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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2300 Zulu (Greenwich Mean Time), 26 Oct

        1500 Pacific Time

        Naval Information Warfare Center Pacific, San Diego

      

      

      A familiar yet out-of-place sound intruded. John Wilkins looked up from his Mongolian barbecue.

      He and Russ met for lunch twice a week. The cafeteria on the fourth floor of the main building at the lab atop Point Loma provided a commanding view of the San Diego harbor below the hill and the city skyline beyond.

      It was one of those beautiful fall days, the kind most San Diegans took for granted, just a hint of cool in the air. A slight haze obscured the distant mountains, the sky above crystalline blue. He’d been appreciating the one hundred and eighty-degree view from Old Town to Tijuana and the Coronado Islands of Mexico. The blue awning stretched over the veranda ruffled slightly in the breeze.

      The low-pitched buzzing rapidly increased in volume and pitch, then dropped as a low-flying object shot past overhead.

      A cruise missile? His unbelieving brain rejected the idea. He blinked several times as he looked over at Russ. “What the hell was that?”

      Russ shook his head. “Somebody really messed up big time. Looked like a Tomahawk.”

      Both were former naval officers, surface warfare qualified in destroyers. John’s brother, still active duty, commanded a destroyer deployed to the Western Pacific.

      “Man, I’d hate to be the CO of a ship that accidentally flew a T-bird over the city,” John said.

      They stood to look down the hill to where the missile had disappeared. More noise sources cropped up. Trails barely visible, dozens of small dots stormed in from the sea across the harbor channel that separated Point Loma from North Island.

      Half a mile away on the other side of the channel, explosions rippled across North Island Naval Air Station. The day turned dark and ugly. Pillars of black smoke climbed across the panorama.

      John’s heart raced.

      As waves of missiles swept in, they blasted hangars, squadron buildings, the Fleet Air Control Facility, then the aircraft themselves. His stomach heaved as a taxiing helicopter vanished. Its rotor emerged from the flames, shedding pieces as it spun madly across the runway.

      John’s hands curled into fists and his jaw locked. An enormous ball of angry dark orange flame and black smoke rose just a hundred yards in front of him, blocking his sight. The thunderous boom that accompanied it dwarfed every other sound. His skin prickled from the heat. The acrid smell of burning marine fuel assaulted his nostrils. He gagged.

      The fuel farm.

      The ammunition pier took a hit, followed by an even larger cloud infused with black and shedding white sparks that erupted from the air station. One of the ammunition bunkers had been breached, the ammunition stored within exploding. The building shuddered as the massive shockwave pummeled it. A cascade of shattered glass filtered through his battered eardrums as the windows on the floors below blew inward. Hurled back, he fought to grasp the unfolding events. He picked himself up and brushed absently at his clothes. Nearby, Russ disentangled himself from a chair. A mighty thunderclap pounded his already battered hearing.

      In the distant harbor, thin columns of white smoke jetted upward, propelled by hard points of brilliant light. But those interceptor missiles, fired from Navy ships that had somehow gotten enough warning time to activate their combat systems, were far too few to make a difference.

      His mouth hung open as the clear noontime sky blackened with smoke from burning buildings, planes, helicopters, fuel, ammunition, and bodies.

      Around him people shouted, cried, and screamed, in rage or fear.

      “Someone’s pissed,” Russ shouted, though they stood only a couple of feet apart.

      John snorted and his senses returned. Russ could always be counted on to remain calm.

      “We may wanna get folks out of here.” John gestured toward the growing crowd. Turning, he shouted, “Get inside, now. Head down to the parking lot. We need everyone off base, fast.”

      Russ ran to the other end of the veranda to do the same. John followed the last person inside.

      As he did, the building leaped into the air and shook itself. Six distinct, powerful shocks knocked nearly everyone off their feet. The floor to ceiling windows that separated the veranda from the cafeteria proper had been protected from earlier blasts. Now they too shattered, slicing arms and faces. The lights flickered and went out. Only the pale brown, smoke-tinged light streaming in from the abandoned veranda remained. Ice stabbed his heart as intensely hot breath exploded from the stairwell. Those nearest the door toppled like bowling pins.

      John’s effort took on new urgency. The building was solid concrete, but those were massive warheads. If it collapsed with people still inside, the toll would be horrific. “Get moving. Down the stairs now. Move!” He wiped at the sweat coating his brow.

      Those in front needed no urging. But a few held back, fearing the heat that boiled up. A cacophony rose with it: breaking concrete, falling walls and ceilings, and the crackle of flames. The emergency alarm’s mechanical voice, nearly indistinguishable amidst the avalanche of other sounds, directed everyone to leave via the nearest exit.

      A man’s forward fall triggered a domino effect. Behind him, others tried but couldn’t hold back the flood. The stairs became a twisted mass of people. At the top, linked arms with hands locked to the rails gave the disorder time and space to untangle.

      Three more explosions shook the dying building. Flames reflected on the walls. The smoke in the stairwell became a choking cloud.

      The crowd flow reversed.

      John glanced over his shoulder. Russ joined him. He’d also failed to stop the chaos.

      Then the back wall, from the drink cases to the grill, the grill itself, and the serving line, all disappeared. As it fell, a maw of flames erupted. Brilliant orange light combated the darkness.

      Those who could pushed back outside, onto the veranda.

      Across the bay, huge pillars of smoke scarred the blue sky. Incredibly, the bridge that linked Coronado and North Island to the mainland was missing at least two segments. The broken ends stood starkly above the bay.

      As he turned toward his long-time friend the floor under him groaned and twisted. This is how it ends. Calm settled in his mind as weightlessness overtook him.

      The faces of his wife and daughters, and brother, swam before him.

      Then the waiting flames swallowed him.
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        2240 Zulu, 26 Oct

        0540 Local Time, 27 Oct

        USS Nicholas, South China Sea

      

      

      Bill Wilkins hefted himself up into the captain’s chair on the bridge of USS Nicholas (DDG-189). Today, the ship steered a southerly course toward Fiery Cross Reef in the Spratly Island group. She cruised smoothly at fifteen knots through a gentle sea, rolling easily with winds off her starboard beam. A pre-dawn blaze of golden glory stood above the eastern horizon, framed by scattered clouds, deep gray by contrast. On the forecastle, the men and women of First Division prepared to chip and paint metal fittings in their never-ending war on rust.

      One of the newest Arleigh Burke class guided missile destroyers, Nicholas was two months out of her homeport of San Diego on her maiden deployment.

      She was also Bill’s first command.

      He shifted, trying to get comfortable. Missed workouts the past three weeks showed in the tightness of his trouser waist. The breeze coming in through the starboard bridge wing door ruffled his thinning hair. Later, the doors and windows would close in favor of air conditioning. For now, the fresh moist air cooled the bridge. The hum of electronics succumbed to the soft tones of the breeze entering through partially open windows.

      He held a mug of his preferred beverage in his right hand — orange pekoe tea with milk and sugar — and in his left an e-book displaying a novel about Revolutionary War privateers. He luxuriated as he surveyed his domain, enjoying his seat at the pinnacle of a surface warfare officer’s career.

      “Sir, you wanted to know when we were an hour out from the twelve-mile arc around the reef,” said Lieutenant Michelle Barrister, the ship’s navigator.

      “Very well, Nav,” Bill responded.

      She hesitated before continuing. “With your permission, sir, I’d like to conduct a loss of GPS exercise over the next few days. My quartermasters are getting pretty good at celestial navigation. Turning off the satellites’ll boost their confidence.”

      A gangly six-foot brunette, Barrister’s eyes weren’t far below Bill’s as he sat in his elevated chair.

      “You sure they’re up to it?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir. I’ve had them shooting stars and sun lines twice a day and making local apparent noon observations. They shot moon lines and latitude by Polaris ‘til the new moon made it too dark to see the horizon. They’re ready, sir.”

      Bill smiled and nodded.

      Quite junior, Barrister had only worn lieutenant’s bars for a few months before reporting aboard. But she’d jumped into her new job with a vengeance.

      “Okay, Nav. But let’s get this FONOP done first. Start your exercise right after supper. Since it’s a simulated system casualty, coordinate with the CSO and the Combat Systems Maintenance Center. They can use it for training, too.”

      The Freedom of Navigation Operation required they pass within twelve nautical miles of the reef to demonstrate the US did not recognize the People’s Republic of China’s territorial water claim. The Chinese had used fill to create a man-made island in contravention of international law. Bill had participated in FONOPs many times in many locales over his eighteen-year career. Normally, they were fairly routine.

      Barrister smiled. “Aye aye, sir.” She returned to the chart table at the back of the bridge.

      Bill then addressed the officer of the deck. The OOD, the officer in charge of “driving” the ship for his or her four-hour watch, ensured continuity of the ship’s routine and responded to emergencies.

      “Kris, ask the XO to come to the bridge, please.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      Lieutenant Killingsworth reached for the ship’s interior communications telephone and punched the code for the executive officer’s stateroom.

      “Yes, ma’am, this is the OOD. The captain requests you come to the bridge.” A pause, then, “Aye, ma’am.”

      “Sir, XO’s on her way.”

      “Thanks.” Bill leaned back in his chair. “That Chinese frigate still on station?”

      Killingsworth smiled. “Yes, sir, she’s there. She couldn’t keep better station if we’d ordered her to.”

      Two days ago, a Jianghu-class frigate of the People’s Liberation Army Navy had plopped herself exactly three thousand yards on their port quarter and had remained relentlessly and silently with them since.

      During the transit the XO would remain on the bridge while Bill went below to the Combat Information Center or CIC. He didn’t expect any trouble, but he wanted the XO’s greater ship-handling experience on the bridge in case the frigate tried to get in the way, something that had happened more frequently of late.

      The tension was higher for this FONOP. In office for only nineteen months, the new president had been verbally hammering the Chinese government over dozens of issues, from disputed island claims to Taiwan and trade. He’d really heated things up when he’d ended the One-China Policy that for decades had governed US relationships with both the People’s Republic of China (the PRC) and Taiwan. He’d then doubled down, formally recognizing the Taiwanese government as the Republic of China.

      In retaliation, the PRC had withdrawn its ambassador to the US and reduced diplomatic contact to a bare minimum. As the war of words escalated, tensions ramped up on the Korean peninsula, and the president’s verbal sniping with the North Korean dictator also exacerbated that situation.

      When the XO arrived, Bill climbed down and headed below.
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        * * *

      

      After a brief stop in the wardroom for a fresh cup of tea, Bill walked into the dim, blue-lit Combat Information Center and took his seat.

      The brown padded leather chair, like the one on the bridge, sat mounted on a cylindrical steel pedestal right next to the Tactical Action Officer’s station. As the only person aboard with the authority to fire weapons in the absence of the captain, the TAO was responsible for defending the ship.

      The amber glow of electronic displays showed the status of sensors and weapon systems, radio circuits being listened to, callsigns of other ships in the strike group, and a plethora of other information of use to those who stood watch there day and night. The men and women at various computer consoles monitored radars and other sensors to track nearly every man-made object that floated or flew around the ship. Their headsets kept them in constant quiet communication. The low hum of cooling fan motors hovered just below the threshold of hearing, and the smell of warm electronics competed with the scents from a dozen or so cups of coffee set in cup holders throughout the space. The CIC Watch Officer — the CICWO, or “sick-wo” as the sailors pronounced it — supervised it all and ensured the TAO and CO had the information they needed.

      In front of Bill, three Large Screen Displays showed what the ship’s own radars saw, augmented with surface and air contacts that came in via computer data links. The latter currently included tracks from the MQ-4C Triton Unmanned Aerial Vehicle in an orbit over the central South China Sea. The Triton could remain on station for up to thirty hours, its radar and other sensors identifying, tracking, and reporting surface vessels over nearly the entire South China Sea. Augmenting the Triton’s data was an intelligence broadcast that showed all the information that national intelligence assets had on the various colored air and surface tracks.

      Nicholas’s own sensors were limited by the fact they were only a few dozen feet above the sea surface and exclusively detected things in their line of sight and a little beyond. For floating objects, that meant perhaps twenty-five miles. But the Triton orbited above forty thousand feet, giving it a detection range far beyond Nicholas’s relatively short radar horizon.

      On the counter at which Bill and the TAO sat were two sets of three computer monitors, fed by both the ship’s combat system and the desktop computers mounted on the deck at their feet. Bill had Third and Seventh Fleet, and the Carrier Strike Group command chat windows open, as well as his Navy e-mail and message traffic.

      As he sat down, the TAO on watch, Lieutenant Commander Andy Pettibone, looked up. “Morning, Captain.”

      Pettibone was the ship’s combat systems officer and he took his job very seriously. Though not a “screamer,” in the eleven months he’d been aboard he’d displayed little sense of humor on duty or off. Today his face carried an even more serious mien, eyes roaming rhythmically from his computer to the systems’ status displays above his head, then to the large screen displays.

      “Anything change, Andy?”

      Pettibone leaned back and stretched, arms behind his head. “Not really, sir. Got yesterday’s daily activity summary from PACFLT. Last night’s surveillance flight along the north China coast got escorted a bit too closely. They narrowly avoided a mid-air collision. Looks like it got pretty hairy for a couple of minutes. Someone in Beijing must’ve thought better of it, ’cause the Chinese fighters suddenly pulled back a few hundred yards, like normal. But no change to the Rules of Engagement.”

      Bill grimaced as he donned his headphones. “One of these days, somebody’s going to make a mistake and someone else will take a missile in the face.” He sat back, took a deep breath, and faked a yawn. “But it didn’t happen, so let’s get on with our job. No ROE change is good. What’s the count to liberty call in Singapore?”

      Pettibone gave him a rare smile. “Nine days, sir. Ops keeps trying to tell me I’ve got duty the first two days, and I keep telling him what he can do with his duty.” Pettibone’s wife would meet the ship in Singapore, so he planned to take leave.

      Bill grinned and sipped his tea. Idly, he rubbed the tip of his nose.

      Yes, life is good.

      “Vampire! Vampire! Bearing one two six. I say again, vampire bearing one two six.”

      The call across their headsets shattered the calm with silently urgent activity.

      Bill stood and quickly looked left to where the electronic warfare supervisor sat near the port bulkhead of CIC. Despite his headphones, the SLQ-32’s buzz was unmistakable. The radar-warning receiver instantly alerted if it detected an electronic emission that it decided constituted a threat.

      Pressing the microphone key, he began, “Wha⁠—”

      Pettibone beat him to it. “Missile type? And are you sure?”

      Pettibone’s eyes were wide with alarm but his voice remained steady.

      Bill imagined his own eyes were just as wide. His heart raced.

      He took a deep breath and deliberately calmed himself. He sensed furtive glances coming his way, his people checking his reaction.

      Awaiting the EW Supe’s response, he assured himself it had to be a false report.

      “Yes, sir, SLQ’s sure. Appears to be a YJ-62. We’re picking up three separate seekers,” responded the EW Supe. He sounded like he couldn’t believe it either.

      So much for a bad indication. One false report was very possible; three were highly unlikely. Bill’s mouth went dry.

      “Aye. ADC, TAO. See anything?” asked Pettibone.

      The air defense coordinator, tasked with defending the ship against air and missile attack, had a combined radar and data link display at her console. She leaned forward, face barely a foot from her screen, staring intently.

      “Nothing, si — no, wait, I have a tentative track at twelve nautical miles. Firming up . . .”

      A pause, then, “Solid track, eleven nautical miles, bearing one two five, inbound at Mach point seven five. Composition three.”

      “Very well.”

      Bill and Pettibone both zoomed in and searched their displays.

      Pettibone saw it first. “Got it, track three four eight six. Confirm ID?”

      The ADC breathed heavily into her mike as she answered, “Based on EW, I make ‘em hostile cruise missiles, sir.”

      “Very well. Take track three four eight six with birds.”

      Pettibone glanced quickly at Bill as he said it. Seeing Bill give a slight nod, Pettibone finished, “Batteries released.”

      “ADC, aye, taking track three four eight six with birds.”

      Bill looked over his shoulder as she punched commands into her keyboard. A sense of unreality kept his head swirling.

      Pettibone touched his sleeve lightly. “GQ, sir?” he asked.

      Bill didn’t hesitate. “No, let’s fight like we trained. Condition three. I don’t want everyone running around in case we take a hit.”

      Pettibone went back to fighting the ship.

      From the bridge, the boatswain’s mate of the watch’s (BMOW) voice came over the 1MC, the ship’s announcing system. “All hands take cover within the skin of the ship. The ship is under attack. That is, all hands take cover within the skin of the ship. This is NOT a drill.”

      Someone had gotten word to the bridge, Bill noted with satisfaction.

      As the announcement finished, six loud whooshes shook the ship one after another as the first interceptors slammed out of their vertical launcher cells forward and aft, leaping into the sky to deal destruction on the inbound missiles. Bill wiped his palms on his trousers.

      “Vampire, vampire. Multiple vampires, bearing one two six. At least six more inbound.”

      Bill’s head snapped left.

      That made for nine. Definitely way up in the Not Good category.

      “Combat, Bridge. The Chinese frigate just turned one eighty and kicked it in the ass. He’s hauling butt the other way.”

      The words exploded out of the intercom, the “bitch box”. The PLAN frigate didn’t want to be in the target area.

      She probably gave the reef the targeting data, Bill thought.

      “TAO, handle the inbounds first, but as soon as you do, I want that frigate dead, understand? Don’t let him live long enough to get outside his minimum missile range.”

      Pettibone glanced over at him then back to his console. His hands flew as they sent electronic orders to his team. Included were directions to the gun system to be ready to engage any missiles that survived the outbound interceptors, and to put the Close In Weapons System — CIWS — in Automatic mode. It would engage any “leakers” that got past the guns and missiles.

      “Aye, sir. Kill the frigate before he can hit us,” Pettibone responded. “Harpoon, TAO. Get a solution on that frigate.”

      “Harpoon, aye. Sir, it’s inside min⁠—”

      Pettibone snapped, “I know. As soon as he’s not, kill him.”

      The CIC crew worked like clockwork, as if it were a drill. Knowing if they missed one of those red icons on their screens, they wouldn’t just get a bad mark on an exercise grade sheet, they all continued to do their jobs. The small vocal quavers and shrill tones had faded. The shock wouldn’t hit until later.

      “EW, TAO. Chaff and jam and drop decoys. Batteries released on all EW countermeasures,” Pettibone said into his mike.

      “Aye, sir. I been jammin’ already,” came the response.

      Bill noted it for his after-action discussion with the team. While the EW operator’s initiative was laudable, he should tell the TAO what he was doing.

      His stomach lurched — there might not be a next time.

      It suddenly became real for Bill. He shrugged off the chill that seized him. There wasn’t time.

      “Combat, Bridge. The frigate’s training its gun at us,” shouted the intercom.

      Before Bill could say anything, Pettibone called, “ADC, TAO, take track three one two two with gun, whatever you got loaded. Bridge, TAO, come left hard to zero five zero.”

      Even as Pettibone finished speaking, the ship increased speed and heeled into the turn, the gas turbine engines winding up. He silently thanked God the XO was on the bridge. She’d aimed Nicholas right at the frigate, reducing the area it could aim for.

      Within seconds the salvo warning bell shrilled from the gun mount topside. The five-inch rounds ripped out one after another, the ship jarring with each as the gun fired again and again, as if in an earthquake.

      Another louder thud came from the portside. The ship shuddered out of rhythm with the gun. In eighteen years of naval service, he’d never heard nor felt something like it. As he reached for the intercom, it barked at him.

      “Combat, Bridge. I’m taking evasive action. The frigate just missed us, port side.”

      So that was the sound and feel of a near miss, the 100-millimeter round exploding in the water nearby. Bill pressed his lips together and held tight to the arms of his chair.

      How dare they shoot at my ship?

      Somehow, inbound missiles were less personal than four-inch gun shells.

      The ship, already heeled over to starboard, abruptly careened back to port as the rudder shifted back and forth in a series of zig-zag turns. A steady course made them an easier target.

      “Bridge, TAO. Don’t turn so far the gun doesn’t bear,” called Pettibone.

      “Aye, sir,” came the response. “OOD has the conn.”

      Bill reached out and hit another button on the intercom, then pushed the switch to talk.

      “Damage Control Central, this is the captain. Damage report from near miss, port side amidships,” he said. Turning to Pettibone, he asked, “What’s the range to that frigate?”

      More vampire calls came from the EW Supe. A total of twelve missiles screamed toward them in three groups.

      Moving his cursor over the track that represented the frigate and selecting it, Pettibone read off the range, “Five thousand and opening, sir.”

      Still inside their minimum range for launching missiles.

      It would take a few more minutes for them to get far enough away. Topside, the gun continued spitting out rounds.

      They had to have known about the planned attack, but they’d stayed on station until it was well underway to avoid giving away the surprise. He closed his eyes. The frigate captain had courage. It may cost him his chance to get away and his crew their lives.

      “Combat, Bridge. We’re hitting them, sir. At least five times.”

      “Give me a damage report on the enemy ship as soon as you can.”

      Funny, he mused. He’d just called it the enemy ship. How quickly he’d adapted to a new reality.

      Just moments later, as still more missiles left their vertical launcher cells, the OOD called again.

      “Combat, enemy ship’s on fire aft and slowing. Her superstructure’s a wreck. She’s not firing anymore.”

      Bill heaved a sigh. They’d survived a surface gun duel with not a single hit. That was nothing short of miraculous.

      “ADC, TAO. Break engage with gun. Standby for air action if we need it.” Pettibone paused, then said, “Bridge, TAO. Come right to one two five.”

      With the frigate no longer a significant threat, Pettibone would use the gun against any surviving inbounds. Bill wasn’t so sure. He opened his mouth to say something when the ADC called out.

      “We’ve got leakers. Engaging with gun.”

      Bill sighed.

      The concept for defending a ship in a modern sea battle depends on training the TAO to exercise good judgment quickly and decentralizing decision-making. Bill’s only role was to step in if the watch team was going to make a bad decision. Thus far, they’d been like a well-oiled machine and there’d been nothing he would have done differently. Indeed, intervening might slow their response, add confusion, and increase the probability of taking a hit.

      The concept had just been proved again. But it left him feeling useless.

      After a short pause while the gun trained around to face the new threat, it began barking out more five-inch rounds. Two inbounds hadn’t been killed by outbound missile fire or seduced away by jamming, decoys, or chaff. Around him, calm orders were given or acknowledged:

      “Shift engage to track three six nine two.”

      “Splash one, continuing.”

      “CIWS confirmed in auto.”

      “Take track three one three two.”

      “Take track three one three two, aye.”

      “Splash track three one three two. One leaker.”

      “CIWS tracking.”

      Then came the tearing brrrrrrrp of the CIWS engaging an inbound missile.

      He closed his eyes and braced himself.

      In the cacophony of battle came a distant explosion. Seconds later, rattles sounded on the main deck portside above his head.

      “Combat, Bridge. CIWS got it. It exploded about a hundred yards out. Some pieces hit us, but it doesn’t look like there’s any damage.”

      “DC Central, captain. Call the Bridge and find out where the shrapnel hit us, then get some more investigators out. Report damage. But nobody goes topside.”

      “Aye, sir. I was about to call you. Minor damage from the near miss. Mostly things knocked off bulkheads. No hull buckling that we can see. We’re pulling down some bulkhead insulation to make sure.” A pause. “No casualties.”

      “Sir, want me to finish off the frigate?” asked Pettibone.

      Bill sat back in his chair. With the frigate burning and unable to shoot back, technically he shouldn’t take it under fire again. But part of him, the angry part, desperately wanted to punish its crew for the sneak attack.

      His professional side won. He shook his head and reached for the intercom.

      “Bridge, captain. Call the frigate on bridge-to-bridge channel sixteen. Order them to surrender.”

      What a strange word. Surrender harkens back to the age of sail. Do I have to think about a prize crew? No. We’ll take the survivors off and sink the hulk. He continued, “Then close them to take on prisoners. Pass the word to muster the security force and station the boat handling⁠—”

      The frigate made a different decision.

      “Sir, the frigate just fired something.”

      At nearly the same instant Sonar called, “TAO, hydrophone effects, bearing zero three five. Torpedo in the water.”

      “Bridge, Sonar, recommend emergency turn alpha.”

      “Bridge aye. Executing.”

      Pettibone also reacted, ordering an anti-air missile launched in an anti-surface mode.

      Nicholas began an evasive turn designed to avoid the torpedo. As she heeled sharply to one side then the other, the CIC watch standers clung to their chairs, though they’d all buckled their seat belts as soon as the shooting started.

      The torpedo ran up their wake. Unable to gain sonar contact on Nicholas, it kept going and disappeared. Meanwhile, an SM-2 missile screamed over the short expanse of water to rip into the enemy. Next, as the frigate came back into the firing arc for Nicholas’s five-inch gun, twenty-one more high explosive rounds also slammed into the now savagely burning hulk.

      Hoping the action was finally over, Bill unbuckled himself and rose. Despite the cool air in CIC, he wiped sweat from his brow.

      Turning to Pettibone, he said, “I want to see Ops and his draft OPREP THREE ASAP. We need to get the report out most skosh.”

      As he headed out the watertight door, he paused and called back, “Just in case, let’s get our Nixie torpedo decoy in the water at short stream. And get the tail out. I don’t want to be surprised by a submarine.”
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        2325 Zulu, 26 Oct

        0625 Local Time, 27 Oct

        USS Nicholas, South China Sea

      

      

      The white faces and anxious eyes of his sailors said he needed to address the crew.

      “Captain’s on the Bridge.”

      Crossing to the port side bridge wing, Bill stared over the gentle swells at the wreck. He noted with satisfaction Nicholas’s gun mount remained trained on what was left of their enemy. Its barrel moved lazily up and down as Nicholas rolled, the gyro stabilizer maintaining a perfect aim point.

      Watching the flaming ruins of the corvette, his knees began to shake. Men still hastened along its deck while others already swam in the water alongside. As he watched, more emerged from inside the skin of the ship, often dragging shipmates. They threw them over the side before jumping themselves into the expanding oil slick. Fortunately, it wasn’t burning. Yet.

      From the fires onboard the derelict a huge pillar of black and gray smoke climbed diagonally into the now piercing blue sky. The pall of smoke contrasted sharply with the peaceful seascape.

      As Nicholas slowly approached the blazing hulk, the bow of the frigate disappeared in a large flash. An enormous ball of flame and black smoke erupted. Bill caught a glimpse as the gun mount climbed dozens of feet into the air before plunging into the water ahead of the vanished bow. Seconds later, the shock wave arrived and shook Nicholas, momentarily deafening everyone topside. Chunks of metal and other debris splashed down between the two ships.

      Bill rose from behind the splinter shield where he’d instinctively ducked.

      As the smoke rose clear, the frigate’s stern rose quickly into the air, then slid down to a watery grave.

      He stared, mouth open and unheeded, eyes wide, as the enemy ship passed from the light into the dark. He closed his eyes and paused for a moment, his anger vanishing. Opening them again, he looked out over the sea. Fewer men floated there than before.

      He walked back inside and called out, “OOD, move in and take the survivors aboard. Rig fire hoses to keep the oil away from the side.”

      As he stepped to the 1MC microphone, he nodded to the BMOW and said, “All hands, Boats.”

      The man already had his pipe in hand. Raising it to his lips, he blew the piercing call that directed all hands to listen up. Archaic, nevertheless the call was traditional and most ships still required the use of the bosun’s pipe to signal the various announcements made daily both underway and in port.

      A bit of normalcy will help.

      Bill raised the mike.

      “This is the captain speaking. As I’m sure all hands are aware, Nicholas has just beaten off an unprovoked attack by the Chinese. The reef ahead of us must have coordinated with the frigate that’s been shadowing us, and launched on us. Because you are Nicholas sailors, we lived to fight another day. The Chinese frigate was sunk.”

      He paused. Dead silence reigned on the bridge save for the hum of ventilation and equipment. He began again.

      “I have no idea why they would do such a thing. There’s no more tension today than yesterday or the day before. However, we will remain on alert. It’s pretty unlikely this is an isolated incident. Attacks of this size usually aren’t. We’ll maintain Condition III watches, but we’re going to stream Nixie and the tail to make sure we don’t get surprised again.

      “We have a proud tradition to uphold, a tradition built by previous ships named Nicholas, from the World War II destroyer that fought with distinction in the Solomons and throughout the Pacific war, to the frigate that served through the Cold War, Desert Storm, and Operation Iraqi Freedom. Samuel Nicholas himself, the first commandant of the Marine Corps, would be proud of you today, and I know you’ll continue to do yourselves proud.

      “As I learn more from the higher ups in the chain of command, I’ll pass what I can on to you. That is all.”

      Bill handed the mike back and headed for his chair. The XO, Commander Joanna Irving, climbed down from her chair and followed. As they arrived, the bitch box squawked.

      “Bridge, Ops here. Sir, we’ve been trying to reach Third Fleet on SATCOM. But I can’t raise them, or anyone else, for that matter. Radio’s checking the circuit, but they think the satellites are off the air. Given what’s happened, they may be gone. But we’ll keep trying. The hard copy’s coming up to the bridge for your release.” Frustration punctuated Lieutenant Commander Jason Campbell’s voice.

      Any ship attacked anywhere in the world had five minutes in which to report the attack to the Navy chain of command, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, and to the National Command Authority in the persons of the secretary of defense and the president. That report process started with a voice report to Third Fleet, Nicholas’s operational commander. A hard copy heavily formatted message that also had to go out within five minutes followed.

      The OOD looked over at Bill, saw him nod, and flipped the switch.

      “Bridge, aye. Captain acknowledges.”

      Keeping her voice low, the XO asked, “Sir, what the hell’s going on?”

      Irving had fifteen years of service in cruisers and destroyers. A medium height, medium build woman, she could blend into a crowd and nearly disappear. She’d never distinguished herself but had no blemishes on her record, either. He’d found her a solid, all-around good officer. More importantly, in fifteen months, she would relieve him as Nicholas’s commanding officer. His job was to prepare her.

      He shook his head. “I don’t know, XO. Intel’s got nothing, unless they’re hiding something. Third Fleet must be as surprised as us. But that doesn’t mean someone up the chain in the Pentagon or White House didn’t know something.”

      In the past there’d been occasions when folks at the pointy end of the spear had been left hanging by things the loony bin swirling inside the Beltway had known about but hadn’t deigned to tell the operational forces. That had improved in the decade since the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, but lately the pendulum had swung back. Secrets were being kept again in Washington.

      “Meantime, can you go down and supervise the rescue?”

      “Aye, sir. I’ve already mustered the Security Force to draw small arms, and the chief master at arms and his folks will supervise. The doc and his two corpsmen will be down there, too.” She grimaced and stood silent.

      “What’s on your mind, XO?”

      She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but should we rescue them, sir?”

      Bill rubbed his cheek. “I know how you feel. I came up here from Combat mad as hell.”

      He looked off at the horizon. To the west clear sky dominated, nothing to indicate the destruction and death that reigned to the east. “Part of me doesn’t want to. But you know the ancient law of the sea. Not to mention the more recent codified laws. We’re obligated to pick them up. Besides, we can’t take what their government did out on them. Though it’s awful tempting.”

      “But isn’t that risky, sir? What if there’s a sub around?” She took her ball cap off and ran her hand through her sandy hair.

      Bill nodded. “I get it, XO. But if it was us in the water?”

      She shook her head and was silent for a moment. Then she sighed. “Okay, sir, I give. We’ll get them aboard and secure them below. For now, we’ll use the starboard hangar to assess injuries, that sort of thing. With your concurrence, we’ll move the helo out onto the flight deck. It might be good to have it in Ready Fifteen, anyway. They’ll need dry clothes. I’ll dig into the slop chest and augment from the laundry as needed.”

      “We’ll end up owing reimbursement,” Bill said.

      The XO nodded and continued. “I’ll have Suppo get the CSs to heat up some soup, too.” The ship’s Culinary Specialists worked for the supply officer and were responsible for feeding the crew.

      “Good thought. Let me know how it goes.” Bill grunted. “I’m not sure I want to feed them, but it’s probably the right thing to do.”

      The XO shrugged. “Yes, sir. Good thing we had no casualties or I’d be worried about a few of our more, uh, boisterous folks. Anything else, sir?”

      When he shook his head, she turned and walked toward the watertight door.

      Bill rubbed his eyes. Just as she lifted the handle, he called out, “And tell Radio, do whatever it takes to get that report out. When I was an ensign, we didn’t have all these high falutin’ satellites. Let’s think a bit outside the box.”

      Bill sat back to think. The XO was right. It would be good to have a helicopter ready to launch on fifteen minutes notice in case they detected a submarine or another enemy surface ship. He or the TAO should have thought of it.

      Stress, he decided. I’ll have to watch for that. It won’t do to miss something.

      He needed to make sure his leadership team was thinking through other potential problems. He counted on them to ensure nothing got missed. In fact . . .

      Leaning forward, he pushed down on the lever of the intercom.

      “TAO, captain. Go passive in the link with the drone and shut down SPY. I don’t want the enemy tracking us with our own radar emissions. Set EMCON One Alpha.”

      “TAO, aye. Maybe they’ll think the frigate got us, sir,” came the response.

      Setting Emission Control One Alpha required the mighty SPY-6 Aegis phased array radar be turned off. But it allowed them to still listen in on what the drone saw.

      Nicholas settled into a complete radio and radar silent mode of operations.

      It would be intensely uncomfortable for warriors used to knowing everything that went on around them.
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        * * *

      

      The smell of marine fuel oil and burning debris fouled the air. The sea itself lay mute and flat, as if the floating detritus of death offended it. Surrounding Nicholas were the remains of what had been a ship and its human crew.

      Nicholas pulled only thirty-nine survivors out of the water, of a crew that normally numbered over one hundred seventy. They also brought nine bodies aboard. A Chinese lieutenant and one of his senior enlisted men identified them. Then the dead were bagged and stowed in one of the meat freezers for later burial.

      As the last of the living was hauled aboard, Barrister, who now had the watch as OOD, approached Bill as he watched from the starboard bridge wing.

      “Sir, TAO reports the Triton’s circling about ninety nautical miles west. The center of its orbit is drifting west at about fifteen knots, consistent with winds aloft. He said it’s still up in the link, but something’s not right.”

      “Did he say what?” Bill asked as he rubbed the tip of his nose.

      “He said it looked like it’s in some kind of default mode. He checked track history. About five minutes after the island shot at us, it stopped its figure eight and went into this circular orbit. That’s when it started drifting, too.” She shrugged. “That’s all he had, sir.”

      “Alright, thanks, Nav. As soon as the last survivor’s onboard, let’s get out of here. Best speed directly away from the island.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      It was the XO’s turn next. She’d arrived on the bridge while he and Barrister talked. She waited until Barrister had gone back inside, then closed the watertight door so they could speak privately.

      “Sir, we probably should talk about our own casualties. Turns out we had a couple after all.”

      Bill looked quickly at her.

      She shrugged and continued, “We had three folks who, uh, didn’t react well. Ensign Sandstrom was on the port bridge wing when the frigate started shooting. He froze up. Killingsworth took the conn, got the ship turning, then handed it off to Barrister. Boats called the corpsman, and they got Sandstrom down to the wardroom.” She consulted the notes in her wheel book. Every officer and chief carried the small, dark green notebooks.

      “Petty Officer Brownsfield was running aft in the portside second deck passageway, headed for Repair 5. The near miss exploded outside the hull near him and he wigged out. And when first division ran to take cover inside the skin of the ship, Seaman Jastrow was the last man off the fo’c’sle. He was just at the watertight door when missiles left the forward launcher. He panicked and ran down and hid in his bunk. Master Chief had to go down there to coax him out. They’re all in sickbay. Doc gave them valium.”

      Bill leaned back and looked up into the sky. Instead of seeing the puffy clouds overhead, he saw the three men’s faces. He should have expected there’d be at least a few who found combat difficult. It was no surprise they were among those who hadn’t been busy defending the ship.

      “Well, I understand Brownsfield and Jastrow. Sandstrom . . .” Bill said.

      The ship’s electrical officer, Sandstrom was a nervous type who always looked like he didn’t know why he’d joined the Navy. Fortunately, the division had a strong leader in the chief Electrician’s Mate. Bill and the chief engineer had decided to let the chief pull the ensign along and help him gain confidence. But now there was this.

      “Okay, have Doc talk to me tonight about all three. For now, keep it between Doc, the master chief, their department heads and division officers.”

      “Aye, sir.” The XO lingered for a moment, then said, “Sir, you know how it is. The bridge watch saw what happened with Sandstrom. Half of Jastrow’s division saw him skedaddle, and Brownsfield ran through Repair 5 when he lost it. The rumor mill’s already going full blast.”

      Bill shrugged. “We can’t pretend nothing happened. But we owe it to the three of them to handle it discreetly. I’ll talk to the wardroom tonight.”

      The XO nodded and headed inside. Bill rose and followed her, headed for the radio room.

      It was time to get personally involved in getting the OPREP THREE off the ship.
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        0120 Zulu, 27 Oct

        0810 Local Time, 27 Oct

        USS Nicholas, South China Sea

      

      

      After hearing about Radio’s efforts to bring up alternate comm circuits, Bill headed aft to the next item on his mental list: the prisoners.

      Arriving at the hangar, he nodded to the guard, who wore a holstered Beretta 9mm pistol on her hip, the cover unclipped for quicker draw. She spoke briefly into the throat mike of the radio headset she wore.

      “Go ahead, sir. They know you’re coming,” she said as she lifted the handle on the watertight door and held it open.

      The sorriest sight he’d ever seen greeted him.

      Thirty-nine cots clustered close together on the non-skid covered deck in the center of the closed hangar. On most sat or lay a Chinese sailor. A few others stood silently alone or in a small group. They all shared the same blank, haunted look, holding blankets tightly around themselves despite the late morning tropical heat. Doc, his two mates, and two other Nicholas sailors, bent over cots on the far edge.

      Seeing him approach, the third class Hospital Corpsman – HM3 – nudged HM1 Wells, Nicholas’s independent duty corpsman, universally known as Doc. As Wells stood and turned around, Bill waved him back down to keep at what he’d been doing.

      Bill looked down at the men being treated.

      The HM3 injected morphine into a badly burned man. When Bill looked at the blanket, his stomach turned and he closed his eyes briefly. Where the legs should have been, the material lay flat against the cot.

      Next to the HM3, the HM2 stitched up an ugly jagged wound in another man’s abdomen. Despite being nearly closed, blood seeped around the sutures. Two sailors held the unconscious patient down. Bill began to sweat even more.

      He turned back to Wells. “How’s it going, Doc?”

      Wells didn’t answer for a moment, then sighed. He stood and covered the face of the man he’d been working on.

      “This here’s the second one we lost, sir. First one was probably dead when we hauled him aboard. His arm was hanging by the muscle and nobody saw him bleeding out. Not their fault. We’re gonna lose the one with Liddel, too. That’s why he got morphine. And we’ll probably lose the one Small’s sewing up.”

      Bill nodded toward the now shrouded man next to them.

      Doc shrugged. “This one had a long sliver of metal in the back of his head. Pretty unresponsive when we got him in here, so I just made him comfortable while we treated those we thought we could save.” He swept his arm around the hangar. “There’s one or two more we might lose, depending on infection. Their wounds were filthy with oil and other crap from their ship. Most all have burns of varying severity. We just have to see.”

      Bill remembered photos of survivors from the cruiser Helena, taken when they were pulled from the water by the first destroyer Nicholas in 1943. They’d had the same haunted look, been nearly or entirely naked, and covered in oil. He’d read the war diary of a first class Watertender serving in Nicholas and the profound effect it had had on the writer.

      Now he understood viscerally. He’d never seen war at sea up close and personal. Few on active duty had. Now he prayed his crew would never suffer a similar fate.

      The man with no legs died while he and Doc talked.

      As they finished, one of the prisoners moved toward him, quickly intercepted by two guards. The man stopped and bowed his head. Bill held up his hand to keep them from dragging him away.

      “You want to talk to me?” he asked.

      In clear English, the man said, “Are you captain? I am Lieutenant Shi. I am senior officer. I thank you for bringing us aboard.” He bowed his head again.

      Not knowing fully what to say, Bill simply said, “You are welcome.”

      His face working, Shi asked, “What is next?”

      “I do not know, Lieutenant. We will keep you safe for now and treat your injured. You are our prisoners. I require you to cooperate with my crew, follow their orders. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir. Understand. I will.” He bowed one last time and walked back to the small group of his men.

      On his way out, Bill visited with the guards briefly. Afterward, he skipped lunch and went to his at-sea cabin to lie down for a few minutes.

      The phone by his bunk buzzed, interrupting his rest.

      “Captain.”

      “Sir, this is the Navigator. My folks have been troubleshooting GPS for the past hour with the ETs. We’re certain it’s not our gear. Looks like GPS is off the air completely.” The Electronics Technicians maintained most electronic gear aboard ship.

      “Huh. Well, I guess you get your celestial nav exercise earlier than planned. Still sure your folks are up to it?”

      Without hesitation, she answered, “Yes, sir.”

      “Good, but let me know if you have the slightest doubt. Remember, CIC’s blind, too, no radar or GPS.”
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        * * *

      

      As day turned to night, the OPREP THREE still hadn’t gone out. Radio had been rotating through all the primary, secondary, and tertiary communication frequencies all day with no joy. Just as he sat down for evening meal, his phone buzzed.

      “Captain.”

      “Sir, Ops here. Ensign Randall just called me. NAVFORJAPAN is up on HF.”

      “Great. I’m on my way. Get that OPREP out⁠—”

      “Sir, wait. They’re broadcasting in the blind on a clear circuit. They’re telling anyone listening not to respond or transmit under any circumstances. Then it repeats.”

      Bill let the handset slide down onto his shoulder for a moment as he considered the news. “So they already know about the attack. This confirms it was big.”

      “Sir, it means it was pretty devastating, too. If not, they’d have us up in a link so we’d have shared battlespace awareness across the theater.”

      “I agree. Keep monitoring it. If they put out any orders, take action first, then call me. I’ll be up when I finish supper. And Ops, see if we can find an HF data link someone somewhere is broadcasting. It’d help to at least be receive-only and get some kind of picture.”

      Every fiber in Bill’s being wanted to rush out of the wardroom to listen to the voice broadcast. But as he looked around at his officers, he couldn’t. Conversation had died and they looked at him.

      “Ahem. Radio’s copying a broadcast from Commander US Naval Forces Japan. They’re telling everyone not to respond. So, it sounds like the attack was pretty big and pretty bad.”

      As his audience stirred, he hurried to add, “But the good news is that the chain of command is functioning. And there are other forces out here, underway.”

      He looked at Lieutenant Junior Grade Hawke, the electronic warfare officer and collateral duty intelligence officer.

      “Emily, what friendlies were underway when this happened?”

      Hawke closed her eyes tightly for a moment, then said, “Sir, as I recall, the Reagan strike group was underway for an exercise. Might have been with the Japanese? And I think the command ship, Blue Ridge, too, either with the CSG or nearby. I don’t remember if Seventh Fleet’s embarked or not, but I’ll find out.” She set her napkin down and moved to stand.

      Bill waved her to sit. “There’s time to find out after supper. Sit and eat.” He broadened his gaze to include all the young men and women at the table.

      “I’ll let all hands know what I hear. Everybody’s probably worried about their loved ones back home. Don’t. The only thing we can do to help them right now is to stand in the way of those who’ve tried to hurt us. Everyone understand?”

      He waited until he’d gotten nods from all of them. Then he turned to the XO and engaged her in small talk. Slowly, the noise level returned to something closer to normal.

      When he finished eating, he rose and moved out the door. Once it closed behind him, he rushed down to the Comm Center.
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        * * *

      

      He put his hand under the cover of the crypto lock and punched in the combination. Hearing the click, he opened the door.

      “Captain’s in Radio.”

      “Alright, Commo, whatcha got?”

      Ensign Randall took him to the watch supervisor’s desk where Bill could hear the broadcast for himself.

      “It’s just repeating, sir. Nothing new. But Chief tried something else about five minutes ago. I was just about to call you.”

      Bill nodded and Randall led him back into the equipment racks. Near the back of the space, technically the starboard side of the ship, Chief Williamson held a set of headphones to his ear. When he saw Bill, he held them out.

      “I thought we should try the BBC, their old World Service. It’s still up. Here, take a listen.”

      Bill stayed for the next hour as they reported on the devastating attack on the United States.

      They were at war. In the middle of it, Nicholas sailed alone and unafraid.

      But unlike a majority of Americans and the US leadership, they at least knew who they were fighting.
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        0300 Zulu, 27 Oct

        2000 Local Time

        USS Nicholas, South China Sea

      

      

      An announcement followed the bosun’s pipe. “Now lay before the mast all eight o’clock reports. Eight o’clock reports will be taken in the wardroom by the executive officer.”

      Bill put the headphones down. Finding the chief, he said, “Pipe this into my cabin, but don’t put it on ship’s entertainment. Not yet.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Minutes later he walked into the wardroom.

      “Attention on deck,” called the XO.

      “Seats. I’m going to interrupt for just a few minutes.” He took his seat at the head of the table. “I’ve been listening to the BBC. I’ll tell the crew about it tonight before taps, but I wanted you all to hear the highlights.”

      He spent the next few minutes laying out what he’d heard. As he spoke, Pettibone’s head sank into his hands, covering his face. When Bill was done, Pettibone raised his head, eyes red, and stared at the wardroom clock.

      “Any questions?” Bill asked, rubbing the tip of his nose. He looked expectantly at Pettibone, then glanced at the XO. Catching her eye, he pushed his shoulder slightly toward the combat systems officer. She nodded.

      “Alright then. Tomorrow, we see what’s what. Maybe Seventh Fleet will have something for us. Meantime, watch your folks. They’re going to be worried about the folks back home. We can’t afford that. I’m worried about my family. I know you are, too. But we’ve still got a job to do out here, and it just got a lot tougher. If someone asks to see me or the XO, that’s fine. But I don’t want us to spend our time handing out comforting words. You can do that, too.”

      Turning to Irving, he asked her, “How’re our three medical cases?”

      She raised her eyebrows and said, “I told Doc to skip eight o’clocks and stay with them. He says Sandstrom is more embarrassed than anything else. He’s got the rev. I told Doc to turn him loose in time for his watch if he thinks he can handle it. Jastrow’s still sleeping. Brownsfield may be able to return to duty first thing in the morning.”

      Bill turned to Pettibone. “Andy, if Sandstrom can’t take his watch, what’s your plan?”

      Rubbing his cheeks, he responded, “I’ll put the quartermasters in port and starboard. Put their chief in the JOOD slot. That may mess with Barrister’s ability to navigate, though.”

      Bill shook his head. “She says they’re all trained up. If that’s what you have to do, go ahead. Give her a head’s up tonight. Tell her if she thinks it’ll be an issue, come see me.” He paused for a moment. “You okay, Andy?”

      Pettibone looked sideways at him before answering. “Yes, sir. I’m fine.” He quickly looked away.

      Bill sat silently for a moment, then said, “Okay, XO, I’ll leave you to it.” He rose, grabbed a fresh cup of tea, and headed for his cabin.
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        * * *

      

      The already jarring news worsened as more reports flooded in. He tried to review the daily Situation Report — SITREP. A summary of Nicholas’s status, he’d ordered Ops to go ahead and assemble it though it wouldn’t be sent off ship. But he struggled to focus. Visions of burning bases and buildings invaded his mind’s eye.

      Just before Taps at 2200, he went to the bridge.

      “Boats, all hands, please.” As the pipe echoed through the ship, Bill reviewed what he’d say. He jumped when the BMOW handed him the mike.

      “Good evening, Nicholas. You all know we’re at war. We’ve been able to dial up the British Broadcasting Corporation on shortwave. There don’t seem to be many American news stations operating right now because power’s down in large swaths of the country. I’m sure they’re working to get it restored.” He summarized what he’d heard.

      Then he turned to what his crew really wanted to hear. “I know you’re all worried about folks back home. Well, it looks as though the enemy deliberately avoided targeting civilians. I wish I had specific information about San Diego. I don’t. But based on what I heard about other places, I’m sure our families are safe. It’s a big city. Even if they were on base, I’m sure the Chinese weren’t trying to take out the exchange, the commissary, or any of the office buildings. They targeted the ships. But remember, those ships have the same weapons we do. I’m sure some put up a fight. So stop worrying. The best thing we can do for the folks back home is keep up the fight out here. I’ll keep you all informed as I hear anything new. I’m sure Third Fleet understands our need to know, but that has to take a back seat to their job of hitting back. That’s all for now.”

      “Thanks, Boats,” he said as he handed the mike back. Striding to his chair, he sat.

      Lieutenant Dolan, the electronics maintenance officer, had the deck until midnight and sidled over to him. “Sir, Ops said we’ve heard nothing from Third Fleet. And Seventh Fleet’s just telling us to keep quiet. Do you really think we’ll get anything else?”

      Bill shrugged. “Hell if I know, Bob. But until I know something else, I have to assume the chain of command’s functioning.”

      The door opened and a shape moved through it. After a few moments while its eyes adjusted to the dark, it came to them and spoke. “Sir, request permission to do the evening prayer.”

      Dolan added, “With your permission, sir, I’ll pass taps on time after.”

      “Permission granted,” Bill answered.

      After the Protestant lay leader finished the evening prayer, the BMOW piped, then passed the word. “Taps, taps, lights out. All hands turn into your bunks. Maintain quiet about the decks. The smoking lamp is out throughout the ship. Maintain darken ship. Now taps.”

      Bill retired to his cabin.
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        * * *

      

      He’d just sat down when a knock interrupted him. “Enter,” he called.

      “Got a minute, Captain?” Irving asked.

      “Sure, XO. Whatcha got?”

      She followed his wave and sat on the sofa. The wardroom mess attendant hadn’t yet come in and converted it to a bunk.

      “I talked to Andy. He’s worried about his wife. Her last email contained more than her flight info for Singapore. She was taking her class of ensigns to one of the destroyers at the naval station for gun fire support training, all week. He thinks she might have been onboard during the attack.”

      “Shit,” was all Bill could muster. “Why didn’t he come up here himself?”

      She smiled briefly. “You know, SWO guilt. He doesn’t want to look like a whiner. Figures he’s got to keep things bottled up. It took a lot to get him to tell me that much.”

      Bill sighed and bit his lip. “What about the others? What about you? Your sister’s in San Diego, right?”

      She shook her head and said, “Yeah, but she works downtown. I’m sure she’s okay. But Landy’s another one I’m worried about. His wife works at the child development center on Miramar. He says he’s not worried, but he wasn’t his usual boisterous self at eight o’clocks.”

      “Dammit!” He threw his head back against the headrest of his chair. Eyes sweeping the cabin, he finally settled on the photo of HMS Rose he’d placed next to the porthole. Finding calm as she sailed toward the camera, he asked, “Remember 9/11?”

      She shook her head. “I was a senior in high school. I didn’t go to UW til the next fall.”

      Bill put his hands behind his head. “I was in fire control officer school, in Newport. Just a dumb ensign. We had the TV on in the classroom, at least until they told us to go home. Once they opened the base back up, Thursday I think it was, we were back in class. One of the instructors came in. I don’t remember what he was teaching. Countermeasures or something like that. But he kept saying things wrong. We kind of made fun of him. Bunch of stupid shits we were.” Bill shook his head and smiled sadly. “Turned out his sister was in one of the towers. He was waiting to hear from her. He never did.” He leaned forward. “Our whole crew is like that lieutenant now. They’re all waiting.”

      “Yes, sir. So we keep them busy. Keep their minds off it. It’s like the first week of deployment, make sure they don’t think of home.”

      Bill nodded. “That’s it exactly. But we can’t run drills
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