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      The sprawling metropolis of Rio de Janeiro spread out ahead of and below the U.S.S. Paducah as she circled slowly in over the Baia de Guanabara, chugging along at three hundred feet.

      Captain William Henry Hudson Southerland had been in Rio six years before—in 1908, when he’d been a brand-new sky captain in command of the U.S.N. leviathan battleship Maine during the epic around-the-world cruise of Roosevelt’s Great White Fleet. Then, as now, the city’s environs seen from the air made him think of a huge bowl, hemmed in between the mountains and the waters of the bay, with dozens of small but steeply rounded hills everywhere breaking the bowl’s symmetry. Those hills created patchwork neighborhoods crammed in together cheek-by-jowl in a riot of color and congestion, with upper-class districts jammed in next to teeming favelas, the city’s infamous slum districts.

      South, on the Urca Peninsula separating Rio’s Guanabara Bay and the broad, blue vista of the Atlantic Ocean, rose the weirdly mounded skyward thrust of Sugarloaf, the geological icon of Rio de Janeiro. He’d heard the locals had tried to make the place into a tourist attraction a couple of years back by building an aerial cable car line that stretched from a lower hill on the peninsula all the way to the top of Sugarloaf.

      They had a way to go before the place became a tourist destination, though. The exotic beauty of the city’s surroundings was marred by the slums and, almost directly below and to starboard, the smoke and industrial filth of Caju, where open gondolas were parked rank upon rank on a tangled spaghetti of rail lines, each filled to overflowing with mountains of glistening coal.

      Next to Southerland stood the Paducah’s captain, Commander Raymond Chisolm. “Well, Commodore,” he said, rubbing the bristly hair on his jaw, “looks like we made it after all.”

      The honorific “commodore” was strictly a courtesy title, of course. Chisolm was the Paducah’s captain, but it was deemed impolitic to have two captains on board a Navy vessel, and though Chisolm’s rank was only sky commander, he was the captain of the ship. In the interests of avoiding confusion, other Navy captains on board as passengers, like Southerland, received honorary—and strictly temporary—promotions.

      Southerland, dark-haired, gray-eyed, and with all the gravitas available to his 39 years, grinned at the younger officer. “Were you ever in doubt, Ray?”

      “Hell, yeah! We might—might—have about thirty tons of coal left in our bunkers. I won’t be happy until we’ve taken on a full load.”

      “You’re just nervous that there aren’t any coaling stations anywhere between Panama City and Rio.”

      Chisolm shrugged. “Hell, sir, thirty-three hundred miles of jungle, mountains, savannah, and cattle ranches between there and here. Miserable country to ground out in, with a helluva long hike to the nearest liberty port!”

      The Paducah was a Dubuque-class gunboat with an overall length of 174 feet, displacing 1085 tons and with a capacity in her coal bunkers of some 272 tons. She’d left Key West four days ago, flying straight to Panama City at the south end of the nearly completed canal, where she’d taken on a full load of coal, and a bit extra. Looping out over the Caribbean to avoid a high-altitude passage over the Andes, she’d then swung inland over Venezuela and steamed south for Rio. Her airspeed en route had been a constant balancing act between speed and range; you went farther if you went slower, as the coal produced the steam that generated the electrical power that generated lift in the electroid tanks and drove the ship’s three ducted screws.

      A civilian walked onto the bridge from the wireless room. “Permission to enter the bridge, Captain?”

      “Come ahead, Mr. Waverly,” Chisolm said.

      An older man bewhiskered with old-fashioned muttonchops joined them—the President’s special envoy. Southerland knew the skipper didn’t care for the man, though whether that was because Waverly was a civilian or an appointed politician, he wasn’t sure.

      “So, Southerland,” Waverly said, pulling a gold pocket watch from his trousers and looking at it critically. “Are you ready to go ashore?”

      “I need to change into full-dress, Mr. Waverly.”

      “Hmph. Don’t make me late. This affair is vitally important to America’s interests.”

      A bell rang from an aft bulkhead…three sets of two loud dings, followed by a lone seventh. “Seven bells of the afternoon watch, Mr. Waverly,” Southerland said. “That’s three-thirty o’clock in civilian time, and the reception begins at seven. Plenty of time.”

      “At least let us put the Paddy down and get her feet wet first, Mr. Waverly,” Chisolm said. “Or were you planning on flying to the palace under your own power?”

      “Hmph.”

      Waverly, Southerland thought, is a lot more interested in going to the reception than I am. Brazil’s president would be signing a new defense pact with the United States tonight, and was hosting a formal diplomatic reception at the Catete Palace to commemorate both the treaty and the arrival of the Paducah, a U.S. Navy leviathan.

      “Captain Chisolm!” a lookout called from the bridge starboard wing. “Semaphore message from port: ‘You are clear to approach. Surface at your discretion. Await harbor pilot.’”

      “Very well. Acknowledge, please. Descent readiness, Mr. Johansen.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain,” the senior bridge pilot replied. “Ship rigged fore and aft for surface running. All watertight doors secured and dogged. All ship stations report manned and ready, sir.”

      “Very well. Take us down.”

      With graceful elegance, Paducah descended through Rio de Janeiro’s sky, the westering sun sharply cut off by the jungle-clad peaks of the Serra do Mendanha as they dropped below 200 feet. With leadsmen fore and aft calling off altitude, she gently lowered herself until she kissed the water…settling in deeper and deeper, the dirty waters of the bay lapping up to her waterline.

      The harbor pilot was just coming aboard when Southerland left the bridge, proceeding aft and down a companionway to his quarters. There, he changed into his dress whites, complete with the sleek gleam of his presentation sword in its black scabbard and belt. A model 1872 naval officer’s sword forged by J.A. Frederick Horr of Philadelphia, it had his name engraved into the chasing of the blade, within the hilt-end of the fuller. A decided cut above the usual officer’s sword—he smiled at the pun—it had been given to him by none other than the President of the United States, Theodore Roosevelt, after the successful conclusion of the Perdicaris Affair.

      Roosevelt, it seemed, was convinced Southerland might have had something to do with his successful bid for election in 1904. He’d been in command of the leviathan light cruiser Cleveland, taking the ship deep into the Moroccan desert to rescue Ion Perdicaris, a civilian expatriate in Tangiers kidnapped by a Berber chieftain as a pawn in a political struggle with the Moroccan sultanate.

      Sword buckled into place, he next pulled the dark mahogany case from his travel grip and opened it. The medal gleamed gold against the dark velvet liner of the box.

      This had been Roosevelt’s idea, too—the Medal of Honor for “gallantry in action above and beyond the call of duty.” Southerland suppressed a grimace. He emphatically did not believe he deserved the thing; he’d done his duty in Morocco, nothing more.

      Normally he wore the blue service ribbon with five small, gold stars on his left breast above his other decorations, but in full dress the entire medal was de rigueur, required by regulations. He slipped the sky-blue ribbon over his head and adjusted the fall of the medal on his uniform. At least, he thought with wry amusement, it will serve a purpose here in Rio. His orders were to impress the locals…orders that had come straight from the man who’d presented him with the medal—Theodore Roosevelt himself.

      By the time he got back to the bridge, the local pilot was standing beside the helmsman, guiding them into a coaling station berth. The Paducah’s decks throbbed with the unnatural thrashing of her large, ducted fans churning against water instead of air, but the helmsman kept her throttled back and the gunboat glided into a final turn to place her smoothly alongside a long, concrete wharf starboard side to.

      On the wharf, a military band in crisp, white and gold uniforms broke into a spirited if discordant rendition of “Stars and Stripes Forever” as ranks of soldiers snapped to attention and a line of senior officers saluted.

      But Southerland’s full attention was engaged by the larger ship already moored directly astern at the wharf, a Japanese ship—a leviathan destroyer.

      Now there was an unsettling coincidence…

      “What the hell are they doing here?” he asked, more to himself than anyone else.

      “They arrive last night, senhor,” the harbor pilot told him in passable English. “Same as you, for coal.”

      Captain Chisolm seemed unperturbed. “They have a right be here, Commodore,” he said. “They’re not at war with Brazil…not yet. Or with us, for that matter.”

      Handlers on deck and dock wallopers on the wharf tossed lines and made them fast to the bollards, securing the ship. The pilot returned control back to Chisolm, who turned to the helmsman. “All stop. Done with engines.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.” The quartermaster 3rd class cranked the two gold levers of the Chadburn back and forth, bringing the engine room telegraph’s indicator to “Stop,” then ratcheting them again to indicate “Finished with engine.”

      “It would be nice to know what they’re doing here now,” Southerland said, affecting a mild lack of interest. No sense in stirring up drama when none was called for. “Any ideas, Mr. Waverly?”

      “None whatsoever. They’ve have been putting their noses into everything down here of late. Are you ready to go ashore?”

      “After you, sir.”

      A gangway had been set up at the starboard quarterdeck, giving them easy access to the wharf, where a small delegation was awaiting them.

      They shook hands with a number of men in formal civilian dress—chief among them Edwin V. Morgan, the American ambassador to Brazil. “Welcome to Brazil, gentlemen,” he said.

      “Good to be here,” Waverly said.

      After several moments of small talk and a rifle salute by the soldiers, Morgan gestured, and a horse-drawn carriage rattled up, and Southerland, Waverly, and Morgan climbed aboard.

      As they clip-clopped past the moored destroyer, Southerland was aware of dozens of Japanese sailors in white uniforms watching him from the deck high above…and several officers in blue studying them through binoculars.

      The close inspection was just a bit unnerving.
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        * * *

      

      The Catete Palace was some four miles south of the coaling wharf, and the ride gave Southerland plenty of time to think.

      Three years ago, in 1911, the Japanese had invaded and conquered the sovereign nation of Chile, grabbing a slender slice of the South American continent for themselves. The move had shocked the U.S. naval fraternity, and brought the Monroe Doctrine back to the forefront of American foreign policy.

      Since then, the Japanese had brazenly been making more and more political inroads into South America. Waverly was right about them putting their noses in where they weren’t wanted. So far, they’d signed a mutual cooperation pact with a militant Argentina, pressured America’s ally Brazil for political and mining concessions, and outright threatened the smaller states of Paraguay and Uruguay with extinction.

      Everything came down to just how the Monroe Doctrine was to be interpreted. Written in 1823 by President James Monroe, it had declared the New World and the Old to be separate spheres of influence, and that attempts by other nations to interfere in the politics of the Americas would be taken as threats to U.S. security.
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