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CHAPTER ONE

Summer, 1991

The world was at peace. The peace was uneasy. The Chinese and the Russians glared at each other across Afghanistan and Mongolia. East and West Germany scowled across the wall. Castro was dead and Cuba was back in the western bloc. All of the Middle East except Egypt and Israel was a Russian client. India and Pakistan fought a lackluster border war in which some three-hundred people a year, mostly civilians, were killed. South America, Central America, and Mexico remained puppets of the United States.

The world was divided into two camps, one side headed by the Russians, the other by the United States. The United States was clearly the stronger of the two sides since the Chinese had agreed to allow U.S. missile sites to be scattered along the Sino-Russian border in 1986.

The Russians had hopes that the balance of power would shift back to them in the summer of 1991 with the launching of the giant Delta V submarine. The Delta V was the dream ship of Admiral Leonid Gorshin. Its length overall was three hundred meters, crush depth was calculated at eighteen hundred meters; its speed was estimated by its architects to be in excess of forty knots. It was equipped with ICBMs, cruise missiles, wire-guided and inertial torpedoes, antiaircraft defenses, unmanned, remotely controlled aircraft, and two midget submarines. The sub had a ninety-foot beam and drew fifty feet.

The Delta V submarine was the most powerful weapon ever built. By itself, it could annihilate half the planet.

Six Delta Vs were being built under conditions of utmost secrecy.

In the situation room in the basement of the White House, silent, white-smocked technicians, most of them wearing headphones, roamed about the giant plastic globe and the equally huge rectilinear Mercator, positioning electronic facsimiles of ships, aircraft, satellites, and ground forces. The room was silent, except for the whisper of the filtering air and the murmured conversation of the five men clustered together near the center of the forty-by-sixty-foot room. Gordon Bennett, the forty-fifth president of the United States was forty-five years old. He was wearing loafers; no socks; gray flannel trousers; a brown V-necked, long-sleeved cashmere sweater; and no shirt. He listened intently to the four aides briefing him.

Nathan Goldman, National Security Adviser, was a small, wiry, street-smart corporation lawyer who had worked his way up to Wall Street from the Grand Concourse. As he spoke, his tone was casual, but what he was saying was not.

“The word I get from Wainwright and independent sources, who have proved reliable in the past, is that launch will take place in the next week or so. When that happens, we become number two. We not only become number two, we become a second-rate power. Like Norway, say, or Portugal. The Ivans will be number one and all the rest of us are also-rans.”

“An exaggeration?” President Bennett asked pleasantly, his eyebrows lifted.

“An understatement if anything,” Herbert Rowan, Secretary of Defense put in. “Wainwright’s mole on Gorshin’s staff says two minisubs instead of one in the initial design and forty-eight ICBMs instead of sixteen. It’s a death machine, Mr. President. It’s the best death machine ever built.”

“Isn’t it awful that we can actually think in terms of the best death machine, that their death machinery is better than ours, that the Russians are now better than we are because they can kill more people quicker than we can? Christ, what a world we’ve built.”

Lyman Wainwright, Director of CIA, spoke impassively, ignoring what the president had just said. He did not look at the president when he spoke. He spoke to a spot on the floor midway between him and the president, who stood three feet away. “I’ve had some of my best field men on this since the mid-Eighties and we don’t know squat about the Delta V. For sure we know where it’s being built and for sure we know when it’ll be launched. And that’s all we know for sure. All the rest is well-informed conjecture. My own personal belly-feel guess is that ninety percent of what we conjecture is true. And if I’m right, Gordi, and I am right, we’re up shit’s creek without a paddle. We’ve fucking had it.”

Wainwright and Bennett were Princeton classmates. They had known each other more than twenty years. It would have been ludicrous for Wainwright to call Bennett “Mr. President” or to use formal language.

The president did not acknowledge that Wainwright had spoken. He looked instead at Jonas Matthews, Chairman of JCS, at sixty the oldest man in the group. “What do you think, Admiral?” the president asked almost deferentially. The president had served under the admiral as a young naval aviator twenty years earlier.

The admiral looked grim. “I think we should stop guessing and find out for certain what the hell a Delta V is. The best guesses in the world are not the same thing as knowing for sure.”

“How can we find out for sure?” the president asked softly.

“The ship is being built at Komsomolsk. That means it’s a virtual certainty that sea trials will be held in the Sea of Okhotsk. We should have an observer there.”

“How do we manage that, Admiral? Okhotsk is a Soviet lake. Getting an observer in there would be like their getting an observer into the Pentagon.”

“I have no idea how. Let’s turn that problem over to the smartest man in the Navy.”

The president looked amused. “As chairman of JCS, I thought you were the smartest man in the Navy.”

The admiral smiled. “I am the smartest man in the Navy with the most experience. There is one man in the service who is smarter than I am, but because he’s fifteen years younger than I am, he isn’t as experienced.”

“Cooper?”

“Yes, sir. Cooper.”

“I thought Cooper was a publicity stunt. I mean nobody’s that good. He’s a linguist, a lover, a physicist, a drunk, black belt, a naval tactician, an author; he’s won the America’s Cup twice. I don’t believe any of it. He’s an invention of the Navy’s public affairs people.”

“Don’t forget that after Choate, he did a year at Harvard, graduated with a three-point-nine average from the academy, did a year at MIT, and a year at Oxford on a Rhodes scholarship. He married one of the Saltonstall girls, and between her money and his, he’s one of the richest men in the United States.”

“Yeah.” The president grinned. “The son of a bitch has more money than I do.”

“A lot of people think he’s a kind of a fancy Dan and a publicity hound. He’s not, Mr. President. He’s a very shy guy. He avoids the limelight as much as he possibly can. He’s kind of like Albert Einstein. His accomplishments are so great, the press just can’t afford to leave him alone, no matter how much it pains him to put up with their questions.”

“I’m going to reserve judgment on Cooper until I meet him. Where is he now?”

“His ship, Minneapolis, is based at Pearl. He’s probably on patrol now.”

“Can you get him on the horn?”

“Yes, sir. Even if he’s down deep, I can get him. He’ll have a wire skinning along a couple hundred feet down. I’ll send a VLF bell-ringer to get him to periscope depth. You can be talking to him on single side band out of Jim Creek in an hour or less.”

“O.K., Admiral, get him on the blower.”

Nate Goldman spoke: “The Sea of Okhotsk is a dangerous place, Mr. President. We’ve lost some recon planes there. We’ve lost a submarine there. The Russians regard it as a private preserve. Foreigners are strictly unwelcome. If they detect Cooper, and they probably will, they’ll sink the boat and we won’t be able to do anything about it. We have no business in the Sea of O.”

“Then how do you suggest we get information about the Delta V?”

“Give me a day or so and I’ll see what we can come up with. Maybe we can do something with a satellite. Maybe we can drop some sound-detecting equipment. Cooper has the best ears in the service. Could be he could listen to recordings of the Delta V in passage and come up with some answers: how big it is, how fast, how deep, and so on.”

“Nate, you’re a good man, but you don’t understand. I don’t give a damn how big it is or how fast it can go or how deep it can dive. All I care about is how dangerous it is. Everybody seems to think we become second best when the Delta becomes operational. What I want to know is are we or are we not? If the Delta leaves us still in the catbird’s seat, then I can forget about the Delta. If it presents a danger, then I have to decide which way to go. We have a lot of options short of war.”

At the mention of the dread word “war,” the men looked at each other uneasily. They left the situation room together in a group, silently, each man wrapped in thought, each contemplating the possibility of the United States becoming a second-class power for the first time in nearly sixty years. In all that time, the U.S. had treated the Soviets, generally, with restraint. Now that the shoe was to be on the other foot, could the U.S. expect similar even-handedness from them? Or would the Soviets make intolerable demands? What might these demands be? Would they demand the removal of our missiles from the Chinese mainland? How would we respond to such a demand? If we refused, how would they respond? Troops? Missiles? Both? And then what would we do? Destroy their bases in San Salvador?

Gordon Bennett did not join the others in the elevator. He walked up the fire stairwell to the gymnasium. At the side of the swimming pool, he kicked off his loafers and stripped off his clothes. He dived into the still water, sleek as an otter, and swam twenty laps effortlessly, gracefully. He climbed out of the pool, then put his clothes back on, not bothering to dry himself, and walked to the Oval Office. No Secret Service personnel trailed him. One of his first official acts had been to summon the secretary of the treasury, telling him to call off the Secret Service presidential guard. “Having a president surrounded by those jokers has never done a bit of good,” Bennett pointed out reasonably. “If anyone wants to shoot a politician, there’s no way in the world to stop him. So why make the taxpayers pay for all those guys?”

The secretary grumbled, but he gave in in the end, after Bennett made it clear that if he did not accede to his wishes, his resignation would be asked for on the spot.

Bennett walked into his office, smiled at Rose Brady—his secretary—walked behind his desk, and sat down. He folded The New York Times open to the crossword-puzzle page and rapidly began filling in the squares with a felt-tipped pen. In ten minutes, he completed the difficult puzzle that contained a collection of outrageous puns, acronyms, homophones, anagrams, antonyms, and homonyms. He toyed briefly with the idea of having the Times crossword editor shot, rejected it, looked at his watch, and noted that it was a few minutes after noon. He flipped a switch on the desk communicator. “You free for dinner?” he asked Rose. She swiveled around in her chair and nodded yes.

“Shall I order something in or do you want to eat on the lawn?” she asked.

“I’m stuck in the office today. I’m going to talk to Steve Cooper on the telephone in a few minutes. Order for Matthews, too.”

“The Steve Cooper?”

“Yes, damn it, The Steve Cooper. Did you think I’d talk to some other Steve Cooper?”

Rose laughed. She knew when she asked girlishly if Bennett were about to talk to the Steve Cooper, that he would feel a twinge of jealousy. He hated it when she expressed an interest in other men just as she hated it when he expressed an interest in women other than herself and his wife Martha. Rose had been his secretary for nearly twenty years. Their relationship was very close. It was widely suspected that they were lovers.

Rose ordered dinner and wine from the commissary and brought them into his office. They were eating when Cooper came on the line.


CHAPTER TWO

In the typically gray dawn of a Manchurian morning, Li Yuan Chang emerged from the mud hut that served as a barracks for the small Chinese Army detachment on the outskirts of Tongchun. The dreary barracks hut and its companion building, a windowless concrete structure, stood alone on the only hill in the entire area, fenced off from the village by a high barbed-wire barricade. It had rained during the night. Li Yuan moodily avoided the puddles as he picked his way along the dirt path toward the low concrete building. He paused at the entrance, a remarkably heavy steel door, and glanced briefly at the thin smoke of cooking fires from the village below. Turning his head, he then bestowed a longer, more thoughtful look at the Amur River marking the Soviet border two miles to the north. A Chinese soldier on the watchtower lifted his automatic weapon in salute, but Li Yuan ignored the gesture.

He pushed the buzzer beside the doorway—one long, two short, another long—and the steel door slid open, closing behind him the instant he crossed the threshold. Inside was another world, brightly lighted and humming with activity as a half-dozen men—all in the same quilted blue uniform Li Yuan wore—worked at gleaming racks of communication equipment and computer consoles. The faces were Chinese, but the conversation flowing back and forth was in English.

A slight young Oriental seated at a desk-sized panel of flickering lights swung around as Li Yuan appeared.

“Morning, boss,” he called out cheerfully.

“Good morning, Charlie,” Li Yuan responded, acknowledging with a wave the other smiles of greeting from the rest of his watch section.

This was Site X, first of the secret monitoring stations the People’s Republic of China was quietly permitting the United States to establish along the Soviet frontier in Manchuria. Sixteen National Security Agency technicians, all Chinese-Americans with special Russian language training, manned the site. The team was headed by Li Yuan Chang—in reality, Chicago-born NSA field director John Chang—who supervised the whole operation. The wire fence around the site and the three high watchtowers inside, characteristic of most rundown Chinese Army outposts, were cleverly engineered receiving antennae, precisely configured to intercept Soviet radio transmissions from Komsomolsk, two hundred miles up the Amur River valley.

As usual, John Chang first examined the night-watch log on Charlie Ho’s desk. Nothing exciting there.

“What’s going on this morning, Charlie?”

“Not much, John. A tug is moving a couple of barges out of drydock. There was a hell of a party at the shipyard last night for some VIP from Moscow. We think he just flew in for that ceremony they’re planning this afternoon. We don’t know what kind of ceremony it is, but my guess is they’re going to welcome the Komsomolsk soccer team home. They lost a squeaker in the all-Russia finals yesterday. As for the local news, we’re going to have some more rain, and on the national news, Premier Bolgan has a bad cold. What’s for breakfast?”

John had not eaten. He hated the dark underground kitchen and dinette beneath the barracks hut and thoroughly mistrusted the surly cook, one of the four genuine Chinese Army men in the compound. He shrugged off Charlie’s query about breakfast and slipped on a pair of earphones. The headset was patched into a sensitive receiver monitoring the Komsomolsk shipyard command network. Gently turning up the volume and adjusting the noise filter, John listened to the Russian voices. As Charlie had indicated, the transmissions concerned a ceremony later in the day. Expressionless and disinterested, he was about to remove the headset when, abruptly, a long-awaited key phrase crackled through the earphones. There were a few more words, then another unmistakable code-word indicator caused his face to light up.

“Tape this, Charlie. Get it on high-pri channels two and three for direct playback to Washington on our next satellite up-link window. The Delta V’s being launched this afternoon and Gorshin himself is on hand for the show. Here we go.”

John Chang laughed softly as he watched his assistant’s hands, flicking on and adjusting recorders, as they moved over the supervisory console.

The main event was starting.

Twelve hundred miles north of the Hawaiian Islands and six-hundred feet down in the dark cold water of the North Pacific, USS Minneapolis (SSN 765) cruised silently east, trailing one of the older Soviet Delta III ballistic missile submarines, en route to its deterrent station several hundred miles off the California coast.

Minneapolis, newest of the Trenton-class nuclear attack submarines, represented the best in U.S. submarine technology. Propelled by two General Electric S-II-W water-cooled natural-circulation reactors and steam/electric turbines rated at thirty-four thousand shaft horsepower each, Minneapolis (called Minnie by her hand-picked crew) was capable of forty knots at full power. Even racing through the depths at top speed, however, Minnie was remarkably quiet. The turbine blades and reduction gears were machined to a millionth of an inch, and every piece of equipment throughout the submarine was meticulously shock-mounted and sound-isolated. A two-inch-thick pressure hull of HY-220 steel, incredibly hard and precision-welded by men more like graduate engineers than journeyman welders, permitted Minnie to operate at depths down to three thousand feet. Test depth was therefore three thousand feet, where Minnie had often been, and crush depth, which no one had any intention of testing, had been theoretically calculated as forty-two hundred feet.

On Minnie’s initial sea trials, when her skipper, Captain Steve Cooper, had first taken the ship down at her test depth, he laconically noted in his log “All welds held.” He had thought briefly of appending “and at those prices, they should” but had suppressed the impulse. Men who could weld HY-220 steel were paid thirty-two dollars an hour when you could find them. They worked in white dust-free clothing and neither drank nor smoked, for their work demanded hands as steady as an ophthalmic surgeon’s.

At the moment, however, Capt. Steve Cooper was not thinking of pressure hulls, test depths, and overpaid welders. He was not, in fact, thinking of much of anything. He was bored stiff.

For the past hour, Steve had been sitting between his two sonar operators at the green-lighted BQQ-14 console. The broad-band and narrow-band sounds radiated by the Delta III ahead of him were being picked up by the sensitive passive-listening array occupying most of Minnie’s sleek black bow. These incoming sounds were transformed by the huge date processor behind Steve into a variety of frequency and locator displays on the eerie pale-green panel.

All three men were attired in the rumpled blue Dacron coveralls of the American submariner, worn without rank insignia or markings other than a stenciled name patch over the pocket. From time to time, one of their hands would reach out to make a sensitivity adjustment or type out a query to the paired AN/UYK-50 computers flanking the console. After each such input question, whichever computer was momentarily idle answered in a string of words mixed with symbols and numbers. The response to Cooper’s most recent inquiry was now flashing at the top of the screen, TARGET ASPECT UNCHANGED—UNABLE TO RESOLVE RANGE RATE DISCREPANCIES BUT RATE NO LONGER ZERO.

“What do you think, Chief? Are we closing a bit?”

Cooper addressed the pudgy balding man on his left. Chief Sonar Technician Frank Hollis was Minnie’s leading sonar man, and despite his mild fatherly appearance, was a mentally tough veteran of a dozen similar trailing operations.

“Maybe just a tad, Captain. Signal-to-noise ratio is about three-point-three now. It was three-point-one to three-point-two a little while ago. You said to stay back about eight thousand yards, and although my readout is fluctuating, the computer seems to think we’re a little closer. Average is about seventy-five hundred or seventy-six hundred. Want to pull off and get a bearing-rate range? We haven’t done that since about noon.”

Cooper briefly considered this idea. “No. We’ll just slow down a bit.” He depressed the button on the 21MC intercom and spoke softly into the microphone: “Attack center, this is the captain in sonar. Drop five turns.”

The equally quiet voice of Lieutenant Ron Pearson, conning officer of the watch in Minnie’s attack center, came back over speaker in front of Steve: “Attack center, aye, sir. Reducing speed by five rpm.” Pause, then: “Captain, evening meal had been secured and all squared away. Request permission to start the movie in the crew’s mess. It’s an oldie—Star Wars—but there’s a ninety-ninety Super Bowl short, Redskins and Chargers. Will you be attending?”

“Not tonight, Ron. I’ll be doing some paperwork. Please turn the conn over to the diving officer and relieve me in here then you can start the movie aft. Be sure they rig for earphones only—no speakers. We’ll shift to
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