their secrecy. Pakvar had looked him in the eye and told him that the same would happen to him if anyone ever found out what he knew. That was almost three years ago now.

      Pakvar was Quds Force—the elite Special Forces branch of the Army of the Guardians of the Islamic Revolution. English-speaking countries referred to it as the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC). Men in Hamid’s unit whispered that Pakvar had spent much of his time in Iraq, leading guerilla units in training, and planning attacks against US troops. He had arrived on Abu Musa four years ago, with the foreigners.

      That was when the construction started. The Grey Buildings went up in a matter of months. Shipments of electronics and personnel arrived in a flurry. Sometimes by plane. Sometimes by ferry. On rare occasions, the shipments would be transported like they would tonight. Hamid knew that these shipments were one of the biggest secrets Pakvar’s men held.

      The Grey Buildings were three stories tall and had very few windows. A grey stone exterior. No other markings. This was strange for the Iranian military. Normally there would be propaganda plastered up on just about every bare surface.

      None of the men Hamid worked with knew what went on inside these buildings. The men who worked inside the Grey Buildings almost never left. They always arrived on their transports at night, wearing masks, and departed in the same fashion. Food preparation, resupply, and trash collection to the structures had strict procedures that the IRGC support staff had to follow. It allowed the buildings to remain completely closed off to the rest of the island.

      There were many rumors about what went on there, of course. Some said it was a secret Iranian military base to spy on foreign ships in the Persian Gulf; others claimed that it was a nuclear weapons facility or a chemical weapons research lab. Half of the island was an Iranian military base, so it made sense for the Iranian government to locate a secret installation there.

      Abu Musa was located at the western end of the Strait of Hormuz, in the hot waters between Iran and Dubai. Every day, oil tankers and warships passed the island on their way in or out of the Gulf. Over the past few decades, Iran and the United Arab Emirates had had several disputes over who actually owned the land. Then Iran had stationed military personnel there, and the disputes didn’t much matter. The Iranian Air Force had begun placing jets there in the mid-2000s.

      Hamid had joined the IRGCN over fifteen years ago and had risen to the rank of chief petty officer. He had always liked the ocean, growing up near Jask, another Iranian oceanside city. When the chance to work on patrol craft had come up, he had jumped at the opportunity. Years of hard labor, baking in the hot sun while on these patrol boats, had taken its toll on him. But he still loved being at sea, regardless of the mission that they trained him for.

      He looked at the large-caliber machine gun that sat on a five-foot stand on the aft deck. These sailors that Hamid commanded had probably chanted “death to America” with their teenage companions during boot camp. They probably looked at that weapon and were eager for the chance to use it in combat. Hamid wasn’t sure when his personal beliefs had begun to stray from the politics of his organization, but they had.

      Perhaps it had been the first time he had looked up at a US Navy aircraft carrier steaming past his patrol craft at twice his speed. The sheer size and formidability of those floating city-sized ships made Iran’s patrol craft seem like some silly joke.

      But Hamid didn’t think that was why he had lost faith in his country’s regime. The futility of preparing for war against a great foe had not changed his beliefs. More likely, his internal beliefs had changed when his wife had given birth to their first child. Hamid had spent his days on the steamy waters of the Gulf, and his nights placing his finger into the tiny, perfect hand of his new son.

      The man that Pakvar had murdered in front of him that night had a son, too.

      Hamid still heard that poor boy’s screams in his sleep. It had been late at night, three years ago. Hamid was tying up his patrol craft to the dock. Pakvar was standing at the end of the pier and called him over. They drove to the Grey Building and Hamid finally found out what lay inside.

      Pakvar brought Hamid down a series of concrete stairs, deeper and deeper underground. Hamid couldn’t believe how far down the structure continued. They passed rooms filled with computers. Thousands of computers. Small square boxes, fans humming. No monitors. They were lined up on shelves, stacked three rows high. Every room had wires and piping connected to the network. There were very few people who actually worked here, Hamid realized. Whatever this place was, it did not appear to be what any of the gossipers on the island had thought.

      When they arrived in the dungeon-like room Pakvar had been taking him to, Hamid covered his mouth in horror.

      There was an Asian man and his family, each naked and bleeding, sprawled out next to each other on the cold concrete floor. The Asian man was older. He looked to be in his fifties. The woman that Hamid assumed was the man’s wife lay next to her boy. None of them moved. A few of Pakvar’s goons stood over them, machine guns in hand. The Asian man looked up at them all, terror in his bloodshot eyes.

      Pakvar clutched Hamid’s arm and said, “Today you begin working for us. You will provide us with logistics transportation using your patrol craft. All of our activities need to remain confidential. Is that understood?”

      Hamid nodded. He looked at the family on the floor.

      Pakvar leaned forward and whispered into Hamid’s ear. “No one can know of our secrets.” He turned to one of the uniformed men in the room and nodded, his thick and dark eyebrows furrowed as he shouted a command. Then the family was dumped alive into some type of oven. Pakvar walked to the wall and flipped the switch. He stared at Hamid as he did it.

      The screams were like nothing Hamid had ever heard. He looked away, the taste of bile on his tongue, his knees weak. The heat from the oven made him sweat.

      When the flames overcame them and the screams subsided, Pakvar walked up to Hamid. His words were like ice. “This man tried to tell others of what we were doing here. You cannot. You can take your boat and flee across the sea at any time. But I am told that you have a family residing on this island. I promise you this: if you ever speak of what you see us do…or if you ever flee…your family will suffer this fate that you witnessed here tonight.”

      Hamid’s eyes watered, both from the furnace and the horror. He nodded agreement.

      As they walked back up the steps, he found himself wondering just where the smoke exited the building. Would others on the island notice the smokestacks? Not this late at night. Were there bits of human ash floating up into the air and then falling into the sea? Would his ash someday be scattered into the sea the very same way? A dull, helpless feeling overcame him.

      After that night, every day had been a prison sentence. Hamid became the ship driver for those who worked in the Grey Buildings on Abu Musa. His normal chain of command knew that he was getting his orders from Lt. Col. Pakvar—and they knew not to ask any questions. On a typical day, Hamid would patrol the coastal waters of Abu Musa and then return home to his family at night.

      But about twice a month, a message would arrive that he was to report to the Grey Buildings at a certain hour. There, Pakvar would give him a rendezvous location and a time. Out into the Gulf he would travel. Sometimes he was to bring supplies to the rendezvous point. Sometimes he was to pick something up. Always at night, and always in secret.

      Usually, these transfers had been conducted with other small vessels. Smuggler speedboats from Dubai or somewhere else on the other side of the Gulf. An occasional passing tanker. Fishing vessels. Once it was a tug.

      Sometimes he was tasked with personnel transfers. Those were interesting. Hamid was pretty sure that none of the men and women he transported were Iranian. They always wore masks, and they never spoke to him. Hamid had always gone alone and had kept quiet about what he saw.

      Tonight was different, however. Tonight he was not alone. Something about tonight was extra important. Pakvar had made that clear. Hamid was sorry that he had to drag these young men out to help him, but Pakvar had made it mandatory. There was some heavy equipment tonight.

      “Hamid!” Youthful excitement in the voice.

      Hamid looked down at the main deck and saw his sailors looking out into the dark water. An enormous submarine mast rose up out of the water, twenty-five meters ahead of them. It came almost straight up, froth and swirls of black water reflecting the night sky above as it rolled off the submarine’s hull. It was bigger than any of the Iranian Kilo-class submarines that Hamid had seen at Bandar Abbas.

      “Is that what we are here for?”

      “Eyes out front. Mouths shut. Do as I say.”

      “Yes, Chief,” the men said in unison.

      A hatch opened and red light spilled out of it. Then a stream of men climbed out, holding on to grips on the mast and heading down to the platform area on the front of the hull. They all wore dark masks with small eye and mouth holes. Hamid could hear a few of them speak to each other. Chinese, he was pretty sure. The same language that the foreigners in the Grey Building spoke.

      A voice called across from the submarine in thickly accented Persian. “We are ready to receive.”

      Hamid called back, “Stand by to take lines.”

      He took his patrol craft out of idle and inched it forward at one knot of speed. He called to his men, “Throw over the fenders.”

      The two sailors threw over the long white rubber cylinders. They splashed in the water and floated, cushioning them as the submarine impacted the patrol craft.

      Hamid yelled, “Cast lines.”

      Masked men on the hull of the submarine held out their hands, waiting.

      Hamid’s two sailors threw bow and stern lines towards the men on the submarine. The men on the submarine wrapped them around some type of cleat and headed over to the patrol craft. The two vessels were joined. For a moment, the groups stood, staring at each other.

      A red spotlight shone down from the mast, illuminating Hamid’s patrol craft. He could make out two men standing behind the light. One of them fixed a bulky machine gun to a turret on the mast. The other man, adjusting the red light, shouted orders to his subordinates below. Two of the men on the hull set up a small gangway that allowed the men to walk from the submarine hull to the forward deck of the patrol craft. The submarine sailors quickly moved onto Hamid’s ship and began picking up the supplies.

      Hamid pointed to several dozen cases sitting on the aft deck of his vessel. “It’s all here.”

      The men didn’t say anything; they just began lining up to transfer them back to the submarine. Before long, they had formed a chain of twenty men. They passed the cases of supplies to one another, hand over hand, moving each box onto, and then into, the submarine. They moved fast.

      Hamid looked up at the men behind the red searchlight. They reminded him of prison security men in a guard tower, watching over the yard while the prisoners worked.

      Every day since that night is like a prison sentence.

      About halfway through the transfer, several of the masked men carried one particular wooden crate that Hamid recognized as important. This was the heavy equipment that Pakvar had emphasized must get aboard the submarine. He had been told that this crate was more critical than any other piece of cargo on board.

      DM-B3 Mono Pulse RADAR was stenciled on the outside of the crate.

      Hamid didn’t think that the Chinese needed radars like this on their submarines. This radar was used in an Iranian cruise missile. Why they wanted that monstrous piece of equipment underwater, he had no idea. He walked back into his ship’s pilothouse.

      The unloading process took about twenty minutes in total. Hamid made sure that his sailors helped where they could and stayed out of the way when needed. They each worked up quite a sweat in the humid Gulf air.

      Hamid heard a crackle on his ship-to-ship radio and climbed the ladder back up to the pilothouse. He listened for a moment but didn’t hear anything. He scanned a few of the Iranian military frequencies and heard nothing. He then set the radio back on the bridge-to-bridge radio frequency. Nothing. Then he realized that the volume was almost all the way down. One of his young sailors must have turned it down without Hamid noticing. They should know better than that. He moved the dial up and immediately heard a voice speaking in English.

      “Vessel in the vicinity of …” The voice gave a latitude and longitude and then there was nothing but a static hiss. He knew enough English to understand what they were saying, but the transmission cut out before he could make out the latitude and longitude they provided.

      He looked at his marine radar. It was an old machine, and one that was notoriously unreliable. He studied the green radar sweeps. Each pass of the radar line highlighted a smudge of green just to the south of their position. That was a surface contact—a ship.

      “This is US Navy Warship…” More static.

      The radar contact was one nautical mile away. Could that be who was calling on the radio? If so, they had seemingly appeared out of nowhere. Or was it possible that he was hearing a transmission from far away? Could the contact on his scope just be a bit of trash in the water, thrown overboard by a passing tanker?

      The transfer was almost complete when the men behind the red spotlight began yelling in what Hamid assumed to be Chinese. The chain of men scattered like ants. The man holding the machine gun was waving his arms and then yelled something down into the submarine.

      One of Hamid’s young sailors called to him. He looked scared. “Chief, what’s going on?”

      Hamid said, “Make preparations to get underway.” His heart beat more rapidly.

      The man on the sail of the submarine screamed and pointed into the night. Hamid peered in the direction he was pointing, but all he saw was darkness. The Chinese submariners each bounded up the ladder of the sail, trying to get the last of the supplies into their vessel.

      Then a bright white light became visible on the southern horizon. When the light changed intensity and illuminated the water between it and the two vessels, Hamid realized what it was. The white light was a high-powered searchlight, mounted to whatever that radar contact had been. It soon illuminated the submarine and Hamid’s patrol craft.

      Hamid’s hands went to guard his eyes.

      Up on the mast of the sub, the masked men pulled back on the machine gun’s horizontal cocking handle. The chugging sound of a fully automatic weapon erupted through the air. Hamid could see the recoil of the weapon and heard the metallic clang of shells as they hit the hull of the submarine.

      The sub shook suddenly, vibrations transferring over to their small patrol craft. This wasn’t the machine gun. This was something much more powerful. White foam rose in the water all around them. He realized that the submarine’s screws were turning. She was moving. Hamid yelled to his sailors, “Get clear! I’ll start up our engines.”

      The foreign men had dropped the last of the boxes and were hurtling their bodies back belowdecks into the sub. The two men on the top of the mast packed up their gear, dropped out of sight, and shut the hatch behind them.

      The submarine’s lights were extinguished. Hamid and his two young sailors were left in the dark, their ears ringing from the small-arms fire. The Iranian patrol craft floated slowly away from the sub.

      “Hamid, what do you want us to do?” one of his sailors asked. The boy had just taken in the lines and was standing near the bow. He was shaken.

      Behind him, out of the distant darkness, a brilliant segment of yellow light arced towards them. It looked beautiful at first. Like a shooting star hovering silently over the black abyss of the Persian Gulf. Then Hamid realized what it was. The shooting star would soon transform into a violent tongue of flame.

      The silent light show became a torrent of white-hot metal ripping through the patrol craft. When it came into contact with their vessel, hell awoke. The sailor that had just called to Hamid disappeared in a burst of wet reddish
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