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PROLOGUE

There had been no calls all evening, but the young Army corporal manning the Camp David switchboard was neither bored nor drowsy. He was still flushed with pride and pleasure, remembering the thrilling events of the late afternoon, just before he had gone on duty. Boy, what a letter home he would write tomorrow. The impromptu touch football games between the Army detachment and the Secret Service contingent were casually friendly features of most presidential visits to Camp David but today had been excitingly different. Jesus, imagine it. Catching a pass from the famous Captain Steve Cooper and outrunning the president of the United States for a touchdown. His back still felt warm where President Gordon Bennett had slapped him and smilingly panted “nice catch, Corporal.” After hours of inactivity, the broad electronic switchboard abruptly came to life shortly before midnight. The insistent buzzer and flashing amber light of the White House tie-line drew an instantaneous response from the suddenly tense young NCO. “Camp David. Corporal Hardisty.”

“Hi, Jerry, this is Pete.” The corporal relaxed. Pete was Staff Sergeant George Peterson, assistant night shift supervisor of the Army detachment that handled White House communications. As usual, Pete’s instructions were explicit.

“Set up your panel for a Cat Two High-Pri overseas call. We’ve got a hot one coming in from Moscow via the Soviet embassy. The Russian operator—wait till you hear her sexy voice—asked me to set up the Washington terminal routing. She’ll be ready to patch through in five to ten minutes.”

After nearly six months in the president’s communication support detachment, alternating months of duty between the White House and Camp David switchboards, Corporal Jerry Hardisty made the necessary alignment swiftly and surely. When his fingers stopped moving, only the two security circuits from the Secret Service annex to the president’s quarters and the Double Red JCS line remained open in their customary override mode.

“Switchboard ready for straight-pass Cat Two High-Pri. I know where the president is and can ring him in a few seconds whenever the Moscow end is ready.”

“This ain’t for the president. It’s for that hotshot Navy captain—the submarine hero type—the president’s got up there with him. Do you know where he is?”

“Sure do. Captain Cooper and the rest of his gang, including his wife and the First Lady, are all in the kitchen with the president. They just finished dinner—Captain Cooper cooked the whole thing—and now they’re sitting around and talking over coffee and brandy. Some of them are a little smashed. Believe it or not, the president is tending bar.”

“What about the cooks and housekeepers?” Pete sounded incredulous.

“They’ve all been sent up to the staff quarters. There’s not a goddam soul around except for me, two Secret Service men in the guard shack watching the sensor indicators, and Warrant Officer Morrison with his nuclear code box. He’s sitting in the Presidential standby limousine. Even the driver has been released.”

“Sounds like a real party.”

“Wait till I tell you all about it when I rotate back to the White House next week. President and Mrs. Bennett really hit it off with this Captain Steve Cooper and his wife. All four of them were playing touch football with the rest of us this afternoon.”

Pete was clearly envious. “Jeez, that must have been something. Of course, the president and this guy Cooper are a lot alike. Preppy backgrounds, old family money, and high society status. Both of them are bright as hell. I’ve just been reading the current Newsweek article about Cooper. You’ve seen him. What do you think?”

The corporal paused a moment before answering and then said, slowly and thoughtfully, “Yes, I’ve seen the famous Captain Steve Cooper. He’s quite a guy. He’s not very big and he’s kind of quiet but he looks like he’d be damned good at anything he tried. I like him. What does Newsweek say about him?”

“Just a second—I’ve got the article right here. They call him a scientific genius, world-class sailor, fighter, lover, and linguist. He’s got two PhDs—one in physics and one in math—and he can lecture in eleven languages, including Russian, Japanese, and Arabic. Newsweek makes a lot out of his America’s Cup sailing record. He was the skipper of the twelve-meter Valor and successfully defended the Cup twice, in nineteen eighty-three and nineteen eighty-six. He’s also a karate black belt and flies his own airplane. His wife is just as rich as he is. The only question seems to be why he went to Annapolis, stayed in the Navy, and is perfectly happy as a submarine commander. Newsweek says he’s considered internationally to be one of the top two submariners in the world.”

“Who’s the other one?’

“Some Russian admiral named Gorshin. He’s a submarine designer as well as a tactician like Cooper. Gorshin, apparently, is responsible for developing the Soviet Delta-class submarines. The Newsweek article hints this guy Cooper and his submarine, the Minneapolis, were just involved in some kind of secret mission that no one is talking about. They speculate, however, that Cooper and Gorshin may have tangled. The U.S. Navy has announced that Minneapolis is on the way from Pearl Harbor to New London for repairs and there’s been a Washington intelligence leak about the USSR’s new Delta V, which was supposed to be still under construction in Komsomolsk, now headed for shipyard work at Archangelsk.”

“Wow,” the wide-eyed corporal breathed. “I wonder if something like that really happened.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time,” Pete said grimly. “My wife’s got a brother in submarines. He says we’ve lost a few and so have they. I think there’s a … wait a minute … here comes the call. Get ready.”

“Ready.” Corporal Hardisty’s hand hovered over the signal switch for the kitchen phone in the president’s cabin.

Pete’s voice, low and intense, hissed once more across the White House tie-line: “Jesus Christ, it’s him. Gorshin. And he wants to speak to Captain Steve Cooper—in English. Put him through.”

When the phone rang in the kitchen of the president’s quarters, the party chatter ceased. President Gordon Bennett, refilling his own and Nancy Cooper’s brandy snifters, was closest to the phone but he was not alarmed. Noting that the phone was low priority, used principally by the household staff for business and personal calls, Bennett waited for another ring and then calmly answered the phone.

There were two voices. The soft Southern drawl of the Army switchboard operator sounded excited in the foreground: “Mr. President, this is an overseas call from Moscow, patched through the Soviet embassy and White House communications center. It’s in the clear, unscrambled, and it’s for Captain Cooper, sir.”

“Who is calling, Corporal?”

Now the second voice, sultry female tones in the Moscow background, spoke up. The words were English but it was clearly not a native language for the woman speaker.

“This is Admiral Leonid Gorshin, Commander of the Red Navy Submarine Force, calling for American Navy Captain Steven Cooper. Admiral Gorshin is already on the line.”

Gordi Bennett held the phone to his chest.

“Cooper, it’s for you.”

Cooper’s first worried thought, as he took the telephone from the president, was of his ship on the way to Groton from Pearl. Had something happened or was something wrong?

“Cooper here.”

“Good evening, Captain Cooper. This is Leonid Gorshin. I trust you and your daring team are enjoying your modest but well-deserved celebration with the president.”

Cooper was astounded but managed to keep the surprise from his voice. He responded levelly “Good evening, Admiral Gorshin. Or rather, good morning. I hope you are having a pleasant forenoon in Moscow.”

Gorshin laughed wryly. “Very pleasant. It is raining hard. I have just arrived at my office, soaking wet. At the moment, my clothes are hanging over a chair and my aide is trying to find a dry uniform. No matter, my secretary has just handed me a towel and I note that its label says ‘Made in USA.’ Your American towels are wonderful. But so much for small talk. I have called to exchange a few thoughts with you about our recent encounter.”

Cooper hesitated. The kitchen conversation had ended abruptly as the others heard his first words and realized who had called. Every mouth was open and every eye was staring at Steve’s face. He spoke quietly: “First, admiral, perhaps we should think a moment about the men who did not return from our meeting. I deeply regret the loss of your Alfa-class submarine’s crew and your minisub pilots.”

“I agree. Actually, I have thought of little else since. We all grieve for the brave men and their loved ones—you are generous to share our sorrow—but neither of us is a stranger to such tragedies. The policies of our respective governments pit us against each other, sometimes in watchful curiosity and sometimes in anger. Too often, there is a price to be paid. The losses in lives and ships are unfortunate but war is always unfortunate and, I acknowledge, our encounter was war. I intended to destroy you and your submarine and I am certain that you would have killed me and my submarine if that had proved essential to your escape from our submerged ambush.”

Gorshin’s voice was thin, the English precise and scholarly, but Cooper was astonished more by what the Soviet admiral was saying than by how he was saying it. It was incredible that they were carrying on such a conversation on an open unclassified telephone circuit. Obviously, the distinguished Admiral Leonid Gorshin had enough clout in Moscow that he could ignore the ridiculously heavy-handed security practices of the Soviet military. Cooper grinned. Why not? Both the Russians and the Americans knew of the tense savage battle deep in the Sea of Okhotsk. Therefore, there was little to conceal from each other. The only purpose security could serve was to deny the information to the public. Presumably, the White House and Camp David lines were free of bugs but the satellite, microwave, and coaxial links could be monitored by sophisticated measures. Cooper decided to give anyone who might be listening a few more tidbits of knowledge.

“Admiral Gorshin, I am grateful for this opportunity to explain my deception in boarding your awesome new submarine and disabling your crew, for a brief period, with an aerosol anesthetic. I have felt vaguely guilty about what must have appeared a sneaky and piratical …”

Gorshin interrupted. “Enough, Captain. I know how you feel. Initially. I was furious that you had taken advantage of my compassion and, I must admit, it was most disconcerting to be incapacitated, even briefly, by some unknown gas. As I said, however, you and I were at war in the Sea of Okhotsk, despite the uneasy peace that prevails between our two countries. No, Captain, I do not hate you for your artful deception. It was a bold and daring act, conceived with imagination and executed with skill and determination. It is easy for me to admire your courage and audacity. We recognize, of course, that your mission was to gather first-hand intelligence. At first, we were upset—I was personally dismayed—that you had uncovered all our secrets. On reflection, however, we were far less concerned. Now, you know. You know that our giant new Delta V—the prototype of our advanced submarine design, is everything you feared. It is unquestionably the most powerful submarine in the world—fast, versatile, and capable. We are glad that you know this.”

Cooper said quietly, “We know and we agree.”

Gorshin continued. “There is another matter—one stemming from the violent engagement we shared afterwards. I have a suggestion to make. If you can concur in my plan, I believe future generations of submariners will thank us. I propose to prepare a detailed report of my side of our duel and I shall send it to you. You do the same from your perspective and send it to me. Without vanity or immodesty, I think our battle was of unprecedented intensity and should be recorded as a tactical classic.”

Cooper was frank. “Admiral, I am flattered but again I must agree. I have never in my life been as close to defeat by another submarine as when we struggled. Death only inches away and I think luck provided my margin.”

“Nonsense, Captain. You were brilliant. It was I who was nearly overmatched. But I wish to thank you. You eluded my trap, to be sure, but in the process you put my submarine through tests far more grueling than anything our engineers and naval architects had envisioned. The Delta V, as you call it, is now known to be vastly more maneuverable and more capable than any of us had dared to dream. I am grateful for the superb challenge you and your submarine provided.”

“Thank you again, Admiral. I will send you the full account of my submerged tactics and shall look forward to reading yours.”

Gorshin’s voice was pleased. “Good. There is only one thing more. Our two nations are unlikely to resolve their differences soon. Our national goals and our views of the world simply do not coincide. As long as the tensions between us exist, our respective submarine forces will be in opposition. I am sure we will meet again. I hope we met as friends—but that may not be possible. If we must meet as enemies, let us meet as we have already met—once. Fully committed and no holds barred.”

“Agreed. Farewell, Admiral. Until then.”

“Until then.”

The line went dead. Cooper’s face was soberly contemplative.

“Did he want something, Coop?” the president asked.

“Yes, he did. He wanted to congratulate us on a fight well fought and he also wants to know the details, from my point of view, of our two-hour submerged dogfight.”

“And you recommend giving that to him?”

“Yes. Submariners are like chess players in some respects and like poker players in some respects. Our submarine versus submarine tactics are thoughtful and deliberate but they’re also violent and coldly bluffing, with very high stakes. Occasionally, we play brilliantly—even our mistakes are brilliant. In our Sea of Okhotsk duel, Gorshin and I played at the top of our forms. We were driving each other to the absolute limits of human and material performance. Neither of us was perfect or flawless but we were damned close. Gorshin is right. We should tell our colleagues about the incredible things we did. There’s some personal pride involved, I suppose, but it’s not entirely ego gratification. The entire submarine community, worldwide, will benefit.”

“Why do we want to help the Russians?”

“The usual reason. The more they know about our skill, readiness, and capabilities, the less likelihood they’ll miscalculate and stumble into a red hot shooting war.” Cooper smiled grimly. “I’ll tell you this. The report I send to Gorshin will cool off a lot of Soviet submarine tigers who think they want to tangle with an American submarine.”

“Do you agree with the admiral that you’ll meet again, sometime, someplace?”

“It’s inevitable.”

“You say that like you’re looking forward to it.”

“I think I am.”


CHAPTER ONE

At its best, the General Dynamics Electric Boat Division submarine building and repair facility at Groton, Connecticut, was not an attractive place. Even in the warm New England summer, with the trees in leaf and soft offshore breezes wafting up the Thames River, the shipyard was noisy, dreary, and cluttered. In the winter of 1991-92, as both North America and Europe reeled under the most savage Arctic-type weather in several decades, EB Groton was a disaster area and shipyard working conditions were almost impossible. Snowplows, driven by half-frozen cursing men, worked continuously as blizzard after blizzard swept down from the northeast, repeatedly burying the huge building ways and industrial shops in white drifts.

As he had for weeks, Captain Steve Cooper arrived at the main gate in the diesel-powered Land Rover his wife, Nancy, had given him for his forty-second birthday in early November, when the severity of the coming winter was already obvious. The Land Rover’s four-wheel drive had been a godsend in the continuing heavy snows and Steve had come to regard the squat ugly vehicle with grateful affection. He had named it Minnie Junior after the Minneapolis, the sleek, deadly nuclear attack submarine he commanded, called Minnie by its hand-picked crew.

At the moment, however, Minneapolis was neither sleek nor deadly. Since September, when its one-of-a-kind BQQ-14 sonar had been damaged in a dangerous covert mission into the Russian-controlled Sea of Okhotsk, Minnie had been undergoing major repair surgery. It now rested on the keel blocks of an Electric Boat drydock, its steel bow superstructure plating ripped open as shipyard engineers and scientists from the nearby Underwater Sound Laboratory performed their sensitive rebuilding operation. Steve and his crew would have vastly preferred to conduct the repairs in their Pearl Harbor home port but the unique and highly classified BQQ-14 sonar (called the world’s best kept secret) could only be reconstructed at EB Groton where the design lab was conveniently at hand.

It was a gray, bitterly cold Monday morning in late January, 1992, as Cooper drove through the shipyard gate. The security guard, a burly young redhead in a snow-dusted fur parka, waved a cheery greeting and Steve smiled as he waved back. The husky civilian guard was one of his favorite sparring partners in the advanced karate sessions Steve taught twice a week at the Submarine Base gymnasium three miles up the river.

Inside the gate, Cooper turned right and followed a freshly plowed path through the heavy industrial area toward the waterfront. He parked on the apron of the drydock where Minnie lay, scowling at the dozens of service lines—electrical cables, compressed air hoses, and welding leads—that festooned his ship, then emerged from his car. Gathering his own parka around him and hunching himself against the raw wind, Steve hurried on board, pausing only to return the salute of his deck watch, alert in the snow-covered shack at the head of the brow.

“Good morning, Captain. This weather is really a bitch. When you gonna take us home to Pearl’s sunshine and palm trees?”

“Soon, Murray, soon. Sea trials in three weeks, then it’s back to the Pacific. You’ll be surfing again by the end of March.”

As always when Steve returned on board, his executive officer, Commander Walt Bryant, was waiting for him as he slid through the hatch and climbed down the ladder. Cooper often wondered if Walt ever left the ship except for his occasional evenings at the comfortable old beach cottage the Coopers had leased for the duration of Minnie’s repair work at EB. Steve felt vaguely guilty that only he had been able to afford to bring his wife along during the submarine’s protracted absence from its Pearl Harbor home port. The Navy did not pay for such short-term family ship-following and, although Cooper’s private wealth would easily have permitted him to pick up the moving tab for his entire crew, he knew they would have been offended by that kind of offer. To mitigate the loneliness of their separations, however, Cooper had twice quietly chartered an American jet to fly half of his crew at a time back to Pearl for a few days leave. That, at least, they had allowed without embarrassment, believing that their captain had swung some kind of deal through his family business holdings in a score of major corporations—textiles, banks, plastics, electronics, and air lines.

This morning, however, Walt Bryant’s customary grin of welcome was missing. Obviously tense, he began speaking while Steve was still climbing down the ladder.

“I’ve got a Top Secret message for you, skipper. It just came aboard—delivered by an officer courier from the SubBase—and I locked it in my safe. It’s for your eyes only.”

“Okay, Walt. How was the weekend on board?”

“Quiet. USNUSL (abbreviation for U.S. Navy Underwater Sound Laboratory, pronounced us-nussel) is working around the clock now. Even the senior acoustic engineers are on a three-shift basis. I talked to old Dr. Forster last night and he still thinks they’ll get us out on time.”

“The BQQ-14 is still the controlling job, then?”

“Yep.

Everything else is either buttoned up or about to be. The shipyard quality control and non-destructive test teams have finished the piping weld radiographing and the readouts look good. There’s one section of secondary loop that will need to be redone and rechecked, but Whitey Dunn says he’ll start certifying hull systems this week.”

“Good.”

Cooper and Bryant made an oddly-different pair as they proceeded forward through the submarine, pausing occasionally to view a job in progress or ask a few quick questions of a shipyard worker or uniformed crewman. Walt Bryant was a tall, dark-haired, and leanly handsome career submarine officer of thirty-seven with the same aura of swift grace and controlled power that had made him an All-American wide receiver at the Naval Academy fifteen years earlier. Cooper’s wife Nancy, also tall and dark, loved to dance with Walt. Cooper, himself, was small and wiry with curly sandy hair, toughly clean-cut features, and a hard compact body. That was only his physical appearance, however. Behind the façade of quiet professional competence, typical of most successful U.S. submarine skippers, was one of America’s top theoretical physicists, a world-class sailor with Olympic and America’s Cup twelve-meter credentials, and an awesomely versatile linguist with first-language proficiency in Russian, French, German, Spanish, and Japanese.

Cooper paused at his exec’s tiny stateroom as Walt spun the desk safe dial, opened it, and extracted a long brown envelope.

“Here it is, skipper. The courier said you should burn the message after reading it.”

Steve nodded silently, already ripping open the outer and inner envelopes. The inner envelope was stamped TOP SECRET—STILETTO. It had been months since he had seen the latter code word and, although Cooper was a veteran of a dozen sensitive STILETTO missions, he always felt a tiny thrill of excitement when he realized another such operation was developing.

The message inside was brief and disappointingly vague. Cooper read it twice and then, ignoring the instructions that he alone should see the message, he handed it to Walt. Cooper had no secrets from his executive officer. It had always seemed stupid to him to play the silly C.O. EYES ONLY game. Once, years ago in the old Rayfish, when Cooper had been an exec, he had found himself faced with a dying captain and no clear idea of what he was to do in the dangerous waters at the entrance of Vladivostok.

Walt scanned the few lines of the decrypted text and looked up questioningly.

“Finished, Captain?”

“Yes, go ahead and burn it.” The words were already recorded in Cooper’s computer-like brain.

FROM: COMSUBLANT

TO: MINNEAPOLIS

TOP SECRET—STILETTO—C.O. EYES ONLY

WHEN REPAIRS COMPLETED AND READY FOR SEA ABOUT 22 FEBRUARY, PROCEED ELEUTHERA AND AUTEC RANGE IN BAHAMAS FOR SONAR TRIALS. URGENT COMPLETE TRIALS BY 27 FEBRUARY FOR UPCOMING STILETTO MISSION IN INDIAN OCEAN WHILE ENROUTE PEARL.

 

Entering his own small stateroom which doubled as his office, Cooper quickly leafed through the papers waiting on his desk. As Walt had said, there was very little of importance in the weekend reports and test results. He signed an emergency leave authorization for a crewman whose father was critically ill in Oregon, initialed the weekly bill of fare, and approved a chatty newsletter to be mailed to Minneapolis families and friends. 

Cooper had boarded his ship at 0730. Now, promptly at 0800, his department heads began appearing in succession to report anything of significance. It was an old familiar routine, rooted in centuries of naval tradition and custom, but there was nothing formal about the process. Minnie’s officers, all hand-picked by Cooper, were very bright, very poised, and very experienced. They liked each other, loved their assignment, and adored their skipper.

Lieutenant Commander Larry Benedict, chief engineer, was first. Stocky and blond, he was not his customary ebullient self this morning.

“The NDT (non-destructive testing) team gave me their interim report last night. It’s a goddamn disaster. We’ve got about fifteen welds, mostly in the secondary loop, to do over. The Shop Fifty-Six quarterman says two days but I’m guessing a week and Whitey Dunn’s people will need another week for envelope certification. If there are any more hitches, we won’t make our fast cruise and sea trial dates.”

“What’s the real problem, Larry?”

“The same as always—stainless-steel welder quals. We’ve got better guys in our own crew—Thompson and Dunlap, for example—but we can’t use them in the shipyard. The unions would walk out before they burned half a welding rod.”

“Okay, Larry, what are you doing about it?” Steve knew perfectly well that his hotshot engineer would already have solved the problem. He waited.

Larry grinned. “I took the whole gang out for a few drinks last night. After Scotty MacPherson knocked back the better part of a fifth of Glenlivet, he began hearing bagpipes and was easy to convince. He’s shifting three clods to inside pipefitter work at Shop Fifty-Six and we’ll be getting three super replacements from Quality Assurance.”

Lieutenant Commander Dave Whitney had nothing to report but steady on-schedule progress in his weapons department. Operations officer Lieutenant Ron Pearson, who followed, provided a crisp point-by-point summary of the complex BQQ-14 repair work. The huge bow array had been buttoned up and around-the-clock testing was now in progress. Lieutenant (junior grade) Nick Parelli, Minnie’s sonar officer with a PhD in electronic engineering, was monitoring the intricate test procedures, concentrating his efforts on the sonar/computer interfaces that drove the remarkable three-dimensional plotting system in the attack center. The 3-D plot, in a sense, was Cooper’s baby. Wording with Sperry-Rand cyberneticists, who had designed Minnie’s paired AN/UYK-50 computers, Steve and two brilliant young MIT mathematicians had explored and pushed back the frontiers of microprocessor simulation. The result had been the integrated melding of the unique new sonar—the most advanced in the world—with a dazzling network of signal analyzers and data manipulators. The total cost of the experimental but astonishingly effective system had been well over one hundred million dollars, eighty for the sonar suite and twenty for the complex minicomputer system. At critical development junctures when Pentagon bureaucrats carelessly or deliberately screwed-up Navy funding for the project, Cooper had kept the research effort alive by quietly arranging support from one of his family’s financial institutions.

Ultimately, there had been a furious phone call from Steve’s Uncle Ned, the corporate comptroller at Cooper Enterprises’ investment headquarters in New York.

“Steve, boy, what the hell are you doing?” I’m looking at a four million line of credit statement for two college professors no one here has ever heard of. You’re listed as the account executive—which
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