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  Chapter 1: Station

  
  




The Combat Information Center aboard USS Decatur smelled the way it always smelled: recycled air pushed through filters that had not been changed since Bahrain, stale coffee from the pot bolted to the aft bulkhead, and the faint chemical tang of the non-skid deck coating that never fully cured in humidity above sixty percent. Commander Rhen Colvard stepped through the double curtain that separated CIC from the passageway, paused two steps inside to let his eyes adjust to the blue-lit darkness, and felt the familiar compression of the space settle around him. Twelve consoles arranged in tiered rows. Twenty-three watchstanders in their chairs, headsets on, faces lit from below by their screens. The low murmur of operational chatter on three separate radio nets bleeding through the overhead speakers at reduced volume. He was home. He had never liked that he thought of it that way, but he had stopped arguing with himself about it somewhere around his third deployment.

“I have the watch,” Colvard said.

Lieutenant Commander Braz Keenan, the off-going TAO, turned in the chair and pulled his headset down around his neck. Keenan was a compact man with a permanent squint that made him look skeptical of everything, which was useful in a TAO. He had held the watch for the last six hours, through the final approach into the Gulf of Oman and the strike group’s reformation from open-ocean transit posture into the tighter screening formation required for restricted waters.

“You have the watch,” Keenan said. He did not stand up immediately. Instead, he tapped the main display with his index finger, drawing Colvard’s attention to the surface picture. “Two hundred and fourteen surface contacts. One hundred and eighty-nine have active AIS transponders. Twenty-five do not. Of the twenty-five, eighteen are assessed as fishing vessels based on track behavior. Seven are unclassified.”

“Seven,” Colvard said.

“Seven. Most of them clustered here.” Keenan indicated the eastern mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, where the radar returns thickened into a solid band of green. “Probably dhows running without transponders, same as always. But we haven’t been able to close any of them for visual ID because we’ve been maintaining station.”

Colvard leaned over Keenan’s shoulder and studied the display. The surface picture in the Gulf of Oman was a familiar problem, one he had worked on two previous deployments, but the density tonight was heavier than he remembered. Tankers, mostly. Dozens of them, anchored or drifting in a loose holding pattern south of the Strait’s traffic separation scheme, waiting. They had been waiting for eleven days now, since the Fifth Fleet maritime advisory had suspended independent transits through the Strait and announced that all merchant traffic would move in escorted convoys. The announcement had created an immediate bottleneck. Ships that would normally have transited on their own schedule were now stacking up like aircraft in a holding pattern over a fogged-in airport, burning fuel and accumulating demurrage charges while their owners screamed at their insurers and their insurers screamed at Lloyd’s and Lloyd’s issued daily threat assessments that read like dispatches from a war that had not technically started.

Colvard absorbed the display for another fifteen seconds, then straightened. “Status of the formation.”

Keenan rattled it off without notes. “Carrier is at the center, course two-nine-five, speed fourteen knots. Shiloh is in the inner screen, bearing one-eight-zero from the carrier, range four thousand yards. We are outer screen, bearing zero-four-five from the carrier, range eight thousand yards. Gridley is outer screen south, bearing two-two-five, range eight thousand yards. The oiler is astern of the carrier, six thousand yards. MCM ships are forward-deployed, currently twelve nautical miles ahead of the formation in the eastern approaches to the Strait. They have not reported the swept channel as clear.”

“Have not reported,” Colvard repeated. Not a question. A verbal bookmark.

“Correct. Last communication from the MCM commander was forty-two minutes ago. They were conducting their second pass through the designated inbound lane. No mines located on first pass, but they had a possible contact on side-scan sonar that they were going back to re-examine.”

“What kind of possible contact?”

“Bottom feature. Could be a rock. Could be a mine. Could be a fifty-gallon drum some fisherman threw overboard in 1997. They’re taking another look.”

Colvard nodded. “Anything from the P-8?”

“On station. Running a search pattern in the central Gulf. No submarine contacts. Last report twenty minutes ago.”

“ESM picture?”

“Standard. Iranian military radars active along the coast. No unusual emitters. No targeting-frequency activity.”

“Very well. I have the watch.”

Keenan stood, stretched his back, and moved out of the chair. Colvard took his place, adjusting the seat height down one notch. Keenan was three inches shorter and always left the chair too high. It was a minor thing, the kind of thing that should not have mattered, but Colvard had learned over years of watchstanding that minor physical discomforts accumulated into major distractions over the course of a six-hour watch, and he corrected them reflexively.

He put on the headset. The sound environment shifted, isolating him inside the tactical radio nets. Net one was the strike group common frequency, where the carrier’s tactical action officer coordinated the movements of the formation. Net two was the surface warfare coordination net, where Decatur communicated with the other escorts. Net three was the ASW net, which was quiet. Colvard adjusted the volume balance between the three, bringing net one up slightly, and settled his hands on the console.

The first thing he did was something he would not normally do at the start of a watch. He called up the intelligence summary.

The summary was a document, fourteen pages in its classified version, that had been transmitted from the carrier’s intelligence center six hours ago. Colvard had already read it. He had read it in his stateroom before the watch, sitting on his rack with the door closed, marking passages with a pencil in the margin. He did not usually mark intelligence summaries. He read them, absorbed the relevant details, and relied on his memory and his team’s expertise to fill in gaps during the watch. But this summary was different, and he had marked it because the things it described were different from anything he had encountered in two previous Gulf deployments.

He scrolled to the section he had marked. The passage concerned Iranian mine-laying activity.

Over the past seventy-two hours, national intelligence assets had confirmed that Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps Navy units had deployed mines in the eastern approaches to the Strait of Hormuz. The mining had been conducted at night using a combination of purpose-built mine-laying craft and converted merchant dhows operating from ports on Qeshm Island and the mainland near Jask. The types of mines deployed were assessed as a mix of moored contact mines, which were old technology, cheap, and effective against deep-draft vessels like tankers, and more sophisticated EM-52 rocket-propelled rising mines, which sat on the bottom and launched upward when a ship’s magnetic signature triggered them. The total number of mines deployed was unknown. The mining pattern was assessed as defensive, concentrated in the inbound traffic lane, designed to close the Strait to commercial traffic rather than to engage warships directly. But the intelligence analysts had included a caveat that Colvard had underlined twice: the distinction between mines laid to deter and mines laid to kill was functional, not intentional. A mine did not know whether the hull passing over it belonged to a warship or a tanker. It simply detonated.

Colvard closed the document and returned to the surface picture. Two hundred and fourteen contacts. He began working through them methodically, clicking on each unclassified track, reviewing its course, speed, and radar cross-section, comparing the data against what he knew about the vessels that operated in these waters. It was tedious work, the kind of work that his Operations Specialist Second Class Tova Lundeen, seated at the surface warfare console four feet to his right, was already doing as part of her normal watch responsibilities. Colvard knew this. He knew that clicking through contacts Lundeen was already tracking was, at best, redundant, and at worst, a signal to his team that he did not trust them to do their jobs.

He did it anyway.

Lundeen noticed. She was twenty-six, on her second deployment, and sharp enough to track fifty contacts simultaneously while carrying on a conversation about something unrelated. She glanced over at Colvard’s screen, saw that he was reviewing the same tracks she had already classified, and said nothing. She turned back to her own console and continued working. But Colvard caught the glance, and he knew what it meant. The TAO is checking my work. The TAO does not usually check my work. The TAO is nervous.

Colvard was not nervous. Nervous was the wrong word. Nervous implied a lack of confidence in his own abilities or in his crew, and he had neither. What he had was an awareness, precise and difficult to articulate, that the conditions under which he was assuming this watch were categorically different from any watch he had ever stood. He had transited the Strait of Hormuz twice before. Both times, the transit had been routine. Both times, the intelligence picture had described Iranian naval activity as “within normal parameters.” Both times, the most dangerous thing that had happened was a fishing dhow passing too close to the formation and requiring a warning blast from the ship’s horn. Those transits had been operational evolutions, checked off a deployment schedule, noted in a log, and forgotten.

This transit would not be routine. Colvard knew this not because he was privy to strategic intelligence beyond what was in the summary, but because the summary itself told him everything he needed to know. Mines were in the water. The Iranians had put them there within the last three days. The diplomatic track in Geneva, which had been the last mechanism preventing an open confrontation, had collapsed four days ago when the Iranian delegation walked out after the American negotiator presented satellite imagery of the mine-laying operations and demanded their removal. The Iranians denied the mines existed. The Americans published the satellite images. The Iranians recalled their ambassador from Washington. The sequence was clear and it pointed in one direction, and Colvard did not need a political science degree to read it.

He finished reviewing the unclassified tracks and sat back in his chair. Seven contacts without AIS transponders, clustered near the mouth of the Strait. Probably fishing boats. Probably harmless. Probably was not a word that provided much comfort when the intelligence summary two feet from his right hand described an enemy that used fishing boats to lay mines and to screen fast-attack craft armed with anti-ship missiles.

“OS2 Lundeen.”

“Sir.”

“The seven unclassified tracks near the Strait entrance. What’s your assessment?”

Lundeen pulled up the tracks on her display. “Five of them have been holding the same position for over two hours. Consistent with fishing operations, anchored or drifting on nets. Two of them are making between three and five knots on northerly headings. Could be transiting back to port. None of them have exhibited high-speed maneuvering or course changes consistent with military operations.”

“Could be transiting back to port,” Colvard said.

“Yes, sir. Or could be repositioning. I can’t tell without visual ID or a closer radar picture. At current range, they’re just blips.”

Colvard looked at the display. The two moving contacts were nineteen nautical miles from Decatur’s position. At their current speed, they would reach the northern coast of Oman in approximately two hours. Or they would turn west and enter the Strait. Or they would rendezvous with a larger vessel. Or they would do nothing at all. The range of possibilities was wide, and every one of them was plausible, and none of them could be resolved from where Decatur sat.

“Keep tracking. Let me know if either of them changes speed or course.”

“Yes, sir.”

Colvard picked up the phone handset mounted on the left side of his console and dialed the bridge. The phone rang twice before the officer of the deck answered.

“Bridge, OOD.”

“OOD, TAO. I have the watch in CIC. Request current weather and visibility.”

“TAO, visibility is six nautical miles in haze. Winds southwest at twelve knots. Sea state two. Temperature ninety-one degrees on the bridge wing. Humidity eighty-four percent.”

“Six miles in haze,” Colvard said. “Copy.”

He hung up and logged the weather in his notebook. Six nautical miles of visibility was adequate for normal operations but poor for the kind of close-range visual identification that would be necessary if any of those unclassified contacts turned out to be something other than fishing boats. The haze was typical for this part of the Gulf of Oman at this time of year. Hot air off the Arabian Peninsula mixing with cooler maritime air created a persistent low-lying murk that reduced visibility without producing actual fog. Radar was unaffected. Infrared was unaffected. But the Mark One Eyeball, which remained the most reliable method for distinguishing a fishing dhow from an armed Boghammar at close range, was degraded, and that mattered.

Colvard turned to his left, where Chief Fire Controlman Garrido sat at the weapons control console. Garrido was forty-one, on his sixth deployment, and had the composed, unhurried manner of a man who had seen enough to know what was worth worrying about and what was not. His console displayed the status of Decatur’s weapons systems: the Mark 41 Vertical Launch System with its ninety-six cells, the Mark 45 five-inch gun on the foredeck, the Phalanx CIWS close-in weapons system on the aft deckhouse, and the torpedo tubes amidships. All systems showed green. All systems showed ready.

“Chief Garrido.”

“Sir.”

“Status of the VLS.”

Garrido read from his display. “Ninety-six cells loaded. Fifty-four SM-2 Block IIIA. Twenty-four ESSM quad-packed in six cells. Eight Tomahawk. Two VL-ASROC. Cells eighty-nine through ninety-six are empty, pre-wired for future loadout.”

“Fifty-four SM-2,” Colvard said.

“Yes, sir.”

“CIWS?”

“Fifteen hundred rounds in the drum. Self-test completed at eighteen hundred. No faults.”

“Torpedo tubes?”

“Two Mark 54 lightweight torpedoes loaded, port and starboard. Safeties are on. Green board.”

Colvard wrote the numbers in his notepad. Fifty-four SM-2s. He had never thought about missile inventory in operational terms before, not really. In training and in exercises, the VLS was a bottomless resource. You fired a simulated missile, the system logged it, and the next scenario started with a full loadout because the simulation reset. In the real world, each cell that fired was a cell that stayed empty. Fifty-four surface-to-air missiles against an enemy whose primary tactic was to overwhelm defenses with volume, with swarms of small boats and salvos of cheap cruise missiles launched from dispersed positions along hundreds of miles of coastline. Colvard did not do the math. He did not need to. The math would come later, when it mattered. Right now, the number was fifty-four, and it was enough. It had to be enough because it was what he had.

The strike group common net crackled in his headset.

“All stations, this is Alpha Whiskey.” Alpha Whiskey was the call sign for the strike group commander’s tactical action officer aboard the carrier. “Formation course two-nine-five, speed fourteen. MCM commander reports second pass of inbound lane is in progress. Estimated time to complete: two hours. Convoy escort window will open upon confirmation of swept channel. All escorts maintain current screening stations. Alpha Whiskey out.”

Two hours. Colvard logged the time. The formation would hold its current position in the Gulf of Oman for at least two more hours while the mine countermeasure ships finished sweeping. Two hours of waiting, with two hundred and fourteen surface contacts on the display, seven of them unidentified, and a coast full of weapons thirty miles to the north.

He reached for the coffee pot on the shelf behind his chair and found it half full. The coffee was lukewarm and had the consistency of motor oil. He poured a cup anyway and set it in the holder mounted on the console arm. He would not drink it for another forty minutes, and by then it would be cold, and he would drink it cold because the act of drinking it was not about the coffee. It was about the routine. The rhythm of the watch. Sip at the top of the hour. Check the surface picture. Check the ESM display. Check the sonar feed. Talk to the bridge. Log the entries. Repeat.

Colvard looked at his surface display one more time. The formation was a neat geometric pattern on the screen, the carrier at the center, the escorts arranged in their assigned sectors, the oiler trailing behind. Around them, scattered across the Gulf of Oman like sand thrown on a table, were the merchant contacts. Tankers, container ships, bulk carriers, car carriers, chemical tankers. The commercial lifeblood of the global economy, sitting dead in the water because somewhere in Geneva a diplomat had pushed a satellite photograph across a table and a man on the other side of the table had stood up and walked out of the room.

The seven unclassified contacts sat at the edge of the display, small and anonymous, moving slowly or not at all. Colvard watched them. They did nothing.

He opened his notepad to a fresh page and wrote the date, the time, and his first entry: Assumed watch as TAO. Formation entering Gulf of Oman. MCM sweep in progress. Swept channel not yet reported clear. Surface picture heavy, seven contacts unclassified. All weapons systems green. Visibility six miles in haze.

Below that, in smaller handwriting, he wrote a single line that he would not include in the official watch log: Two Kilo-class submarines. Location of second boat unknown.

He closed the notepad and placed his pencil on top of it. The pencil rolled once with the motion of the ship and stopped against the edge of the console. Colvard straightened it so it was parallel to the notepad’s spine. Then he put his hands on the console, settled his weight in the chair, and began to watch.

The Gulf of Oman stretched ahead of Decatur’s bow, hazy and flat and crowded with ships that were going nowhere. Somewhere beyond them, the Strait of Hormuz waited, twenty-one nautical miles wide at its narrowest, with mines in the water and missile batteries on the shore and a submarine that no one could find.

Colvard checked his screen. He checked his team. He checked the geometry.

Two hours. The swept channel was not yet clear.

He picked up the cold coffee, took a sip, and put it back. His watch had begun.
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The report came over the strike group common net at 0147 local time, and it changed everything that followed.

“Alpha Whiskey, this is Kingpin.” Kingpin was the call sign for the mine countermeasure commander, embarked aboard USS Pioneer, the Avenger-class minesweeper leading the two-ship sweep element twelve nautical miles ahead of the formation. The voice belonged to Commander Elise Vasko, a woman Colvard had met once during the pre-deployment planning conference in Bahrain. She had a flat Midwestern cadence that stripped every transmission down to data, no inflection, no wasted syllables. Colvard had liked her immediately.

“Alpha Whiskey, Kingpin. Swept channel report follows. First pass completed at zero-one-three-five. Channel bearing two-eight-seven through the eastern approach is assessed as clear to a width of six hundred yards. I say again, six hundred yards. Second pass confirmed one mine, type assessed as moored contact, depth fourteen meters. Mine was detonated in place by EOD team at zero-one-forty-two. Detonation confirmed. Channel is open but narrow. Recommend single-file transit, maximum beam constraint one hundred and ten feet. Kingpin standing by for questions.”

Colvard had already pulled up the chart on his secondary display before Vasko finished speaking. Six hundred yards. He stared at the number and felt it land in his chest like a stone dropped into water. The standard swept channel width for a carrier strike group transit was two thousand yards, and even that felt tight when you were driving a five-hundred-foot warship through water that might contain explosives. Six hundred yards was not a channel. It was a corridor. It was a hallway. It meant the formation could not transit abreast. It meant single file, one ship at a time, each vessel following the track of the ship ahead on the assumption that if the lead ship did not detonate a mine, the water directly behind it was probably safe. Probably. That word again.

But it was the second part of Vasko’s report that tightened Colvard’s grip on the console edge. One mine detonated in place. Not a legacy mine from the Iran-Iraq War, corroded and drifting on a frayed cable since 1988. A moored contact mine at fourteen meters depth, which meant it had been placed recently, deliberately, at a depth calculated to catch the draft of a loaded tanker or a warship. The intelligence summary had described the mining as confirmed. The satellite imagery had shown the mine-laying vessels at work. But there was a vast psychological distance between reading a report that said mines are in the water and hearing a detonation report that proved it. The mines were real. The threat was real. This was not a diplomatic posture or an intelligence estimate or a classified briefing slide with a yellow-bordered caution box. Somewhere beneath the surface of the water ahead of Decatur, there were objects designed to rupture a ship’s hull, and one of them had just been destroyed because it was exactly where the Iranians had placed it.

The strike group common net came alive.

“All stations, Alpha Whiskey. Copy Kingpin’s report. Formation will transition to single-file transit column. Order of transit as follows.” There was a brief pause while the carrier TAO read from a pre-planned document that had been prepared for this contingency. “Lead escort, Decatur. Second, Shiloh. Third, carrier. Fourth, oiler. Trail escort, Gridley. All ships acknowledge.”

Colvard keyed his mic. “Alpha Whiskey, Decatur copies. Decatur will take the lead.”

The acknowledgments came in sequence from the other escorts. Shiloh. The carrier. The oiler, whose TAO sounded distinctly less enthusiastic than the warship TAOs, which Colvard understood. An oiler was a floating gas station. She carried fuel, not weapons. Her hull was not armored. Her crew trained for replenishment operations, not mine warfare. Sending her through a six-hundred-yard swept channel behind a carrier was the naval equivalent of asking a delivery truck to follow an armored convoy through a minefield, which was, Colvard reflected, exactly what it was.

“TAO, Officer of the Deck.” The bridge phone buzzed in Colvard’s earpiece.

“Go ahead, OOD.”

“Captain is on the bridge. He wants to know our position relative to the swept channel entrance.”

“Tell the captain we are twelve nautical miles east of the channel entrance. At current speed of fourteen knots, we will reach the entrance in approximately fifty-one minutes. I recommend we increase speed to eighteen knots to close the gap and reduce our time in open water before entering the swept lane.”

There was a pause. Colvard heard the muffled sound of the OOD relaying the information, then the lower register of Captain Wren Hadfeld’s voice, indistinct but recognizable. Hadfeld was a deliberate man who processed recommendations before responding to them. Colvard had served under him for nine months and had learned to wait.

“TAO, OOD. Captain concurs. Increase speed to eighteen knots. New course two-eight-seven to align with the swept channel approach.”

“Copy. Coming to course two-eight-seven, speed eighteen.”

Colvard relayed the order to the helmsman through the bridge circuit, then turned his attention to the CIC watch team. The transition from screening formation to single-file transit column required every watchstander to adjust their sector responsibilities. In a screening formation, each console operator covered a defined arc of the compass around the ship. In single file, the geometry collapsed into a narrow corridor ahead and astern, with the threat axis compressed to the beam, where the Iranian coast would be close aboard to port.

“All stations, TAO.” Colvard kept his voice at the same level he always used in CIC, low enough to stay beneath the ambient noise of the electronics but clear enough to cut through it. “We are transitioning to transit column. Decatur is lead escort. I am reassigning sectors. OS2 Lundeen, you have the forward hemisphere, three-five-zero through one-eight-zero. Focus on the swept channel entrance and any contacts in the inbound lane. OS3 Porath, you have the aft hemisphere, one-eight-zero through three-five-zero. Watch our stern and the southern approach. EW1 Tancredi, I want continuous ESM coverage of the Iranian coast. Any emitter that goes active, I want the classification and bearing before the second sweep. Chief Garrido, weapons status remains the same. All systems green, safeties on, weapons tight until ordered otherwise.”

The acknowledgments came back in order. Lundeen. Porath. Tancredi. Garrido. Each voice carried the tone of a professional who understood what was being asked and why. Colvard had worked with this team for nine months of workups and deployment. He knew their capabilities, their tendencies, their speeds. Lundeen was fast and accurate but occasionally jumped to classification before she had enough data. Porath was slower but methodical, unlikely to miss a contact but sometimes late to report a change. Tancredi, the electronic warfare specialist, was the best ESM operator Colvard had ever worked with, a quiet man from Duluth who could identify an Iranian radar emitter by its pulse repetition frequency the way a birdwatcher identified a species by its call. Garrido simply waited at his console with the unhurried patience of a man who had been to the Gulf six times and understood that readiness was not a state you achieved but a condition you maintained.

Decatur’s bow swung to the new course. Colvard felt the subtle shift in the deck beneath his feet as the ship accelerated, the vibration from the gas turbines rising in pitch as the engineering plant responded. On his display, the formation was dissolving from its neat geometric screen into a ragged line as each ship adjusted course and speed to fall into column behind Decatur. It would take twenty minutes for the formation to settle into its transit order. During those twenty minutes, the defensive coverage would be degraded, because ships in transition were ships not yet in their assigned positions, and gaps in the radar and missile coverage opened and closed as the escorts maneuvered.

Colvard watched the formation reshape itself and waited. He reached for his coffee cup, remembered it was empty, and put his hand back on the console.

Forty-six minutes to the channel entrance.

He opened his notepad and wrote: Mine confirmed. Moored contact. 14m depth. Recent placement. Channel 600 yds. Single file transit. Decatur leads.

Below that, in the smaller handwriting: If they mined the inbound lane, they know we are coming. They know the route. They know the order.

He did not write the conclusion that followed from those three facts because he did not need to. The conclusion was obvious. A six-hundred-yard channel through a minefield was a choke point inside a choke point, and any enemy who had placed the mines knew exactly where the ships would be when they passed through it. The Iranians did not need to find the strike group. They had built a lane that told them precisely where to look.

Thirty-nine minutes to the channel entrance.

“TAO, EW1 Tancredi.”

“Go.”

“Sir, I’m picking up a new emitter. Bearing three-one-five, assessed as Banda surveillance radar, Iranian Navy variant. Signal strength is consistent with a shore-based installation on Jask peninsula. This emitter was not active during the last watch period.”

“Was not active,” Colvard said.

“No, sir. It came up within the last four minutes. Standard search mode, no indication of targeting or tracking. But it’s looking in our direction.”

Colvard logged the emitter. A Banda radar going active on the Jask peninsula meant the Iranians were watching the formation’s approach. This was expected. Iranian coastal surveillance radars monitored ship traffic through the Gulf of Oman as a matter of routine, and the activation of a radar did not by itself indicate hostile intent. But the timing was notable. The radar had been silent for six hours and had come alive within minutes of the mine detonation report. Colvard did not believe in coincidence in operational settings. Someone on the Jask peninsula had been told to start looking, and they had been told now.

“Copy, Tancredi. Keep tracking. Any change in mode or frequency, I want to know immediately.”

“Yes, sir.”

Thirty-one minutes.

The surface picture ahead of Decatur was beginning to thin as the merchant traffic that had been holding in the Gulf of Oman stayed behind, waiting for the convoy escort window. But the inbound shipping lane itself, the lane that led through the Strait, was not empty. Contacts moved in both directions, vessels that had been caught mid-transit when the advisory was issued and were now completing their passages independently, without escort, because they had already entered the Strait before the restriction took effect. These ships were legal traffic, properly identified, transmitting AIS, and minding their own business. They were also occupying the same water that Decatur was about to enter, and every one of them was a radar return that had to be tracked, classified, and monitored, because a fast-attack boat running without a transponder could tuck itself behind a tanker’s radar shadow and ride it through the Strait undetected until it was close enough to fire.

“TAO, OS2 Lundeen.”

“Go.”

“New surface contact, sir.” Lundeen’s voice had shifted. It was not alarmed. It was not urgent. It was tighter. One half-tone above her normal reporting cadence, a change so small that only someone who had listened to her make hundreds of contact reports would have heard it. Colvard heard it. “Bearing zero-two-seven, range twenty-two nautical miles. Small contact. High speed. Radar cross-section consistent with a vessel under one hundred tons. Speed is three-eight knots. No AIS transponder. Contact is on a bearing of two-one-zero, heading directly down the inbound shipping lane toward the Strait entrance.”

Colvard’s eyes moved to the display before Lundeen finished speaking. He found the contact. It was a small bright point on the screen, moving fast, tracking southwest along the inbound lane. Thirty-eight knots. That was not a fishing dhow. Dhows did not make thirty-eight knots. That was not a tanker. Tankers made twelve to fifteen knots fully loaded. Thirty-eight knots from a vessel under one hundred tons on a direct heading down the shipping lane without an AIS transponder was a very specific profile, and it matched a very specific category of vessel.

“Thirty-eight knots,” Colvard said. His voice did not change.

“Yes, sir. Track is steady. No course changes since detection. He’s running straight.”

Colvard pressed the button on his console that activated the direct line to the bridge. “OOD, TAO. I have a new surface contact, bearing zero-two-seven, range twenty-two miles, speed three-eight knots, no transponder, heading southwest down the inbound lane. Contact profile is consistent with an IRGC fast-attack craft. Request the captain be informed.”

“Captain is here, TAO. He copies.”

Then Hadfeld’s voice, direct and unfiltered. “TAO, Captain. Classification?”

“Unknown at this time, Captain. Speed and radar cross-section are consistent with a fast-attack type. No AIS. No ESM emissions from the contact. He could be an IRGC Boghammar, he could be an Iranian Navy Peykaap, he could be a cigarette boat full of smugglers. I do not have enough data to classify.”

“Range and bearing to our formation?”

“Twenty-two miles, bearing zero-two-seven. He is not on an intercept course with us. His current track takes him southwest, down the inbound lane, roughly toward the Strait entrance. If he maintains course and speed, he will pass well ahead of our formation.”

“If he maintains course and speed,” Hadfeld said. The repetition carried a weight that Colvard recognized. It was the same verbal habit Colvard himself had, the echo that meant the speaker was holding a data point up to the light and examining what was behind it.

“Yes, Captain. If.”

“What do you want to do?”

This was how Hadfeld operated. He did not tell his TAO what to do in ambiguous tactical situations. He asked what the TAO recommended, listened, and then decided. It was a command style that demanded competence from the people below him and created space for them to exercise it. Colvard appreciated it in exercises. He was about to find out how it felt when the contact on the screen might be carrying missiles.

“Captain, I recommend we go to modified general quarters, set condition three throughout the ship with weapons stations manned, and request the E-2 Hawkeye vector for an identification pass on this contact. I do not recommend illuminating with fire-control radar at this time. If this is an IRGC boat, lighting him up with a targeting radar could be interpreted as a hostile act and I do not want to escalate before we know what we are looking at. If the Hawkeye can get eyes on, we can classify without alerting the contact that we have singled him out.”

Silence for four seconds. Colvard counted them.

“Concur,” Hadfeld said. “Set modified general quarters. I will request the Hawkeye from Alpha Whiskey. Keep tracking.”

The line went dead. Colvard turned to Garrido. “Chief, set modified general quarters. All weapons stations manned. Safeties remain on. Weapons tight.”

Garrido reached for the switch that activated the ship’s general announcing system and spoke into the microphone with the same even tone he used for everything. “General quarters, general quarters. All hands man your battle stations. Set modified condition zebra throughout the ship. This is not a drill. I say again, this is not a drill.”

The words rolled through the ship. Colvard heard them echo faintly through the CIC bulkheads, followed by the sound of feet in the passageways outside as sailors who had been sleeping or eating or watching a movie in the mess broke into a run toward their assigned stations. In CIC, the effect was less dramatic. The watch team was already in place. The additional stations that manned up during general quarters were the backup consoles along the aft bulkhead, where two more operations specialists and a junior officer slid into chairs and powered up displays that had been dark during normal watch conditions. Within three minutes, CIC was fully manned. The room was warmer now with the additional bodies, and the noise level rose slightly as new operators reported their status on internal circuits.

Colvard kept his eyes on the contact. It was still tracking southwest at thirty-eight knots. Range had closed to twenty miles. At this speed and bearing, the contact would pass the formation’s projected track roughly seven nautical miles ahead. That was not a threatening geometry. Seven miles was well outside the effective range of the weapons carried by IRGC fast-attack boats, which typically closed to within ten nautical miles or less before firing their anti-ship missiles. If the contact maintained its current course, it would cross ahead of the formation and continue into the Strait without incident.

But contacts did not always maintain their current course.

“TAO, EW1 Tancredi.”

“Go.”

“Sir, the contact is not emitting. No radar, no radio transmissions, no electronic signature of any kind. He is running dark.”

Running dark. A vessel making thirty-eight knots through a congested shipping lane at two in the morning with no transponder, no radar, and no radio. That was either supremely reckless or supremely deliberate. A legitimate vessel running at that speed in these waters would have its navigation radar active to avoid collision with the merchant traffic in the lane. A vessel that turned off its radar did not want to be identified by its emissions. A vessel that turned off its radar either did not care about collision risk or knew the waters well enough to navigate without electronic aids. Both possibilities pointed in the same direction.

“TAO, OS2 Lundeen. Contact track update. Speed has decreased to three-five knots. Bearing unchanged. He is slowing.”

Colvard’s pencil was in his hand. He did not remember picking it up. He wrote the new speed on his notepad, below the previous entry, and drew a small line connecting the two numbers. Thirty-eight to thirty-five. A deceleration of three knots was not significant in itself, but it was a change, and changes in a contact’s behavior were what separated routine traffic from something else. A vessel transiting from point A to point B did not slow down without reason. Either the vessel was approaching its destination, or it was adjusting its position to match a timing requirement, or its engine was having trouble, or the person at the helm had decided to loiter.

Or the person at the helm was watching Decatur’s formation on his own radar and calculating an approach.

Range was eighteen miles now. Still opening in terms of the contact’s closest point of approach to the formation. Still not a direct threat by any tactical measure Colvard could apply. And yet the contact occupied the center of his attention in a way that the other two hundred contacts on the screen did not, because this one was fast, dark, unidentified, and behaving in a way that defied the patterns of normal maritime traffic. Colvard’s training told him to continue tracking, to gather data, to wait for the Hawkeye to provide visual identification before making any judgments. His training was correct. He knew it was correct.

But there was a second voice now, quieter than the training, running beneath it like a current under still water. The voice said that classification took time, and time was distance, and distance was the only margin he had if the contact turned toward the formation. At thirty-five knots, the contact could cover eighteen nautical miles in approximately thirty-one minutes. If it turned now. If it was carrying C-802 missiles, it could launch at ten miles. That gave Colvard roughly fourteen minutes from the moment of a course change to the moment of a potential missile launch. Fourteen minutes to detect the turn, report it, classify the contact, request weapons release authority, receive authorization, unlock safeties, assign a weapon, and fire. In an exercise, fourteen minutes was adequate. In an exercise, every step in that chain worked on the first attempt and no one fumbled a radio transmission or misread a bearing or waited three seconds too long for a confirmation that should have come in one.

Fourteen minutes. Colvard wrote the number on his notepad, circled it, and went back to watching the contact.

The Hawkeye had not yet been vectored. The carrier’s air operations were complex at night, and redirecting an airborne early warning aircraft from its assigned patrol pattern to investigate a single surface contact required coordination between the air warfare commander, the carrier’s air boss, and the Hawkeye crew itself. Colvard estimated it would take fifteen to twenty minutes from the captain’s request to the Hawkeye arriving overhead the contact. By then, the contact would have either continued on its way through the Strait, done something that clarified its intentions, or moved to a position where the question no longer mattered because it had been overtaken by events.

“TAO, OS2 Lundeen. Contact has steadied. Speed three-five knots, course two-one-zero, bearing now zero-two-five from us at seventeen miles. Closest point of approach

































