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THE FASTEST SHIP IN THE WORLD COASTED SILENTLY to the Jakarta pier just before dawn. Its six jet engines idled for the first time since leaving San Diego ten days ago. Captain Clay Bonham leaned on the rail of the flying bridge and shook his head in disgust as he watched the dockworkers eight stories below struggle to tie the ship to the pier. The cargo ship had set a new world record for crossing the Pacific and there wasnt anyone there to greet them. Lindberghs welcome to Paris it wasnt. Preoccupied with his place in history, he didnt notice the dark blue bus as it turned onto the pier two hundred yards away. He walked back onto the enclosed bridge of the Pacific Flyer as the Indonesian harbor pilot climbed over the portside rail down to the tug. Nice job, Bacon, Bonham said to the helmsman grudgingly. Maybe Ill let you go back with us.

Ford people are here early, said John Franklin, the chief engineer, as he squinted at the bus, just now able to make out FORD on its side. His thick glasses made his eyes look unusually large, as if he were always surprised.

I guess they need a bus full of mechanics to get their new cars running. Bonham smiled sarcastically. Did you see those cars when they were brought aboard? Look like they were designed by a committee. He sipped his coffee slowly. Probably were. The car for the worldthe new international sedan. Stirring. Whats it called? he asked, looking at Franklin. The He groped for the name.

Ascenda.

Right. What the hell kind of name is that? Bonham looked at the bus as it neared the ship. Better get down there and give em a hand, he said. He forgot the bus and watched the beautiful city lights extinguish themselves at the start of sunrise.

Dawn in Jakarta. Ships, boats, people, and heat everywhere. Mind-stifling heat, but not on the FlyerCaptain Bonham always kept the ships temperature at seventy-two degrees. Bonham glanced over at Franklin to see if he was moving. He tolerated Franklin because he was a good engineer, but deep inside he thought Franklin was a misfit. Probably president of the short-wave club in high school.

Whos supposed to be here? Franklin asked.

Chairman of the Board of Ford, Bonham replied. But not for a couple of hours. And the Secretary of Commerce and a bunch ofthe word stuck in his throatpoliticiansat ten or so. New car to a new dealership, big ceremony, cutting of some ribbon or otherthe usual waste of time and taxpayers money. He watched the crane move slowly toward the ship with the gangplank. The Ford bus stopped next to the Pacific Flyer. Get down there and help those Ford guys.

Franklin nodded and walked off the bridge. He slid down the ladders at a quick, experienced pace and crossed outboard to the main deck access hatch where the gangplank was being attached.

Everything okay? Franklin asked Phillips, a brawny sailor in his thirties who had sailed with Bonham and Franklin on several trips.

Phillips stood smoking a cigarette, watching the crane lift the long metal gangplank. No problem. The guy on the crane seems to be drunk, but hes coming close.

Franklin watched the swaying gangplank. Two men stood on the pier waiting. The Ford bus was twenty feet away. Finally the gangplank touched the ship. Phillips grabbed it, secured it to the Flyer, and walked to the middle of it to unhook the four crane cables. He released the shackles and the gangplank was in place. The two men on the pier yelled to Phillips, who waved them aboard. Franklin stood at the top of the gangplank and waited. The men stepped off and extended their hands to him. He shook their hands and nodded. Morning. You speak English?

Yes, a little, said one of them. Are you an officer?

Im the chief engineer, Franklin replied.

You have your papers? the official asked.

Sure. Come to my office, Franklin said, walking ahead of them down the passageway. He stopped and turned. Hey, Phillips.

Yeah? Phillips said, interrupting his conversation with another sailor.

Would you give those Ford guys a hand?

Phillips frowned in confusion, looked over at the pier, and saw men in blue coveralls getting out of the Ford bus; he turned to Franklin, rolled his eyes, and nodded. Thirty Ford mechanics picked up their blue satchels and walked quickly onto the ship. Phillips stepped aside and let them onto the deck. The space was only large enough for about twenty; the others stood restlessly on the creaking gangplank. Their satchels look heavy, Phillips thought. Probably tools. He chuckled at the idea of these Indonesian mechanics bringing new starters for all the brand-new American cars they assumed werent going to start. The leader of the workers approached him. Morning, Phillips said, extending his hand.

Good morning, the man said in English, not taking Phillipss hand.

Phillips looked into his dark brown eyes. There was no joy at being a Ford mechanic in them. You boys here to get the cars ready?

Where is captain? the man asked. He had a perfect complexion and dark eyes. His eyebrows were thin lines. He was much shorter than Phillips, who was six feet tall and weighed two hundred fifty pounds. The small man weighed half as much.

I could crush him like a bug, Phillips said to himself as he unconsciously sucked in his belly. What do you need to see the captain for? Phillips asked, annoyed. Can I see your papers?

Where is captain? the man said in a quiet voice, standing steadily, unintimidated by Phillips.

I suppose hes on the bridge. But before we do anything, I need to see your papers.

The man put his satchel down and squatted next to it. He opened the zipper halfway and quickly pulled out a Chinese Type 64 machine pistol with a long silencer. He came up suddenly and placed the barrel under Phillipss chin. Where is captain?

What the hell? Phillipss mouth suddenly went dry.

Shut up, the man said quietly.

Phillips nodded.

Take us to captain, the man insisted. Now. He eased the pressure of the barrel on Phillipss chin. Phillips swallowed hard. His heart raced. He tried to think of some way to deflect them, to get them into a compartment he could lock, but his mind wouldnt work fast enough.

Now, the man said again.

Phillips walked forward down the passageway Franklin had used. He stopped at the foot of a series of ladders that led to the bridge. As he missed the first step, his boot smacked the tiled deck with a loud noise. The leader moved up behind him and put a hand on his shoulder. He leaned forward. More noise, I shoot. He put the pistol in Phillipss back. Understand?

Phillips nodded. He climbed the ladder carefully. As his head reached the next deck, another sailor was waiting to go down the ladder. Get out of here! Phillips said in a terrified whisper with a wild look in his eyes.


Why the hell should I? asked Bart Jenkins in his usual cavalier tone as he stood waiting for Phillips.

Now! Phillips whispered, wanting to scream at him.

The leader noticed Phillips had slowed. What doing? he said, pushing up through the hatch with surprising force. Phillips rolled off the top of the ladder onto the deck. The leader stuck his head up through the hatch and saw Jenkins, who froze as the man raised his gun and shot.

Jenkinss knees gave out and he fell as two bullets screamed by just above his head. His adrenaline took over. He scrambled on his hands and knees through a hatch and around a corner.

The leader pushed his way past Phillips and stood. Two other men in Ford coveralls climbed up next to him and looked around hurriedly with their AK-47 assault rifles ready. They pointed anxiously in the direction Jenkins had gone. The leader shook his head, clearly not concerned.

Phillips stood.

The leader looked at him closely. Who that? he asked.

Bart Jenkins.

What does he do?

Phillips almost answered automatically, almost told him Jenkins was the radio operator. Engineer, he lied.

He looked at Phillips for several seconds before speaking again. To the bridge, he said.

Phillips made his way up the next ladder, and the one after that, followed by a long trail of men in Ford coveralls. As they moved snakelike through the ship, the Pacific Flyers crewmen assumed they were the Ford mechanics they had been expecting.

They stopped behind the bridge, and Phillips pointed to the door. Thats the bridge.

The leader looked around and put down his bag. The next five did likewise and removed their AK-47s. They spoke rapidly in what Phillips guessed was an Asian language, walked quickly through the door onto the bridge, and covered every entrance. Bonham leaped to his feet from his captains chair, confused. Tommy Bacon stared openmouthed. The leader crossed to Bonham and lowered his gun. You captain?

Yes, I am. Who the hell are you? he replied, trying to control his anger.

Shut up. He pointed to the other men in coveralls with a wave of his handgun. They do what I say. Understand?

Bonham stared into his eyes, trying to read his intentions. What do you want?

Ship.

Bonham tried to hide his surprise. He lowered his voice. You cant have it, he said, his blue eyes burning.

Already have, the man replied gruffly.

The hell you do. You can do anything you want to me. The rest of the crew wont do what you want.

Yes, they will, said the leader. You have weapons aboard?

No, Bonham said.

Yes, you do. Small-arms locker on second deck, the leader said, shaking his head. You think we not find out before, Captain Bonham?

How do you know my name? Bonham asked, stunned.

You lied, he said to Bonham sternly. He motioned to one of the men, who pulled Phillips to the center of the bridge. Need punishment. The second Ford man took Phillipss hand and held it on the brass railing around the helm. He smashed his rifle on Phillipss left forefinger. Everyone on the bridge could hear the bone snap. Phillips fell to his knees in pain.

You son of a bitch! Bonham yelled at the man with the rifle as he held Phillipss shoulder.

Phillipss face turned bright red as sweat beaded on his forehead. He held his left hand with his right, fighting the pain, trying not to scream.

Small warning, the leader said. Next time more serious. Understand? He looked up at Bonham.

The captain stared at him without speaking.

You have weapons?

Just in the small-arms locker, Bonham said through gritted teeth. He watched Phillips trying to get up. He looked like he was going to cry, or throw up. Bonham looked at the leader again. Who are you?

No security for morning ceremony?

Theyre supposed to meet us here. Whats your name?

The leader showed a hint of a smile. George Washington. I fight for freedom for my country. Just like him. What time?

What time what?

Security come.

Eight.

Washington looked at his watch. Where is radio room?

Bonham didnt respond.

Washington pointed his gun at Phillips and spoke to one of his men, who pulled Phillips up, grabbed his right hand, put it on the railing, and smashed his right forefinger with his rifle. Phillips cried out and his knees again buckled.

Where is radio room? he asked again, more insistently.

Behind the bridge, Bonham said. Washington signaled to two men at the back of the bridge.

Correct. Now get under way, he said.

What? Bonham said, not believing what he had heard.

Give command. Get under way.

Why?

I say so. Five minutes. He looked around the bridge to make sure nothing was happening without his direction.

Itll take longer than that to get the boilers up.

No boilers! Washington said, raising his voice. Jet engines. Start them. Give commands!


Bonham turned to his control board and picked up a phone. Cast off from the pier! he yelled into the receiver. No, Im not kidding. Cast off!You dont need to know why. Just do it! he said, slamming the phone down. Bonham started to walk across the bridge.

Where are you going? Washington asked.

To the wing of the bridge. I have to see when theyve cast off.

Washington nodded and followed him.

Bonham went outside, not believing what he was doing. His mind raced for some way out. He saw the lines being taken off the bollards by confused dockworkers. Bonham looked for the crane to remove the gangplank, but didnt see it. He walked back inside the bridge and crossed over to Phillips, who was bent over the radar repeater. You okay? he asked, bending over to talk into his ear. Phillips didnt respond.

Give the commandget under way, Washington said.

I cant, Bonham said. We have to wait for the crane to come back to lift off the gangplank.

Washington crossed to him and spoke directly into his face. No. Dont care about gangplank. Give command.

Bonham crossed to the engine-order telegraph. He rang it, set it at all reverse one third, and spoke into the microphone next to it. All reverse one third, he said.

Are you serious? came the reply from the engine room. We were just shutting her down.

I know. All reverse one third! Bonham looked around, his eyes full of hatred and confusion. He watched the RPM of the shafts climb. The helm wasnt manned. He didnt care. Let her run aground.

Who steers? Washington asked.

What?

Who steers the ship?

It depends.

Washington looked at Bacon. You steer? he asked.


Bacon nodded as blood drained from his face. Washington pointed to the helm. Steer.

He reluctantly took the helm.

Left rudder, the leader said to him.

Bacon looked at Bonham, who nodded slightly. He turned to ten degrees left rudder. The ship began backing slowly away from the pier.

Washington moved outside to the bridge wing and looked over the side. The dockworkers looked up at him, then spoke to each other animatedly as they watched the gangplank slide along the pier still attached to the ship. It skidded sideways for thirty feet, then hit a bollard. The gangplank ripped away from the ship and fell into the water next to the pier as the Pacific Flyer pulled away from Indonesia.

Washington went back onto the bridge, Rudder middle, he said.

Bacon looked at Bonham, scared, confused, trying to breathe with his mouth closed.

Amidships, Bonham said.

Bacon centered the rudder as the ship backed into the harbor until it was clear of the pier and other boats.

Left rudder, all the way, the leader ordered. Full speed, Captain.

Bacon spun the small brass wheel to the left.

All ahead full, Bonham said resignedly.

Tell crew to come to front of ship. Down there, where we can see them, he said pointing to the deck on the bow. He saw the hesitation on Bonhams face. Now!

The captain grabbed the PA microphone, All hands to the bow. All hands to the bow.

How many men are on the ship?

Twenty-five.

Shipping records say twenty-six, the leader said disapprovingly.

Twenty-six includes me, Bonham said.

The door to the bridge burst open and the two terrorists who had left earlier came in dragging Bart Jenkins. They held a gun to the side of his head and spoke quickly to their leader.

Washington turned to Bonham, Get men to bow. Now!

The crew had begun to assemble on the bow in confusion.

The phone from the engine room rang. Bonham answered it. Yes, I mean all hands. Leave the engines unmanned for now. I want everyone on the bow.

Washington stood in front of Bonham and looked at him with his cold brown eyes. Crewman transmitted on radio. Mistake. He looked at the bow, counted twenty-four. He looked back at Bonham. There should be twenty-two on bow. Four here. He frowned. Why?

I have no idea, the captain answered, intentionally not saying that two Indonesian port officials were on board. Bonham was grasping for anything that would confuse or slow the terrorists.

Washington spoke to his men rapidly. Four of the terrorists stayed on the bridge. The remainder followed him and the captain as they made their way down to the bow. Bart Jenkins and Phillips were behind the captain with their two personal escorts. The crew was startled as they watched their captain walk toward them surrounded by men in Ford coveralls with guns.

Washington and the others stopped in front of them. Half the terrorists walked behind the group.

Do not speak, the leader said in his steady, authoritative, and slightly high-pitched voice. Do not move. My ship now. We go out to sea. Do what I say. He spoke to the terrorists behind the crew, who began searching the crew members one by one. The sun was up behind Washington and bright enough that the crewmen couldnt see his face well. One man made bad decision, he said, looking at Bart Jenkins. Transmitted on radio.

Washington looked to his left at the two men guarding Jenkins. He looked at the Pacific Flyer crewmen standing terrified in front of him, and pointed to Franklin. The two terrorists holding Jenkins released him and grabbed Franklin by the arms. Franklins eyes grew larger behind his thick glasses. Washington looked at the rest of the crew, then at Franklin, and motioned for him to come forward, away from the rest of the crew. Washington looked Franklin in the eyes. Anything to say? he asked.

About what? he asked desperately, suddenly and acutely aware of the ocean rushing by him, the wind on his back. I didnt do anything. What do you want? Franklin looked directly at Washington, then at Bonham.

Get on knees, Washington ordered.

Franklin looked at him, disbelieving, not moving.

Washington pointed the long silencer of his automatic pistol at Franklins forehead.

Franklin went down slowly to his knees. The hard steel of the deck made him wince.

Washington looked sideways at Bart Jenkins and asked him, You send radio we taking over the ship? he asked.

Bart Jenkins began to sweat; he saw the terror on Franklins face. He didnt know whether to lie or confess. If I did something, he said haltingly, his voice shaking, you should deal with me

No! Washington shouted. I punish him instead of you! His face changed into a ball of anger. You talk on radio? he yelled.

Jenkins tried to swallow as he struggled to anticipate what would happen next and which was the right answer to avert a disaster. He watched Washington carefully while looking around for some way to escape. Over the side was the only thing even remotely possible, but that would only leave him in the middle of the ocean, miles from any shore, facing an almost certain death. Perhaps he was too worried. He stole a glance at Bonham, who gave a barely perceptible nod. Jenkins looked at Washington and nodded slowly.

Washington pushed the silencer hard against the side of Franklins head, pressing the skin against his skull, and pulled the trigger.
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HEAR THE NEWS? JIM DILLON ASKED AS HE RUSHED into the office of the Speaker of the House.

John Stanbridge turned slowly away from his evening view of the lighted Washington Monument to frown at his staff member. I hate it when people quiz me. What news?

Hijacking, Dillon said, walking around Stanbridges desk and turning on the small television the Speaker kept there for just such emergencies. Its on CNN.

The news anchor was talking: it appears a largeU.S.-flagged container ship

Its not a container ship, Dillon interrupted.

was attacked and taken over in Jakarta, Indonesia, early this morning Indonesia time. Just a few minutes ago we learned that the Pacific Flyer out of San Diego was transporting new cars to Indonesia for the grand opening of a Ford dealership. The Chairman of the Board of Ford and the Secretary of Commerce were both expected to attend the ceremony in Jakarta. But as the ship pulled into Jakarta it was hijacked by a large unidentified terrorist force. Our information comes from the Department of Defense. The U.S. Navy, which has a Battle Group operating nearby, intercepted a mayday call from the Flyer that it had been taken over. According to those sources, the radioman making the call sounded distressed. He has not been heard from since his first transmission. The President has called a news conference to begin in thirty minutes. The Pacific Flyer is the first of a brand-new class of ships built in San Diego. They are the fastest cargo ships in the world, called FastShips, and operate on the principle of a jet ski

The narration went on as Stanbridge yelled, Robin!

Stanbridges secretary ran around the corner. Yes, sir, she said.

Get the President on the line. Now! He stopped, seeing her confusion. Tell him I want to speak with him before he goes on the air. Go! he said, motioning with his hand. He turned back to Dillon. I dont trust him. Hell say the wrong thing, give these terrorists the wrong signal. I know he doesnt care what I think, but he has to when we face things like thishes never even been in the military. He shook his head in disgust. Commander in Chief, he mumbled. Only in America.

The phone rang. It was the Senate Majority Leader. Senator Pete Peterson was a fellow Republican and one of Stanbridges closest friends.

Yeah, I heard, Stanbridge said. I have no idea what he has in mind. He doesnt consult. I know. He nodded.

Dillon strained to hear the small television.

I know Stanbridge continued. Ive got a call in to him right now. If youd get off the damned phone maybe I could talk to him. No, I dont need you in on the conversationit wont matter. Thanks, Pete, Ill call you right back, he said, hanging up.

President on line one, Mr. Speaker, Robin announced from her desk.

Good evening, Mr. President. Stanbridge looked out his window toward the White House even though he couldnt see it. I wondered if you know anything more than is on the news. If you do, I want to come over and hear it for myself. OhNothing at all? he asked, looking at Dillon, who was listening carefully. What do you plan? I suppose youre rightokay. I agree. Fine. Thanks for calling.

Stanbridge hung up and told Dillon, Hes not going to say anything. Hell condemn it, say how outraged he is, how cowardly they are, that were not going to negotiate with terroriststhe usual.

Dillon frowned, What do you want him to say?

Stanbridge looked out the window again. Robin! Get the staff in here as soon as possible. I want everyone in on this, he said, then turned his thoughts back to Dillon. Im not sure what he should say. I just know he cant carry this sort of thing off. He has no ability to express outrage. HeI dont know, he doesnt seem to have any fire in his belly. Its hard to describe. He doesnt have any, anysand. Stanbridge stopped as he shook his head. We need to keep all our options open at this point. We dont know whats happened, or what we need to do.

In the year Dillon had been working for the Speaker there had been no international crises, none of the gut-wrenching what do we do? sessions that he had hoped for. They spent most of their time doing what Congress had been doing for yearsarguing endlessly over how much to decrease next years increase in the budget, and where the money was going to come from. He had begun to realize it was unlikely he was going to change the world in this job, or any other in Washington, for that matter. But he was trying to resist the irresistible conversion from idealism to ambition. The Speakers inability to distinguish between the two made it more difficult.

Dillons excitement rose as the staff filed in. He tried hard not to look like the typical staffer with a blue suit and perfect haircut. His hair hung over his forehead, slightly uncombed, giving him that all-American-yet-mischievous image he liked. At six feet one, he was athletic, but more explosive than graceful. His smile could light up a room, but he didnt always smile when expected from to. It made people look at him more than they otherwise might, almost for approval.

The staff gathered on the couches and chairs, and many stood. Everyone was talking about the hijacking. Twenty bright young people, all trying in their own way to save the world. There was an equal number of men and women. A few were over fortythe professional staffers, the ones who had found their niche in politics without ever running for office. They wanted to be on the generals staff, but never the general. They loved the derivative power they got from working for the Speaker of the House, the second most powerful elected figure in the world. Stanbridge was just a congressman, reelected from his home district every two years like all the others, but his position as Speaker told of longevity, durability, and ultimately of leadership. His staff shared his power without paying the dues, the decades of banquets and handshaking and smiling at people they didnt care about.

But they also knew John Stanbridge. They knew he was nothing particularly special. He was bright and capable, but all those in the room, including Dillon, believed themselves to be smarter than the Speaker and secretly thought more highly of their own abilities than they did of his. They also knew Stanbridge was irrepressibly ambitious. He wanted one more thing in lifeto be President. His ambition gave him a sharp edge that cut in unexpected ways.

Stanbridge stood to address them. Listen up, he said, waiting for a lull in the chatter. This one could get hairy.

Stanbridge was in his late fifties. He was of average height with dark brown hair that was stiff and unruly. He wore it parted on the side, but the only time his hair looked neat was in the morning when it was still wet. He tucked his shirt in more tightly with the military tuck he used out of habit. He had served in the Navy in Vietnam in riverine patrol boatsone of the few places Navy officers actually got shot at. He looked reasonably trim, but his body was softening.

We dont know who these terrorists are or what they have in mind. What we do know is that theyve taken one of our ships and are out at sea with it, just north of Jakarta. The staff was hanging on every word. He loved it. The President is holding a press conference in half an hour, he said, looking at his watch, actually, twenty minutes. I want to be ready to help, if I can. You all know its the Presidents job to actwe just help. Right? He smiled. They smiled back.

Rhonda, he said, turning toward a staffer in the back, a woman with a Ph.D. in American history from Stanford. Do the history on all the hostage and terrorist crises weve had in the last twenty years. I want to know what the situation was, and what we did. She nodded in response, having already started a file on just that topic. She adjusted her squarish wire rims and mentally patted herself on the back for her foresight. He always wanted the same thingthe history of what the United States had done in similar situations, and the history of the people on the other side. He thought policy consistency should be a guiding factor and might help predict the outcome. But he didnt believe in slavish duplication.

Chuck, he said to his staffer who had been an Air Force officer. Get with the Pentagon. I want to know every military asset in the area. I want to know what our capabilities are.

Yes, sir, Chuck replied.

The rest of you, pay attention to what you hear, and if you think theres something I need to know, or an angle I havent considered yet, let me know. This isnt a contest to see who can look the best. He sighed. Questions? There werent any. Get started. Be back here for the press conference. He yelled past them, Robinget the chairmen of the National Security and Intelligence Committees too. I want them in on this. And International Relations. He looked back at Dillon. I want you to be the point man for this entire thing. He studied Dillons face, wondering if he was doing the right thing. You up to it?

Dillon looked back at him hard, annoyed that his stomach had jumped. Yes.

[image: fm]

President Edward Manchester stepped to the podium and waited for the din to die down. He looked over the sea of anxious White House reporters. He had done this many times in his two years as President, but this was the first time he had responded to an act of terrorism. Like many others, he thought international terrorism had seen its day. For the most part he had been right. Except for the ongoing attempts by some factions of Palestinians to undo the peace treaty between the PLO and Israel, there hadnt been a major terrorist attack in over two years, and nothing that involved the United States until now.

His face showed the right combination of anger and sympathy. He had a very expressive face. He was tall, with big clear eyes that showed an uncommon gentleness.

He looked at the cameras and the reporters. Good evening, he began firmly with a grim look on his face. We have received word that the Pacific Flyer, the first of an exciting new American ship design called a FastShip, carrying the newest model Ford, the Ascenda, has been taken by terrorists while in port in Jakarta. Rather than recite the details, which you already know as well as I do, let me say this. He furrowed his brow, looking severe and angry. We will not tolerate acts of terrorism. His eyes glowed. The Americans must be freed immediately and the property taken returned. We dont know the current status of the ship. We havent heard from it since the original call for help. We will do what we can to assess the situation, then take appropriate steps. Thats all I have at the moment. Now, if there are any questions

Several of the reporters jumped up and began calling out.


President Manchester called on them one at a time. Bill, he said pointing to an older reporter in the front row.

Sir, do you think anyone has been killed or wounded?

We have no way of knowing. Those on the pier at the time said they saw no signs of violence. Apparently the terroristsdressed as Ford employees, I might addtook the crew completely by surprise. He looked around the room. Sally, he said pointing.

Mr. President, do you think it was too much to ask Ford to open a dealership in Jakarta, which is somewhat unstable since the death of Suharto and the imposition of martial law? Has your diplomacy through commerce policy brought this about?

President Manchester looked at her intently. I promised in my campaign that we would continue to be the leader of the world, but would change the emphasis from military leadership to commercial leadership, that we would be the business leader of the world. We already are actually, having had the largest economy in the world for a long time now. But I wanted a new emphasis, a new image, if you will. I wanted to touch other countries through commerce. I promised that we would trade, not dominate; that we would give fair value, and expect to receive it. It would benefit everyone. He shifted his weight and gripped the podium. Until now it has been working admirably. Combined with our new laws designed to encourage U.S.-built ships delivering goods to and from the U.S., things have gone smoothly. But as we are reminded again, there is always someone there to tear down what we try to build up. He stopped and shook his head slowly, as if he had planned such a dramatic pause for emphasis. We cant let them defeat us in our attempt to lift the economies of the world. He paused. Maybe Im pushing too far too fast. But I think the faster we get the countries of the world trading with each other, the better off well all be. I dont think this changes that goal, even though it is clearly a direct challenge to my diplomacy-through-commerce approach.

Have you ruled out a military response?

Manchester shook his head. We havent ruled out anything. Over there. Elizabeth, he said, pointing to Elizabeth Duke, a reporter for the Chicago Tribune. The shutters on the still cameras clicked as she looked at her pad to find her question. Sir, are there military forces in place that could launch an attack on the terrorists?

Im not going to comment on that, Elizabeth, he said, looking away from her.

May I follow up? she pleaded.

Go ahead, he said reluctantly.

Is this the kind of thing the military could respond to? Do we even have the capability, whether or not they are in the area?

Im still not going to comment on that. David, he said, pointing to the White House correspondent for CBS.

Sir, have you been in consultation with Congress on this?

Manchester nodded. I have spoken with the Speaker of the House. We are of one mind on what to do at this point.

The Chief of Staff gave the secret cut signal, and the President stepped back from the podium. Thats all for now. Ill tell you more when I know it. He turned around and walked out of the room, with the reporters yelling after him.

Manchester and his Chief of Staff, Arlan Van den Bosch, walked into the Oval Office, where other members of the presidential staff had watched the press conference on television. The President sat down heavily in his chair and looked at his staff. He turned to Van den Bosch. Well, what did you think?

That was truly excellent, sir. Not too much information to pass at this point, so there wasnt much that could have gone wrong.


Thank you for your vote of confidence, Manchester said, removing his coat.

I didnt mean it like that, sir. Everything was fine. Now we have to decide what to do.

What new information do we have?

Nothing sir. Weve moved the Constitution battle group toward the Pacific Flyer and theyre going to start looking for it.

Thats all we can do right now, Manchester said with resignation, then looked at Van den Bosch. Didnt our intelligence folks have any idea this was coming?

Van den Bosch shook his head and glanced at Cary Warner, the Director of Central Intelligence. Cary? he said, giving him a chance to speak.

Warner shook his head slowly and uncrossed his thin long legs. No, sir, not a thing. These guys are very closemouthed and very organized. We would have heard something if it was one of the usual organizations.

Manchester looked at him, unsatisfied. His intense gaze made others uncomfortable. He liked it that way. And why do you think the Speaker felt he had to call? What could he possibly add to what we might do?

His Chief of Staff shook his head. Easy. Anytime he thinks you might stumble, he wants to be there to push Van den Bosch was interrupted by the entrance of Richard Benison, Counsel to the President, accompanied by Molly Vaughan, deputy White House counsel. Even though they knew her, they were happy to have the excuse to look at her.

Benison held out his hands apologetically, Forgive me, Mr. President, for being late.

Manchester waved his hand at him, Welcome, Richard, not a problem.

The Chief of Staff said you wanted someone from my office involved in this from the earliest stages. I thought Molly would be just the right person, Mr. President. She has the most experience in international law.

The President nodded at her and smiled warmly.


She looked him directly in the eye and returned his smile. She was five feet seven and thin, her figure both subtle and alluring. Her dark auburn hair was parted on the side, tucked behind her ears, and hung to her shoulders. She wore an elegant, fitted navy blue gabardine suit and a cream colored silk blouse.

Thank you for coming. This may be overkill, because were going to have a lot of lawyers looking at this situation, both at the State Department and at the Pentagon. But I told Richard I wanted somebody on my staff, in the office of the Counsel to the President, looking out for the interests of the presidency.

Of course, Molly replied. It was the fundamental purpose of the job in the office of Counsel to the President. That he felt like he needed to mention it, she found slightly amusing.

I want you to evaluate all the implications. Rules of Engagement, International Law. He hesitated, unsure of what the other implications might be. Anything else that occurs to you. Just look out for my interests. Will you do that?

Molly nodded. It would be a pleasure, Mr. President.

The President smiled again and let his eyes linger on her. He then turned to the rest of the staff. Stay close by. As soon as we have any more information, Ill want to know what our options are. Arlan, get Admiral Hart over here. I want the Joint Chiefs involved in this from the earliest minute in case we have to do a hostage rescue or something else.

Yes, sir.
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COMMANDER MIKE CASKEY FOUGHT BACK A YAWN AS he sat down in the ready room chair to brief. They had been at sea for thirty straight days on the USS Constitution (CVN-77), the latest and last Nimitz-class nuclear-powered aircraft carrier. He was ready to go home. It had been five months since they left San Diego.

Caskey had been on numerous cruises since he first started flying in the Navy. He had been to sea for a month on many occasions before this, but hed never gotten used to it. It was always a challenge. He stretched his legs out in front of his chair. He was just under six feet two and in superb physical condition, which he maintained mostly by doing chin-ups on the steel beam that ran through his stateroom. He kept his blond hair so short that it barely held a part. When at sea he would occasionally get a flat-top from one of the ships barbers, but not this time.

Morning, Skipper, muttered Lieutenant (junior grade) Bill Schmidt, called Messer by his squadron mates. A recent Naval Academy graduate, Messer was crewed with Caskey as a RIO, Radar Intercept Officer. Their squadron, VF-143, considered itself the best fighter squadron in the Navy. They were called the Pukin Dogs because of their symbola Griffinhalf eagle, half lionin a bent-over position to accentuate the wings. When first painted on a VF-143 plane decades ago, it had looked like a dog throwing up. The squadron loved that image. They called themselves the Pukin Dogs until the early nineties, when someone from the Navy brass thought the image of a puking dog wasnt quite proper and forced the squadron to change it. The new name, the Dogs, had been used until Caskey took over. One of his first acts was to change the name back to the Pukin Dogs. Nobody had forced him to change it back, yet.

You ready to fly, Messer? Caskey asked. The battle group was in the area to take part in a naval exercise.

Sure. Messer smiled casually. A low level over Bali?Hurt me. I cant believe they pay us for this. Messers smile was infectious. He was regarded throughout the squadron as an extremely competent RIO for a first-tour officer. Even though he was a junior grade lieutenant, he was at least as skilled as the lieutenants in the squadron. He also was easygoing and funny. As much as the other officers in the squadron liked Messer, Messer worshiped Caskey. For him, the opportunity to fly with the squadron commanding officer was an honor. It was also a tremendous responsibility, and a chance to screw up right in front of the guy who would write his fitness report. Messer wore his curly blond hair as long as he could under Navy regulations, in contrast to virtually all the other officers. It was the only thing that ever got him in trouble with Caskey.

Check the route?

Of course I checked the route, he said, looking up at Caskey, miffed he would doubt him.

What jet we got?

Messer glanced at the schedule board. Havent assigned us one yet.

The second crew on the low level sat down next to them for the briefLieutenant Commander Larry Landretti, the pilot, and Lieutenant Bill Warber, the RIO. Landretti and Warber made quite a sight. They were, respectively, the smallest and largest officers in the squadron. Landretti was five feet six and bald; Warber was almost six three and constantly fighting his weight at two hundred forty pounds. Warber was called Beef for obvious reasons.

They settled in for the usual brief: the weather, where not to fly, what not to do, what really not to do, and miscellaneous other information.

Suddenly the 1MC, the ships loudspeaker, came alive. All Squadron COs to CVIC. All squadron COs to CVIC.

Caskey raised his eyebrows and looked at the others with some surprise. They looked back with equal curiosity. He stood up and shrugged, pulling down the sleeves of his olive flight suit with the blue Pukin Dog patch on the shoulder. Ive got no idea, he said. But Im about to find out. He walked down the starboard passageway to CVIC, the carrier intelligence center. He was the last one there.

Captain Zeke Bradford, commander of Air Wing Seven, strode into the room. He was a handsome black man with a deep and authoritative voice. Loved by the entire air wing, officers and enlisted men alike, he had the reputation of being a great pilot and a gentleman, but one who didnt suffer fools gladly. He had flown A-6s in the old days, then F/A-18s.

Youre not going to believe this, Bradford said. Youre just not going to believe it. He shook his head. You heard about that Ford deal where they were going to open a dealership in Jakarta? Joint venture, co-ownership with Indonesians or something? Diplomacy through commerce, and all that? He held up a piece of paper. I just got a copy of this mayday transmitted in the clear from the Pacific Flyer. He looked at their blank stares. Thats the name of the ship carrying all those Fords to Jakartaa U.S.-flagged vessel. Someone hijacked the ship.

The COs looked at each other, puzzled.

Howd they do that? Caskey asked.

Walked aboard, Captain Bradford answered.

What do you mean walked aboard?


Get this, he said, reading from the message in his hand.  Mayday! Mayday! This is the Pacific Flyer in Jakarta. As soon as we pulled in, a bunch of men in blue Ford coveralls came aboard. They have bags with them, and guns. They are taking over the ship. We are being hijacked. I dont know what their intentions arehold on for a second Bradford looked up at them, then continued reading I can hear us getting under way. We are backing away from the pier. There are at least twenty of them, maybe thirty. I have no idea what is happening, but we need help fas  Bradford stopped reading. And then he was cut off.

Caskey shook his head. Who are the guys in the coveralls?

We dont know.

Whats the plan?

Bradford shook his head. Dont have one. Were waiting for instructions from the National Command Authority, but you can bet well be doing something soon. In the meanwhile, were already headed west at flank speed.

The COs looked at each other. Caskey was the first to speak. Not really much the air wing can do. We cant exactly attack them. Sounds like a job for the SEALs.

Bradford nodded. My feelings exactly. But I thought we should do a fly-by first, to let them know were in the area. Let them know anything they do from now on will get them in deep kimchi.

Wont that tell them theres a battle group around, that we may try something? said Dave Drunk Driver, CO of VFA-136, one of the two F/A-18C squadrons.

Bradford shrugged. Maybe. But Id rather let them know were here, and that were going to spank em if they do anything stupid.

The COs nodded.

Who can get to them first?

Caskey raised his hand. The F-18s can get there at the same time the F-14s can, Captain, but we can also get back. Caskey smiled, poking at the weak point of the F/A-18C: its constant need for more fuel.

With the proper tanking assets said Drunk Driver defensively.

Bradford interposed. No, this is a job for the F-14. I want a TARPS bird to go so we can get some pictures, he said, thinking of the Tactical Air Reconnaissance Pod System that the F-14 could carry to act as a reconnaissance plane. But they may have shoulder-fired SAMs; we dont need to lose an airplane. I want you to do a supersonic fly-by too. Let them know we mean business.

Caskey shook his head. Cant do both. You want TARPS or supersonic?

Can you take a hand-held camera with you?

Sure. Messers great at that. We win photo of the week all the time.

Okay. No TARPS.

Roger supersonic, Caskey said. Are we waiting for approval before we go?

Absolutely, said Bradford. Right now the rest of the flight schedule is canceled. The Constitution is heading west at flank speed with the rest of the battle group that can keep up. Well launch as soon as were close enough and when we have approval. In the meantime, the SEALs on the Wasp are getting ready, and the Marines are on alert as well. Were not sure how this is going to go, so stay loose. He looked at Caskey. MC, I want you to fly this mission yourself. I dont want anyone to screw it up.

Roger that, Caskey replied, feeling a rush of adrenaline. When do you want us to go?

Im not sure. He turned to the PLAT. The Pilot Landing Assistance Television in every ready room and in CVIC had a continuous readout of the ships latitude and longitude. He memorized the numbers and crossed to a wall chart. The ship was north of Bali, heading west at thirty-plus knots. Id say well launch in about two hours. But before that, I want every up S-3 weve got out there looking for this ship. The S-3B, a Viking of VS-31, a hefty two-engine antisubmarine airplane, was well established as the best airplane on the carrier for surface surveillance because of its excellent radar and its ability to stay airborne for a long time. We have no idea where she went after leaving Jakarta.

Caskey looked at the chart and nodded. Ill be ready. He looked at his air wing commander. Flight of two?

Yes. One for cover in case anything happens were not expecting. I want the E-2 airborne too, to keep radar coverage of the entire area, as well as a section of F/A-18s in case somebody else shows up were not expecting. Could be a surface ship or two involved in this. Weve been trying to reach the ship ever since we got the distress call, but theres no response. We dont know if they dont want to talk or if the radio was destroyed.

What kind of radars they got? Caskey asked. Any air-search?

We dont think so. Were checking on that right now with the ships owners. Its a really fancy new ship. The owners are pissed. But we think they had only surface-search radarssome air capabilitybut mostly for surface ships and navigation.

So they probably wont see us coming.

Bradford shook his head. Probably not, he said a hint of caution in his voice.

Admiral aware of all this? Caskey asked.

Bradford frowned. No, MC. I thought Id just run this show on my own. Cancel the flight schedule, order the ship west, fly sorties.

Sorry, Caskey said, feeling stupid. Caskey knew the admiral well. Admiral Ray Billings. Steam. His former commanding officer when they were on the Nimitz in the Jolly Rogers.

Ive got to see the admiral right now, in fact. Any more stupid questions? Bradford asked. He scanned them once, then turned and walked out of CVIC.

I wonder what they want, said Wayne Berry, the Commanding Officer of VF-11, the other F-14 squadron.

Notoriety. Always the same thing. Publicize some cause thats important to them, said Drunk. He looked up as if a new thought was struggling to get out. Who decided it was okay to be a terrorist anyway? That it was like being a soldier?

Nobodys ever said that, said Caskey.

But look at us, Drunk said. Nobodys outraged, nobodys flaming mad, nobodys running up the bullshit flag. He looked around, then went on, not caring whether he had any support. Its like weve accepted terrorism as part of the scenery. Were not upset by it anymore.

I dont think thats fair, Caskey said, squinting. Its just that weve seen it for so long were accustomed to it.

Thats exactly my point. We shouldnt ever get accustomed to it, Drunk said as he stood up and walked out of CVIC.
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Two of the men in Ford coveralls took Franklins arms and dragged him across the deck. The blood ran down his face and neck, soaking his shirt. Bonham tried to control his anger, both at the terrorists and at himself. He was responsible. He had failed to take adequate security measures. He had failed to take any security measures and hadnt done anything to stop the attack. If anyone deserved to die it was him, not Franklin.

Washington looked at the rest of the crew and pointed to Jenkins. He unwise to use radio, he said with cold look in his eyes. Understand? he asked. The crew watched sickly as the two terrorists pulled Franklin up over the railing. His body tumbled over the side of the ship and plunged into the ocean below.

All go back to places, Washington ordered. He spoke to his men, then again to the crew. One man will go with each of you. If you stupid, they shoot you. Go, he said with authority. No talking. Go.

The crew dispersed, slowly, afraid to make a mistake. No one wanted to test the rule against talking. They walked off to their stations, each followed closely by a terrorist with a gun and a blue bag.
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The two F-14B tomcats streaked westward. The S-3s had been scouring the area for over an hour, but couldnt pick the Pacific Flyer out of the dozens of surface ships. Messer had plotted its last-known position, charted a circle that described the maximum distance the ship could have traveled since the transmission, and started at the outer limits of that circle. The S-3 had reported the southeastern quadrant clear.

See anything, Messer? Caskey asked over the ICS, the internal communication system.

There are ships all over the place. I dont know how were supposed to pick out one.

Supposed to be a big ship, or sort of big anyway, Caskey reminded him.

Well, they all look pretty much the same on the radar, Messer replied.

Choose one, and lets go look, Caskey said, scanning the horizon.

Roger that. Come left to 280. Theres one abouttwenty miles off.

Caskey brought the nose around five degrees in a gentle turn. They stayed at five thousand feet: high enough for a good radar horizon and low enough to quickly descend and check out any ship they found. Range?

Seventeen.

Caskey squinted as he looked toward the ship, but saw only the blue unbroken ocean. No ships. The radar screen made the Java sea look crowded. To his eyes it looked empty. They flew toward the contact at five hundred knots, carefully watching their fuel and distance from the carrier.

Ten miles, Messer said.

Tally, Caskey said, seeing a large whitish ship on the horizon. He couldnt tell what it was, other than a cargo ship, and big. He lowered the nose of the F-14 and pointed at the ship.

Five miles, Messer called.

Ill take him down the starboard side, Caskey said. Hes heading southnot a good sign, he added.

I dont think theyd be heading back to port, Messer said.

They leveled off at five hundred feet and five hundred knots and flew down the port side of the ship, keeping it on their right. They could see quickly it was the wrong ship. It had a white superstructure, like the Pacific Flyer, but it wasnt the right shape at all. They couldnt make out the name as they passed by, but they could clearly make out the Red Star on the stack, from the famous Russian Red Star line, formerly one of the largest cargo lines in the worldstate owned, of course. Crewmen standing on the decks looked up at them as they flew by. Caskey could see the white faces turned upward. They waved and the crew waved back.

Caskey pulled back on the stick gradually until the Tomcat was pointing straight up. As soon as they reached four thousand feet he rolled the plane over on its back heading south again, then rolled wings level at five thousand feet. Next, Caskey said.

Thirty right, fifteen miles, Messer replied immediately.

Tally, Caskey said coolly. Its bigger than the last ship. Cant tell if its the one, he said as he lowered the nose.

They approached the second ship from the bow. It was headed directly toward them, but not fast; the bow wave was small.

Caskey breathed in sharply. I think this is it, Messer. Set up the camera. Im coming left, then right. Ill take it down the starboard side.

Okay, Messer said as he checked the settings on his camera.

Here we go. Caskey banked hard left as the Tomcat continued its descent, then hard right. They flew by the ship a quarter mile away at five hundred feet and five hundred knots. No one was on deck. With a telephoto lens on his hand-held 35mm camera Messer took as many pictures of the ship as he could while looking for evidence of a missile launcher. They passed the ship and banked hard right. The G forces pushed them down into their seats. Caskey saw the ships name in large white letters against the red hull:Pacific Flyer. Caskey pulled up sharply to get away from the ship without passing down the other side. He went into afterburner to keep the Tomcat climbing at a forty-five-degree angle and increase the distance from the ship.

As they reached ten thousand feet Caskey rolled the plane over on its back and pulled hard. The G forces built up again as the nose passed through the horizon and he pointed the Tomcat directly at the ocean. Caskey looked straight up and back through the canopy to the ocean and picked out the ship, stark in its white and red against the blue sea. Caskey kept his eye fixed on the ship and held the stick back; he held 7 Gs as the nose came up toward the other horizon, completing a split S. As the nose approached the ship he relaxed the back pressure on the stick and pushed the throttles into full afterburner. Speed, Caskey said.

Passing six hundred knots, sixty-five hundred feet, Messer said.

The G forces left the airplane as Caskey bunted the nose down to keep the Tomcat pointed at the target. They came out of their seats as the plane went to zero Gweightless. The engines chewed up the jet fuel and threw blue flame out the back of the plane as they pushed the Tomcat forward with more pounds of thrust than the plane had in weight. They could accelerate going straight up. But at zero Gs and pointed down, they could really accelerate.

Super, Messer said matter-of-factly as they passed through the sound barrier.

Rog, Caskey replied. He kept the nose of the plane on the ship as they lost altitude.

Passing one thousand, Messer said.

Rog, he said, holding the throttles in max afterburner.

Mach 1.2.

Stand by to mark their position.

Ready, Messer replied as he leaned forward to see the ship a half mile ahead. They were approaching the ship from the stern at 1.2 times the speed of sound. They would be there in three seconds.

The ship flashed by on the left. Mark, Caskey said curtly, and Messer immediately pressed the waypoint button on their computer navigation system. Caskey pulled back and the Tomcats wings bent under the G forces. The moist air condensed behind them and left a vapor trail in front of their sound.

Break left! Messer yelled. Over his shoulder he could see a missile tearing straight toward the Tomcat.

Caskey immediately put the F-14 on its side and banked toward the ship in a 7 G turn. The wings were already fully aft since they were still supersonic.

Come out of burner! Messer said as Caskey retarded the throttles, already thinking the same thing.

Caskey and Messer were thrown forward into their shoulder harnesses as the airplane slowed without afterburners as if hitting a wall of air.

Whered it come from? Caskey asked through clenched teeth as he fought the G forces and tried to keep the color in his vision.

Open hatch just aft of the bridge, Messer said, watching the small missile. Its not gonna make it. Its out of gas, he added as the missile petered out and headed toward the ocean.

Caskey reversed course, headed away from the ship, and descended to just above the water to ensure he was out of the envelope of whatever other surprise might be aboard the Pacific Flyer. That was unpleasant, he said checking his fuel and the clock.

One day, we may have to show them what a real missile looks like, Messer said, annoyed at his moist armpits and dry mouth.
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From the bridge of the Pacific Flyer, the man who called himself Washington watched the F-14 disappear over the horizon. He not attack us, he said, quickly recovering his composure after two bridge windows imploded from the sonic boom.

Hell be back, Bonham replied hopefully.

Washington shook his head and frowned, suddenly very angry. Never. They dont want you hurt. He looked up through the broken windows, trying to catch a glimpse of the Tomcat.

Theyre probably waiting for you to contact them, Bonham said. You should use the radio.

Washington shifted his gun to his other hand. Destroyed.

Captain Bonham looked at him, worried. Why?

Wont need.

How are you going to talk to them?

Nothing to say.

No demands?

No, not yet.

Bonham felt a chill go down his back. What is it you want?

You see. Soon enough.

No, tell me now! Bonham spoke louder than he meant to. Tell me what you want! Maybe I can help, he said, choking on the idea of helping Washington do anything.

Washington stood directly in front of Bonham as he quickly scanned the horizon for other ships. This is just beginning, Captain. Soon, fourth largest country in the world will get respect it deserves.

What are you talking about? Are you Japanese?

Washington turned his back on Bonham as he walked to the other side of the bridge. You Americans are so stupid. So arrogant, he said with venom. You learn the hard way.
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LIEUTENANT JODY ARMSTRONG STARED IN DISBELIEF at Bud Cooper, captain of the Wasp. In broad daylight?

Cooper nodded as he leaned back on his heels, trying to seem authoritative. But he did not have the confidence in his orders he would like. We dont know what theyre doing. We cant wait until dark.

The Wasp was the center of the other half of the Nimitz Battle Group, the amphibious half. The Amphibious Ready Group, the ARG. The half that carried the Marines, the helicopters, the SEALs, and the people who wore green and went ashore with guns. The Wasp was the newest amphibious assault helicopter ship in the Navy. Its design was unique. Not only could it operate Marine Corps AV-8B Harrier jets, the CH-53 and CH-46 helicopters, but the aft end of the ship contained a well deck in which hovercraft or landing assault craft could be launched and recovered. When the time came, the back of the ship was flooded and the assault craft went ashore carrying the Marines, trucks, and occasionally tanks. Armstrongs SEAL platoon operated off the Wasp in support of the ARG.

We? Armstrong frowned. He wore his distinctive SEAL insignia on the left breast of his camouflage uniform, the insignia affectionately called the Budweiser because of its resemblance to the symbol on a Budweiser can. His uniform was perfect, and his tan highlighted his rugged appearance. He had been interrupted in an inspection of his men, something that occurred only once during each tour at sea, and always with only twenty-four hours notice. He was not in a good mood.

As the Officer in Charge, the OIC, of the SEAL platoon on the Wasp, he expected hard problems. But nothing like this. They usually had days to plan an operation. Now they were expected to leave in half an hour.

We just got a good position on the ship, Captain Cooper continued. An F-14 found it. Heres the lat/ long. He crossed to a chart of the western Java Sea on the bulkhead tack board. He pointed to a spot sixty miles north of Jakarta. Theyre still heading north, but seem to have slowed.

Where are we?

Right here. The captain pointed. Just north of Bawean.

Thats three hundred miles, Armstrong said, rubbing his do-it-yourself buzz cut.

Right.

Armstrong studied the chart and thought. He looked at the overhead and thought some more. Finally, he turned to the ships intelligence officer, Lieutenant Commander Tyler Lawson, a black officer and graduate of The Citadel. What do we know about numbers?

Lawson was widely respected by the SEALs. He was a former SEAL who still wore his Bud on his chest. After breaking his back on a parachute jump three years before, he was no longer fit enough to be a SEAL. He applied for a change of designator to intelligence and now worked as an intelligence officer, specializing in amphibious warfare, special operations, low-intensity conflictthe use of SEALs. The SEALs trusted him, which was more than could be said for other intel officers who had no warfare specialty and treated intelligence like academic work.

All we know, Lawson began slowly, is that there are at least twenty, maybe thirty terrorists. He looked up at Armstrong. Maybe more. Everythings based on one call from a radio operator. We got a photo from the F-14 that the Constitution scanned and sent to us over the satellite, but you can see only a few men on the bridge. He tacked the photo onto the wall next to the chart. He put his hands on his hips and looked at the chart, then the ship. He stared at the Pacific Flyers position, where the captain had stuck a pin. Where the hell are they going? he asked no one in particular, noting the position and direction of travel. Why out there in the blue water instead of near the coast? He shook his head as he pondered his own question. Theyd have a lot more leverage and a lot more options if theyd anchored in Jakarta harbor. I dont get it. Unless theyre rendezvousing with some other ship. But who? Some combat ship from some navy? Whose? We know where every combatant is in the Pacific, and there isnt one that can even be a factorat least not before we get there.

Armstrong stared at the chart. If we have to go now, theres only one way we could do it. He looked at the captain. Are
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