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“The sea would always be waiting to try to kill sailors brave enough, or stupid enough, to sail away from shore. Or to dive deep from the surface.”

Michael DiMercurio, Ambush of the Dragon, Crossroad Press, 2024

“Effect your own rescue. As A-10 pilots we used this phrase when discussing the possibility of being shot down. Do everything in your power to get rescued. Same applies to life. Don’t just sit around and hope—it won’t get you anywhere. Put in the work. Take charge of your future.”

Kim “KC” Campbell, @kchawg987 on the X platform, August 13, 2024

“As a warrior, I cross myself as I do my preflight. Many times our crew prays with and for us. It is a very powerful experience when the last person who touches you before you take off prays for you with his hands on you. He may be the last person who sees you alive. In battle, I pray for the souls I take. I cross myself and I ask the Lord to have mercy upon their souls. You must understand, your enemy combatant had no control over when or where he was born into this world. You do not know what was normal and common to him. His beliefs and norms were given to him by people around him, and you must respect that he believes in his heart and in his soul that he is doing the right thing as much as you believe in your heart and in your soul that you are doing the right thing.”

F-16 combat pilot General S.L. Knight, USAF (ret.)

“A human being should be able to change a diaper, plan an invasion, butcher a hog, conn a ship, design a building, write a sonnet, balance accounts, build a wall, set a bone, comfort the dying, take orders, give orders, cooperate, act alone, solve equations, analyze a new problem, pitch manure, program a computer, cook a tasty meal, fight efficiently, die gallantly. Specialization is for insects.”

Robert A. Heinlein

“There are no dangerous weapons; there are only dangerous men.”

Robert A. Heinlein, Starship Troopers

“They wrote in the old days that it is sweet and fitting to die for one’s country. But in modern war, there is nothing sweet nor fitting in your dying. You will die like a dog for no good reason.”

Ernest Hemingway

“Once we have a war there is only one thing to do. It must be won. For defeat brings worse things than any that can ever happen in war.”

Ernest Hemingway

“Something I learned long ago. It is not necessary to know what a person is afraid of. It is enough to know the person is afraid.”

Lawrence Block, The Sins of the Fathers

“If I have to die on this mission, I intend to die with an empty torpedo room.”

Lieutenant Anthony Pacino, Operation Panther
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EPILOGUE


PROLOGUE

THE CALL

NOW

SATURDAY 10:47 AM

The call came in at the conclusion of the presidential daily brief and the Venezuela covert strike pre-operation status report, at the same time that President Laurentino Calixto angrily threw his leather folio of briefing materials against the wall of the situation room while leaning in menacingly toward CIA Director Margo Allende.

Eve LaBelle, the president’s trusted septuagenarian secretary, rushed in with a secure phone and said to Vice President Michael Pacino, “Mr. Vice President, there’s an urgent personal phone call for you, sir—it’s about your son—it’s a medical emergency!” Pacino grabbed the handset.

“Pacino,” he said into the phone, trying to keep his voice calm as he bolted to his feet.

“Mr. Vice President,” a breathless and stressed but smooth alto female voice—a familiar one—said in his ear, “something is terribly wrong with Anthony. He’s in your study and he’s stopped breathing and the Secret Service doesn’t know. Please, please, help him!”

Pacino pointed at Secret Service detail commander Philip Valerio, half taking the phone away from his ear as he shouted, “Phil! The Annapolis house, in the study, my son Anthony stopped breathing. Get the onsite paramedics there, get your shift captain in there to give him CPR!” He said into the phone, “Who is this?” The reply was shocking.

Valerio barked into his radio and ran out of the room. Pacino became dimly aware that President Calixto was on the intercom to Eve Labelle.

“You know me, sir,” the woman on the phone said. “Anthony brought me to your house during your presidential campaign after New Jersey’s arctic run. I’m his girlfriend.”

For just a moment, Pacino stared at the phone. Was this a prank? “Rachel? Rachel Romanov?” Which was impossible, he thought. Commander Rachel Romanov died a month ago in the partially successful rescue operation to liberate the crew of the project submarine Vermont from their captors in an Indonesian prison after she took a 9 mm round straight through her forehead.

But her answer was obscured by a sudden burst of static. Pacino dropped the phone on the table and turned to his Secret Service agent Wells Brock, who waited at the door.

President Calixto ended the intercom connection and shot a worried glance at Pacino.

“Marine One is starting up now, Patch. Take the helicopter. Go, go!”

Pacino and Agent Brock ran out of the situation room and out to the south lawn, where the new presidential helicopter, the Sikorsky VH-92A, idled with its rotors spinning. Pacino jogged toward the steps to the door, a Marine gunnery sergeant rigidly saluting him, Pacino waving a salute back. Before he could strap himself in, the chopper’s engines roared, the rotors spun up and went through their initial resonance, shaking the airframe, until full thrust was reached. The helicopter lifted off the lawn and tilted forward to speed up to 165 knots on the way to “Pacino Peninsula,” the vice president’s expansive log cabin estate on a protrusion of land into the Severn River upstream of the Naval Academy.

As the chopper neared the newly constructed helipad, Pacino had a momentary thought of how his neighbors had been complaining lately about the noise of the chopper, but today? Pacino didn’t care.

As soon as the chopper settled on the pad and the door opened, Pacino and Brock dashed out to the golf cart waiting to take them up the driveway to its circular ending at the front door’s portico, where an unconscious Lieutenant Anthony Pacino, U.S. Navy, was being hurried out of the house on a gurney, one medic squeezing an Ambu bag over his nose and mouth while a second hoisted an IV bag over his head. They both shoved the gurney into a waiting ambulance, holding the door open for the vice president and his Secret Service agent to ride along.

The noise of the ambulance’s roaring engine and loud siren seemed dull in the background as Michael Pacino held his son’s hand and leaned over him, looking at his bloodless and pale face, calling his name. But Anthony Pacino was nonresponsive.

The ride to Anne Arundel Medical Center seemed to take forever.


BOOK I:

THE DIVE

 


CHAPTER 1

DAILY BRIEF

Although it was a Saturday morning in late July, it was President Laurentino Calixto’s habit to fill Saturday mornings with national security meetings, more to get them out of the way than to focus on them while the staff and press were off relaxing.

Vice President Michael Pacino started the day the same way he had for the last month—by checking in on his son, Anthony, who was a Navy lieutenant assigned to the president’s new project submarine Silversides as its chief engineer. But the young officer had been granted a leave of absence by the Navy, since he’d been through severe trauma when the previous project submarine Vermont sank in the Java Sea. Since Silversides was still involved in alpha sea trials with the new construction crew, it would be another week before the Vermont officers and sailors would cross-deck to Silversides and take it over.

Young Anthony had taken to staying up late and falling asleep in Pacino’s large study, a masculine space with oil paintings of submarines on the log walls, ship models inside glass cases in the corners, a fireplace big enough for a pig roast, and leather furniture suitable for a London gentleman’s club. The youth would sit in what Pacino called “the comfy chair” and just stare into space, most likely trying to remember the horrors of the recent past. Trying to remember, and failing, due to his severe retrograde amnesia.

During Operation Dragon Choke, a Chinese submarine had successfully torpedoed the bottomed-out Vermont, forcing the crew to make an emergency escape, where Indonesian military forces were waiting for them on the surface. Inside the Indonesian prison, Anthony had been hanged by a Chinese executioner, and it was only the automatic rifle bullets of the Irish Army Ranger Wing’s commandos that had cut down the ropes. Too late for three of the hanged officers, but just barely sparing Anthony’s life, and two others, although the result had been putting Anthony into a strange waking coma that only electroconvulsive shock therapy could jolt him out of, and when he finally emerged, he’d lost months of his memory. For Anthony, one moment, he’d been standing on the polar icecap at the gravesite of the sunken USS New Jersey, awaiting rescue. The next, he woke up in a hospital procedure room with electrodes being pulled off his temples. He’d lost his memories of the entire Dragon Choke operation, which later became named by the Pentagon the “Third Battle of the Java Sea.” Pacino then had to have his memory narrated to him by his friends, who informed him that the love of his life, Rachel Romanov, had died trying to save him, having gone into the prison with the Army Ranger Wing to try to liberate Anthony and her friends.

This morning, after going below to check on Anthony and grab coffee from the ridiculously complicated coffee machine, Michael Pacino returned to the master bedroom. He cinched up his tie and put on his suit jacket, despite knowing Calixto relaxed the dress code for weekend meetings. Pacino glared unhappily at his reflection. As usual, he found it displeasing. He stood almost four inches taller than six feet, so the top of his head wasn’t visible in the mirror, but it would look like the rest of his hair—stark white and thick, having only thinned slightly over the decades, the hair looking strange since his eyebrows remained stubbornly black. When he’d lost his hair during his radiation sickness after his submarine Devilfish sank, long after the bone marrow transplant had been declared a success, his hair had grown back in white. The press had been known to claim it was because the trauma of the polar icecap mission had so scared him that it chased all the color out of his formerly coal black hair, but he knew he’d only become afraid when it was clear that rescue in that arctic storm would come too late to save his crew—and the crew of the Russian submarine that sank them.

Pacino’s face was narrow, with sharp features. He sometimes thought he looked like a movie monster, ridiculously tall and haggard, although his former romantic associate, CIA Director Margo Allende, had scoffed at that, calling him “cigarette commercial rugged and wickedly handsome.” That, he thought, was just feminine madness.

He turned from the mirror and took the stairs to the main level and peeked in on his study, where once again his son Anthony had slumped down in the deep leather chair, his eyes shut, his head tilted far over and down in his sleep, dead to the world. Pacino decided to let him continue sleeping, thinking sleep would help heal the lad. He quietly shut the door and walked to the house’s main entrance, nodding and smiling at the Secret Service agent, who opened the door and walked with him to the limo, opening its curbside door for him. He got in and greeted his main Secret Service agent, Wells Brock, who nodded back at him seriously and then whispered into his wrist mike, “Devilfish en route.” Pacino’s Secret Service name came from the name of the submarine he’d lost under the polar icecap, and he didn’t like his callsign being stained by that, but he’d decided not to object.

On the fifty-five-minute drive to the White House, Pacino thought about these rides in this armored, bulletproof limo. He’d much prefer to drive his own car, especially on a perfect sun-drenched day like this, on a weekend morning with no traffic. He regretted selling his Aston Martin DB11 AMR, with its V-12 engine and six hundred and thirty horsepower. What car could compete with that? He considered getting some American iron to replace it but didn’t want to look like a middle-aged man going through a midlife crisis, driving a Corvette or a Mustang or a Camaro. The new Aston Martins either looked “boy-racer” like they wanted to race at Lemans, or like a woman’s SUV, Pacino thought. There was this one car, a Maserati GranTurismo Folgore sport sedan with 750 horsepower, but Pacino imagined it would sit getting dusty in the garage with its battery going dead given the insane pace of Calixto’s administration, each day filled with at least ten hours of meetings, with overflow sessions on Saturdays. No, it would be better to accept riding in the limo until he was out of office and retired.

At that thought, they’d arrived at the portico entrance to the West Wing and the limo’s door was opened. He and Brock went through the door, scanned in, and hurried down to the situation room, but it was empty. Pacino checked his scratched Rolex, noting he was fifteen minutes early. There was plenty of time to get coffee in the wardroom, where he found the military personnel gathered around the coffeemaker, all of them drinking from White House mugs and eyeing but ignoring the tray of pastries. There were no civilians in the room other than Pacino.

“Morning, Rob,” Pacino said to Chief of Naval Operations Rob Catardi. He and Rob went back decades to when young Catardi was first reporting aboard Pacino’s Devilfish as a young non-qual, molded to become a swashbuckling pirate of a submariner, and who had mentored Anthony when the lad was a midshipman riding Rob’s submarine Piranha before the disaster. Later, Catardi and Pacino had suffered together through Operation Panther, when Vermont was sent on a mission to hijack and steal an Iranian nuclear attack submarine, during which Anthony Pacino had been selected to be second-in-command of the Iranian sub they hijacked as part of the mission. His selection had horrified both Pacino and Catardi since the mission had such a low chance of success—of survival, even—that they had wordlessly agreed that Anthony would be lost. But just as he had before on Rob’s sub, the youth survived, and Catardi and Pacino had celebrated. “How are you this fine Saturday?”

Catardi smiled. “I’d rather be out on the golf course, Mr. Vice President.”

“Patch,” Pacino said, “unless Calixto is in the room.”

Army Chief of Staff General Armando Johanssen joined them, holding a coffee carafe and asking if they wanted refills. “Mr. Vice President,” he said, nodding at Pacino.

“Good to see you, General.” Pacino tried not to act shaken by the bone thin body of the old paratrooper, thinking he must be fighting a cancer battle. No one outside of a hospice or a cancer ward got that thin.

“I hear the Air Force has interesting news for us today,” Johannsen said, glancing at Air Force Chief of Staff Arianna Castle, who joined them next.

“Mr. Vice President,” the lovely redheaded general said respectfully in a smooth alto voice, smiling brightly at Pacino, her eyes crinkling at the corners, her parted full lips revealing perfect, even white teeth. He looked at her face, which was sprinkled with freckles, with alabaster white skin in between. Her eyes were wide and a deep blue, her face model gorgeous with high cheekbones, a straight jawline and a gently curving nose. But her most noticeable feature was her long, shining deep red hair, which fell over her ribbons. Pacino felt discomfort at seeing her as an attractive woman first, a military expert second, but then, it had been so long since Margo Allende and he had gotten along that he imagined that his need for female companionship was making itself known to him, whether he wanted to listen to that craving or not. In other circumstances, Pacino thought, he would have asked her out, getting the distinct vibration from her that she liked him.

The last time he’d seen General Castle, when he’d first met her as the rescue raid on the Indonesian prison was briefed to the president, she’d worn a neck brace and walked on a steel crutch. She had told him she’d ejected from a two-seater F-15 trainer and gotten hurt on the way out. Today, she wore a boot cast on her left foot, her uniform pants tucked into it on top.

“Still healing from that F-15E trainer ejection?” Pacino asked, nodding down at her boot.

“Just as soon as my body recovered from that little trainer mishap,” she said, “I had an emergency landing in an F-16. Nose gear collapsed. Went spinning down the runway for a couple hundred feet or so. I didn’t have to punch out, but in the chaos, I hurt my ankle.”

“Plane catch fire?” Pacino asked, startled.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “But Secretary Adams is starting to wonder about grounding me with this second mishap. No one can say whether I have good luck to have survived or bad luck to have been in the situations in the first place.” She winked merrily at him. “Totally not my fault, though.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” he laughed, then turned serious. “So, I hear you have an operation plan for us today.”

“Such as it is,” she said, frowning. Pacino couldn’t help but observe that her face retained its beauty even when she frowned. “So many people punching holes in this revision of the op plan and calling it impossible that it’s becoming discouraging. And all the previous versions failed, which I’m sure the president will make a note of.”

“Are you the architect of the new plan?” he asked.

“No, it’s the brainchild of Brigadier General Madison Reeves, a weapons and systems genius. She wasn’t part of the previous revisions. I brought her in when all else failed.”

“Well, I’m sure this one will work,” Pacino said lamely, he thought, trying to console Castle. “Is General Reeves presenting it today?”

“No. She’s sort of a savant, the kind who can tell you how many toothpicks landed on the floor but goes droolingly catatonic in the presence of the brass.”

“How the hell did she make rank, then?” Pacino asked, surprised. General officers and flag officers were chosen, in part, for their ability to communicate with ultra-senior level authorities and politicians.

Castle smiled. “I’m her godmother, of course,” she said brightly, her head tilting to the side as she looked at him, her red hair falling off her shoulder for a moment. “I make sure she’s taken care of. And this mission is not impossible. It’s just unconventional.”

“I can’t wait to hear this,” Pacino said.

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General Foster Nickerson came over and held out his cup for Johanssen to refill. Nickerson was an Army paratrooper like Johanssen, their Airborne seniority annoying the Army’s tanker, infantrymen and artillery branches.

“Mr. Vice President,” Nickerson said. “Are my people taking sufficient care of you?”

“The service chiefs are the best,” Pacino grinned. “But where’s Buck Rogers?” Army Lieutenant General George Rogers was the director of the Defense Intelligence Agency.

“We’ll be missing him today,” Nickerson replied. “He’s got some black bag work going on, that slimy spy.”

Pacino laughed. He enjoyed General Rogers, who usually had a joke near at hand and a quick wit that could break the tension of even meetings with Calixto.

Margo Allende, director of the CIA, entered then and walked to the coffee pot, ignoring Pacino. That was a bad sign, he thought. He turned to General Nickerson.

“Where are the civilians?”

“Pre-meeting with the president,” the JCS chief said. “And if I’m correctly judging his current mood, it’s an ass-chewing.”

Eve LaBelle, the president’s secretary, walked in and addressed the crowd. “Could everyone refill their coffee and go to the situation room now? The president is on his way.”

Pacino took his seat to the right of the president’s seat at the end of the room away from the door.

Today’s session would kick off with the presidential daily brief, the headlines in geopolitics and military matters around the globe, with the information collected by CIA and usually presented by CIA Deputy Director of Operations Angel Menendez, who got along well with President Calixto, who was an acerbic and irritable chief executive. Menendez had always been a calming presence in the situation room, seemingly always knowing the answers to any question that Calixto could toss at him, and able to blunt Calixto’s habitual criticism of CIA’s faults and shortcomings. But today, Menendez was in South Africa, taking a trip with the heads of South Africa’s intelligence apparatus to monitor the alarming and sudden mobilization of Chinese infantry and cavalry into southern Namibia on South Africa’s northwest flank and Mozambique on the northeast flank, as well as the ominous arrival of Chinese fighter and stealth bomber squadrons into both countries.

And unlike most presidential daily briefs, which were usually held with just Vice President Pacino, President Calixto and the CIA ops deputy, this one had a much-expanded attendance, with the people Calixto called his “war cabinet,” which, in addition to the flag officers Pacino had been talking to in the wardroom, and CIA Director Margo Allende, would also include Secretary of State Caspar Lincoln Galloway III, National Security Advisor Liam Warner and Secretary of War Abdul Zaka. In a supporting role, Calixto’s chief of staff, Woodrow Quincey was present, as was Pacino’s military aide, Navy Lieutenant Commander Willem Cornelis.

Pacino looked across the polished walnut table of the situation room at CIA Director Allende. Until he’d been appointed vice president in Calixto’s administration, he and Allende had been in a relationship, a damned good one, with him frequently staying overnight at her luxurious Georgetown townhouse, but in the last month things had cooled. It was actually alarming how fast they had come apart. Seemingly, one day they had been so close that Pacino spent time trying to figure out how to ask her to marry him, and the next, they weren’t speaking to each other. He wondered how much of that was his fault and decided that most of it was. The way Calixto had set up the function of his vice president, Pacino was a key contributor to the administration’s policies on military matters, with the president weighing his opinion as heavily as that of the national security adviser, the war secretary and all the generals and admirals. And with that level of involvement, the job was intense and the hours long.

If Pacino were honest with himself, the start of their relationship’s deterioration was the day of the operation to rescue the imprisoned project submarine Vermont’s crew. Perhaps it was the horror of that day that had turned Pacino inward, away from Allende.

In the month since Anthony’s return from the Java Sea, the elder Pacino tried to concentrate as much energy as he could to focus on his son, but with the intense demands of the vice presidency, it was all he could do to scrounge a few hours a day for Anthony. He considered resigning, but he had convinced himself that Anthony would be back on his feet in a few weeks. One thing was for sure, though. Between the demands of the job and time spent with his son, there was simply nothing left for Margo Allende. And Margo was a redhead, and redheads did not respond well to neglect.

Contributing to their relationship’s troubles was Margo’s increasingly strained relationship with Calixto. The last week of presidential daily briefs, with Menendez absent, had not gone well for Allende. President Calixto was a demanding chief executive, always wanting more intelligence and constantly running into the limitations of Allende’s CIA. In particular, Calixto was frustrated with the agency’s reliance on satellite and spy plane photographic intelligence in lieu of human agents placed inside trouble spots. Pacino wondered how today’s briefing would go for Allende. If the past trend continued, Pacino imagined Calixto would fire her before the end of the month.

Pacino’s aide, Cornelis, brought the table coffee service, and Pacino refilled his cup. The situation room’s wardroom had the famous Navy coffee brewed from Navy-owned Colombian coffee bean plantations, the purchase made after striking a deal with the local cartels. It was undisputedly the best coffee in the country, Pacino thought, as he took a long sip, the coffee seeming to reach into his brain to wake him up on what would normally be a lazy July Saturday.

The president hurried into the room, seeming distracted and tense. Early in his administration, Calixto would greet each member of the room personally, shaking his or her hand and exchanging pleasantries, but that had all stopped with the South Africa crisis’ appearance.

“Let’s get started, people,” Calixto said. “I have a noon tee time, and you guys have made me late the last three times.”

“Yes, Mr. President,” Margo Allende said, passing the president a leather portfolio with printouts of the brief. The other attendees were using their secure tablet computers for the top secret codeword briefing, but Calixto hated reading information from a screen and demanded photos and printouts—with an increasingly large font size, now that he was well into his forties. Calixto opened his folder and read the first sheet.

“Let’s begin with the NKIA North Korea Iran Alliance,” Allende began. “Unfortunately, for our intelligence collection efforts, the Iranians and North Koreans have kept their communications off electronics, sticking to paper documents flown in diplomatic pouches and in-person meetings in Tehran or Pyongyang. The main military issue we face is their cooperation on Navy issues, and particularly submarines. The Iranians, with Russian help, have operated their Kilo submarine Panther for a year now, outfitted with the Russian UBK-500 fast reactor, and they’ve spent the last six months refitting it with new technology sound mounts and sound silencing measures, such as pipe and pump isolation from the hull. In addition, Panther has been outfitted with a pumpjet propulsor. The modifications have dropped her sound signature to a tenth of what it had been when the Vermont crew intercepted her and hijacked her last summer. More concerning is that a new compartment has been added containing missile vertical launch tubes. We believe the Russians have supplied Iran with 3M22 Zircon nuclear-capable hypersonic missiles, suitable for submerged launching.”

“Goddammit,” Calixto said. “President Carlucci should have kept that submarine instead of giving it back. What the hell was he thinking?”

“Well, sir,” Allende began, but Calixto waved her abruptly to silence.

“It was a rhetorical question, Allende,” he said, hostility in his tone. “So, what photographs do we have of this new compartment? What photographs do we have of these sound quieting modifications?”

“Well, none, sir,” Allende said. “Our infiltration of two of our human assets into the shipyard at Bandar Abbas was compromised. We never heard from them again. Presumably, the Revolutionary Guards summarily executed them.”

“It happens,” Calixto said, “but what have you done to insert new human agents there?”

“We’re trying to recruit knowledgeable people, now, Mr. President, but it is a slow slog. We’ve already had two embassy personnel ejected from the country for suspected recruitments of Iranian assets.”

“That answer is unacceptable, Allende,” Calixto growled. “All I get from you on the Iranians is excuses.” He stopped and took a deep breath. “So, these hypersonic missiles—are they nuclear-tipped?”

“We’re not sure, sir,” Allende said. “They’re nuclear-capable. But we believe the missiles are only outfitted with electronic warheads, grid-killing EMP units, but we can’t be sure yet, sir.”

“Don’t you think that would be something nice to know?” Calixto demanded.

“Yes, Mr. President.”

“Director Allende, I want your organization to come up with a concrete plan to improve the intelligence harvest from Iran’s Navy. You’ve got a week to get that done.”

“Yes, Mr. President,” Allende said contritely.

“Margo,” Pacino said, “why are the Iranians becoming so aggressive? Is there any intel that they may deploy the Panther in an offensive capability? Could they be sending Panther here to target us?”

“Mr. Vice President, let me take your last question first. Panther is being loaded out for a long journey. We are worried from what chatter we have picked up, that it may indeed be on the way to use one of these EMP missiles against us. And we all know how difficult it is to defend against hypersonics.”

“What is their motivation?” Pacino pressed. “What is their beef? What dog do they have in the fight?”

Allende sighed. “I suspect most of it is Iranian anger over the recent U.S. export of medium-range hypersonic nuclear-tipped missiles to Israel. The Iranians are foaming at the mouth over that. But we can’t dismiss the fact that Iran is still furious at us for having hijacked the Panther in the first place and embarrassing them on the international stage.”

“Let’s move on,” Calixto said bitingly. “The North Koreans? What are they up to in this unholy alliance?”

“The North Korean submarine Hero Kim Kun Ok, or the Tactical Nuclear Attack Submarine No. 841, a new Sinpo-C-class submarine, was recently completed. The wording ‘nuclear attack’ only refers to its weapons, not its propulsion. It’s a diesel-electric submarine built on the Russian Romeo class, which itself was a late-model Nazi U-boat. But it’s new and quiet. Recently, it has had a compartment added aft of its conning tower, with a humped back, presumably to accommodate the KN-11 nuclear-tipped ballistic missiles. We believe it can carry eight submarine-launched ballistic missiles, and we also believe it can launch them while submerged.”

“Great,” Calixto growled. “So they can sail to the California coast and blow our cities to ashes, with us none the wiser. Or even worse, drop a big nuke on a nuclear power plant, melt it down and irradiate a third of California.”

“If I could interject, Mr. President,” Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Rob Catardi said. “We maintain at least one submarine, preferably two, off the shores of North Korea at all times. When this boat sorties, if it does, we’ll trail it. We’ll be closer to him than his own paint. On your orders, sir, we can make him disappear.”

Calixto nodded, stroking his chin in thought. He turned back to Allende. “We have photos of this?” Calixto asked.

“In your folder, sir,” Allende said.

Calixto flipped through his documents, making a sour face as he reached the full-page photograph of the 841, which had been taken from miles overhead. “Satellite photo?” he asked in irritation.

“No, sir. This came from a U-2 spy plane. From about 70,000 feet overhead.”

“And I suppose we have no human sources inside the North Korean shipyard or base, do we?”

“No, Mr. President. Four months ago, we lost a team of four NOC agents that had infiltrated the shipyard and submarine force. Once one of them was captured, his torture yielded the other three. Since then, we’ve been working on recruiting South Korean engineers and naval officers, but part of the issue is getting them into the north, and another obstacle is the language. The South Korean accent is vastly different than those of the north.”

“Come on, Allende. If Hollywood can teach Australians to sound like they came from Kentucky, certainly the massive power of the Combined Intelligence Agency can make South Koreans sound like North Koreans.”

“It’s much harder than it sounds, sir. North Korea is an island nation, completely isolated. We know almost nothing about it. Even if we teach the accent that we know, it could be an accent from decades ago, and language changes constantly. It’s not just pronunciation. It’s the words. Just listen to some Generation Z kids talking to each other. It’s only English in part, with new idioms and code interspersed, with a few gang signs thrown in for good measure. When it comes to North Korea, well, electronic eavesdropping and overhead photography is perhaps the best we can do.”

Calixto pounded the table and screamed at Allende. “No it is not! Find a North Korean worker in that goddamned shipyard and turn him. Give him money or a hot little female or a sports car or something, for God’s sake! And do it fast! Do I have to tell you your goddamned core business?”

Allende swallowed hard. “I understand your frustration, Mr. President. We will work hard to turn this situation around.”

“I want progress in thirty days,” Calixto growled. “What’s next?”

“Last issue before the pre-operational Venezuela strike status briefing, sir. The South Africa flap. As you can see in your materials, we’ve monitored the insertion of Chinese divisions of heavy mechanized infantry and ground troops into southern Namibia and Mozambique. The Chinese have delivered over a hundred main battle tanks into each country and are flying in fighters and bombers as we speak.”

“How the hell did China get so aggressive and so capable in the month since their reunification?” Calixto asked angrily.

“Well, sir, technically, the Red and White Chinese, before the reunification, have been working together on military matters over the last seven years. It’s only now that they’ve pulled the trigger on this surrounding of South Africa. From what we know, the only piece missing is the Chinese fleet’s arrival in the South Atlantic and the Indian Ocean. Our Navy is, as we speak, mobilizing the Eisenhower carrier battlegroup to take station to the west and scrambling the carrier Roosevelt and their battlegroup to patrol in the east. That’s one hell of a lot of surface ship escorts for anti-air and antisubmarine warfare, with each battlegroup assigned one of our attack submarines to guard against them being targeted by Chinese submarines, but it is going to take until August or later to get those forces on-station.”

Calixto looked at the overhead intelligence photos of the arriving Chinese forces. “What is your assessment of Chinese intentions?”

“Sir, CIA believes the Chinese intend to mobilize to the South African border and at time zero, cross the line and invade the northern districts and counties, with the intention to occupy and take over the mines. This will be a war for resources.”

Calixto looked over at the war secretary and general officers. “I want a separate meeting Monday morning about our counter-strategy here, and, Caspar,” he said, looking at Secretary of State Galloway, “I want a videoconference with President Mandela and his cabinet Monday afternoon. For Tuesday, I want to address the U.N. General Assembly to condemn this Chinese mobilization. And let it be known, Abdul,” Calixto said sternly to the war secretary, “this administration will not stand idly by while China invades South Africa. I want options. Including the use of tactical nukes. Anything else on South Africa?” Calixto asked, as if the biggest crisis of his presidency were something to be filed away until Monday. “No? Okay, what’s next?”

“Just the update on the Venezuela strike, sir,” Allende said. She brushed her hair off her shoulder, looking like she’d just lost a prize fight. “For that, I’ll turn the floor over to General Castle.” Allende’s eyes flashed for a fraction of a second as she shot a look at Arianna Castle. It occurred to Pacino that despite the cooling of their affair, Allende was jealous of the beautiful Air Force general officer. He was beginning to believe her jealousy was justified.


CHAPTER 2

VELOCITAS ERADICO

“Go ahead, General Castle,” President Calixto said absently, his eyes buried in his briefing materials.

“Not everyone here was in on the previous incarnations of this op, Mr. President,” Air Force General Arianna Castle said in her smooth tenor voice. Pacino listened to her speech, thinking it reminded him of a famous commentator on XNN news, the one who mightily struggled to mask her “Valley girl” accent, but when ranting, failed. He was reminded to ask the general where she grew up. “So, with your permission, I’d like to go over the previous attempts.”

“That’s fine, General,” Calixto said. Pacino noted that the president’s tone toward the Air Force chief was markedly warmer than his hostile interaction with Margo Allende. “But start at the beginning with what the target is and why we’re attacking it in the first place.”

“Yes, sir,” Castle said, flashing a photo on the room’s displays. The picture showed a structure resembling an elongated pyramid with the top eighth lopped off, with the two visible sides showing ovals set into the walls. “The truncated pyramid is a hyper-accurate phased-array anti-air radar system.” A new picture flashed up, zoomed out from the first one. “You can see here that it’s mounted on the summit of a mountain ridge north of Caracas, Venezuela, a place called Picacho de Galipan, between the city and the sea.” The general rolled her eyes for a moment. “So the intel and planning guys named the coming attack Operation Pico de Gallo. Anyway, the installations surrounding the radar are high-energy advanced railgun anti-air defenses, all controlled by the radar, which can track and direct fire at a hundred airborne targets at once. These railguns are absolutely lethal. They don’t have warheads, but just fly a tungsten rod with a pointed nose and tiny fins at the airborne target, with guidance signals coming to them from the radar for pinpoint accuracy. These metal arrows are kinetic energy kill weapons without warheads, coming at their target at nearly Mach 9, so their energy alone destroys the target. In fact, the Venezuelans have a Latin name for the railgun system—Velocitas Eradico. Meaning, ‘speed kills.’ More railgun emplacements are being constructed in a ring around Caracas City. The objective of our past missions and the one I’m going to brief is to take this radar installation out. To blow it off the map.”

Pacino gestured to Castle, who sat across the table, one chair down from Allende. “General, if I could interrupt—what’s the purpose of attacking this installation? So what if they have a big, intimidating radar protected by railguns? What’s in it for us to take off the top of that mountain?”

“I’ll answer that,” Calixto said. “Those evil bastards in the reunited China, the same bad actors who attacked Times Square with a goddamned nuclear weapon, have decided to make the dictatorship of Venezuela an ally, for reasons of resources—oil and hydrocarbon-based chemicals—as well as to poke a stick in our eye. China is basically shitting on the Monroe Doctrine, which, if you remember middle school history, states that this hemisphere is America’s goddamned sphere of influence and interference by Russia and China are most assuredly not welcome. And I don’t want to hear about Cuba—that thorn in our paw has been quiet for decades, but not Venezuela. So, the purpose of this attack is to wobble Venezuela’s relationship with China to demonstrate that China is not all-powerful. That Chinese equipment is vulnerable and therefore useless. And ultimately, convince China to get the fuck out of the Western Hemisphere.”

“What the hell are the Venezuelans worried about?” Pacino asked. “An air assault on Caracas? In what universe does that make any sense?”

Margo Allende coughed. “Mr. Vice President, we pipelined some disinformation into the Venezuelan intelligence agency’s ear that made them think an air attack from us on the capital city was in the late planning stages, with the objective of turning the presidential palace into a half-kilometer-wide crater. Fearing that attack, General Zargas has reportedly bugged out to his cabin in the woods, which makes him look weak, and that helps our goal of having him ousted by his own people.”

“Does CIA or the Pentagon know where this cabin is?” National Security Advisor Liam Warner asked. Warner was the only son of now-deceased former President Jaisal Warner, whom Pacino had served under during the War of the East China Sea and who had written him a blank check to do anything he felt necessary to win the conflict. Jaisal had passed six years before, and thoughts of her still made Pacino choke up with fond memories and emotions. Until Jaisal’s death, Liam had been a Hollywood executive, making impressive technical war movies, but his mother’s death changed something inside him, and he’d run for the senate from Missouri, the family’s home state, and narrowly lost. During his campaign, he had gained the attention of Calixto, who decided to help him try for the second senate seat of Missouri. Once then-Vice President Calixto ascended to the presidency by virtue of the sudden death of President Mwanaisha Puleng-Oluwaseyi, “MPO,” he’d brought Liam Warner aboard as his national security advisor.

Pacino had asked Calixto what Liam’s qualifications were to be national security advisor, and the president had wordlessly handed over a paper document. It was Liam’s resume. The forty-five-year-old former movie-maker had a Harvard and Yale education in geopolitics and had been a senior lecturer at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government before a Hollywood producer recruited him to L.A. In Pacino’s experience so far, Liam was a calm and penetrating analyst who made mostly the same recommendations on national security issues that Pacino himself would make. Pacino had invited Liam over to Pacino Peninsula for drinks and dinner, which he’d accepted, for next weekend.

“We know where the cabin is,” Allende said, “but Zargas has filled it with his grandchildren, over a dozen of them, with some of their friends, with all the children’s parents.”

“Human shields,” Warner observed.

“Yes,” Allende confirmed.

“We don’t want the blood of children on our hands,” Calixto said. “Not this time. So, General, you were saying?”

“Mr. President and Director Allende,” Warner said. “Please excuse my interjection, but didn’t the Warner administration have this same problem with Moscow? A phased-array radar that could track a dozen incoming missiles or bombers, controlling a bank of anti-ballistic missiles? Which would make Moscow city impervious to nuclear attack, and which violated the ABM treaty?”

“That’s correct, Mr. Warner,” Secretary of War Abdul Zaka said. Zaka had been an Air Force general and chairman of the joint chiefs before being nominated for war secretary by Calixto, another example of the president selecting experts from across party lines as he had with Pacino. “There was originally a mission proposed for a modified B-52, a plane we named ‘The Old Dog,’ outfitted with stealth technology and radar jamming capability with radar-seeking bombs. We intended to sneak it into Russian airspace and blow up their radar.”

“What happened?” Warner asked.

Zaka shrugged. “The president deemed it too risky. The plane might be downed, the crew captured and the technology stolen. Aside from the military disadvantages, losing the plane would become a huge international incident and a black eye for American diplomacy and foreign relations. As it turned out, the CIA went to work on that radar from the inside. Some embedded agents were able to sabotage it so severely that it would never work.”

“Yeah,” President Calixto said sarcastically, “that was back when CIA had human intelligence sources and agents instead of relying on all this ridiculous photographic intelligence.” He glared at Allende. “So, the previous attempts, General—what went wrong?”

“The radar did its job, sir,” Castle said. “We flew in a Rapid Dragon assault, which is opening the ramp door of a C-17 Globemaster III cargo jet, flying in international airspace north of Caracas. A plane like that, big and subsonic, wouldn’t set off alarms for the Picacho de Galipan radar. It would look like a commercial aircraft. The C-17 kicked out three dozen MALD decoys and a dozen MALD-J jamming missiles followed by twenty JASSMs. For those new to air combat, a ‘MALD’ is the ADM-160 expendable miniature air-launched decoy, guided by inertial nav and GPS, with the MALD-J units equipped with electronic countermeasures to jam air defense radars. The units enhance incoming radar signals so that they can imitate any airplane we want it to. In this case, we made the decoys resemble older F-117 Nighthawk stealth airframes, trying to fool the Venezuelans and their Chinese advisors that we were using obsolete platforms to bomb them. The JASSMs are the AGM-158 joint air-to-surface standoff air-launched cruise missiles, each with a thousand-pound armor-piercing warhead. They have GPS, inertial nav and infrared thermography guidance with a range over two hundred miles.”

“Tell the nice people here the result,” Calixto said, his voice gruff.

“The radar detected, tracked and shot down every single incoming missile and decoy. They all went down with railgun impacts. With fifty mega-joules of energy, each rod has the kinetic energy of a three hundred mile an hour school bus.”

“Railguns like that,” Pacino said, “have a low firing rate, right? They overheat like crazy. Our own systems struggle to get out a projectile at one per minute. The heat is so intense it can melt down the entire rail system.”

General Castle nodded. “The Chinese have solved that problem, Mr. Vice President. They installed a large-capacity liquid helium plant, with its front end an ultra-large liquid nitrogen plant. All of this infrastructure is buried inside the mountain beneath the radar installation. That liquid helium is pumped to the railguns at four-point-two degrees Kelvin, or minus two hundred seventy-three degrees Celsius—which is minus almost four hundred sixty degrees Fahrenheit. With sufficient flow rates, the helium takes off all that heat from railgun systems. Those railguns can fire their projectiles at a rate that will destroy almost any incoming threat.”

“The railguns themselves,” Pacino commented, “and the liquid nitrogen and helium plants must require massive power, right?”

Castle nodded. “Each launch needs about a million amps from a massive capacitor bank. The capacitors are charged from a five-hundred-megawatt oil-fired power plant, which also powers the liquid nitrogen and liquid helium plants.”

“So, why don’t you just attack the power plant?” Pacino asked. “No power, no cooling to the railguns, no high-velocity rods and no radar.”

Castle sighed. “We tried. The power plant is set into the side of the mountain down the slope from the summit, with underground cables powering the capacitors that are set below the railguns.”

“So shoot a heat-seeking missile down the smokestack,” Pacino said.

“We did. We fired six AGM-130 air-to-surface missiles, each with imaging infrared seekers and blast-frag warheads, the units launched off F-15E fighters in international airspace, targeting the stacks of the power plant.”

“And?” Pacino asked. Castle looked into his eyes and Pacino felt a jolt in his chest. What was it about this woman, he chided himself.

“The radar shot them all down. It’s guaranteed to hit anything subsonic or supersonic, and jamming hasn’t worked, although we tried that from offshore.”

“So launch one of those Tomahawks with that EMP warhead,” Pacino suggested. “What do you call those again?”

“A Kakivak,” Castle said. She shook her head. “We’ve launched several volleys of Tomahawks at this radar with a variety of warheads. The radar and its railguns destroyed them all. The trouble with the Kakivak is its range is short, only a five-hundred-meter radius of effectiveness.”

“Can you launch a swarm of missiles?” Pacino asked. “The railgun reload mechanisms could be overcome.”

“Since the radar was designed to track and destroy a hundred targets at once,” Castle said, “the supercooled railguns can keep up with that.”

Secretary of War Abdul Zaka spoke up. “General Castle, other than the Kakivaks that were shot down before detonating, no one here has considered using a large electromagnetic pulse on the radar station. Why don’t you tell us about that attack?”

Castle sighed quietly. “Yes, Mr. Secretary. Two weeks ago, we dropped three GBU-31 Mark 84 high power microwave E-bombs out of a C-130, each bomb powerful enough to knock out up to twenty city blocks with an electromagnetic pulse. Everything within half a mile with any kind of electronics should have been absolutely fried. Two of the bombs were taken out by railguns after they set off the EMP pulse. The third malfunctioned and disintegrated when its detonation charge made it disassemble. In other words, it blew itself up. We were surprised that this installation proved impervious to EMP blasts, but that’s what’s brought us to this juncture today.”

“How about a drone swarm?” Pacino asked. “I’m talking about five hundred of them, small size, like bald eagle sized, all headed toward the radar, and a dozen or so are explosive-laden kamikaze drones with the rest decoys to overwhelm the railguns—what about that?”

General Castle looked at him. Her eyes were wide and a shining blue, gleaming as if they were wet. “We sent in a swarm of seven hundred with fifty of them armed,” she said sadly. “The guns never ran out of rods.”

“Sounds like you’re in a pickle,” Warner observed. “Perhaps we just lay off this Pico de Gallo radar and leave it alone.”

“Unacceptable,” Calixto said flatly. “I’ve ordered the Air Force to take this radar out, and that’s what I intend to do, take it out.”

“General, up to now, you’ve only used Air Force assets,” Pacino said. “Would using the Navy help? Certainly, the Navy has run missions like this.”

“Not against this target, Mr. Vice President,” Castle said. “And unlike our efforts, the Navy would want to fly in a crewed mission on an F/A-18 or an F-35. The F-18 would get shot down. The F-35 might get in close, but if it gets taken down, we’d lose technology, even with an onboard self-destruct mechanism. But the Navy is also out because all our aircraft carriers are steaming on the way to South Africa, China and the Panama Canal.”

“We don’t have a carrier in the Atlantic for home defense?” Warner asked, shocked.

“We think South Africa is more pressing at the moment,” Calixto said, “and the Air Force can take care of the continental United States until the Navy comes home. So that brings us to today, people. General Castle, tell us what the next variant of this mission will be.”

“Yes, sir. We are planning to sortie eight F-22A Raptor block 30 fighters of the 49th Fightin’ 49ers Expeditionary Force from New Mexico’s Holloman Air Force Base. Two fighters will attack the radar with two hanging back to monitor the situation and for use as a contingency force, with the other four acting as flying spares, hanging back in case one of the four mission-dedicated fighters becomes incapacitated.”

“New Mexico to Caracas is a long way to go,” Pacino said. “Your pilots will arrive exhausted.”

General Castle nodded solemnly. “We’ll have eight ferry pilots fly the aircraft to Puerto Rico’s Hernandez Airport, a former Air Force base, with arrival timed to be in the wee hours of the night to minimize airborne or satellite surveillance, with the combat pilots standing by while the jets execute a hot-pit refuel. The combat pilots will be flown in on a C-130 under a cover story of an Air Force Office of Special Investigations. The pilots will all have flight suits with no patches or name badges—nothing to indicate they are fighter pilots. They’ll take off as soon as refueling is complete under the command of a lieutenant colonel flying the lead attack aircraft. The four attack aircraft will squawk Chinese fighter jet identification codes with a flight plan to descend to the Caracas Airport. They will all be painted in Chinese livery to fool a casual observer and make their approach as if they are just four more Chinese J-20 fighters arriving at the Chinese hangars. But during the descent, they will turn to the east, launch hypersonic nuclear-tipped missiles, and then get out of the area.”

“What makes you think another missile will succeed where all your other missiles failed?” Pacino asked.

“Because,” Castle said slowly, “these missiles are coming in at Mach 6.4. It’s the brand new MAKO missile. Air-launched, GPS and inertial nav enabled. We haven’t attacked this radar with a hypersonic yet, and the scientists all swear a hypersonic missile can penetrate. The disadvantage is its short range—we have to carry it to within ten miles of the radar, which the glide slope to Caracas’ Simón Bolívar International Airport accomplishes quite nicely. The MAKO’s warhead is the main feature of this attack. It will make the radar disregard the launching fighters to concentrate on the more immediate threats, the two lethal hypersonic incoming missiles, but we think the railgun rods will fail if targeting hypersonic missiles. And each missile will pack quite a punch.”

“Nuclear warhead,” Calixto said, smiling for the first time that morning. “Fourteen point five kilotons. About the same as the Nagasaki and Hiroshima bombs, and double that if both weapons are able to detonate. But even if only one hits, there’s more than enough destructive power to take the top of that mountain clean off and vaporize the radar and its power plant, and the surrounding control buildings, but not with so much explosive power that it will damage Caracas City. Well, maybe a few cracked walls and broken windows, but that’s it. And, of course, the power will be out in a fifty to a hundred mile radius from blast damage and the electromagnetic pulse.”

Warner stared at Calixto, then Castle, with his mouth hanging stupidly open. “You’re really going to nuke this thing?”

“Nothing else has worked,” Calixto said. “Failure is simply not an option. We need that radar set obliterated and I want the blood to drain from the shocked faces of the Chinese advisors. We will do the impossible.”

“But, General,” Warner said, “a human-piloted mission, one that has the pilots flying in toward Caracas—doesn’t that risk the F-22 technology? And the pilots? What if one or both get hit with railgun-launched rods? Both of them well inside Venezuelan territory?”

“It’s a risk,” Castle admitted. “But a calculated one. Our AI systems have analyzed both the past attacks and the proposed strike and the consensus is that this will succeed.”

“Margo, Secretary Zaka and General Nickerson,” Pacino asked the CIA director, the war secretary and the JCS chairman, “What about using that Project Thor orbital weapon system? The ‘Rods from God’?”

General Castle took the question. “Thor has a CEP—that’s circular error probability—of five hundred to a thousand meters. A single rod would most likely miss and only a massive volley of rods could ensure destruction. Right now, the satellite’s power system isn’t big enough to launch more than one rod every two minutes. So no rod volley would be coming. And another thing, if we tried to use it, we’d be showing the Chinese what our real capability is. We’d rather they overestimate the lethality of Thor than watch it fail.”

“Understood,” Pacino said, “but risking the lives of two or four fighter pilots? Is that really something we want to do? And what about the airframe? Couldn’t a downed plane be analyzed by the Chinese for its technology?”

Margo chimed in. “The Chinese already have the technology. They used it to make their generation X fighter jet, the J-20. It’s an F-22 clone.”

“As to the pilots,” Castle said, “the planes will have modifications to automatically eject the pilot in the event of a certain threshold of ‘jerk,’ which is the first time-derivative of acceleration. If the plane experiences a jerk, the pilot is ejected immediately without having to take the time to make a conscious decision and to reach for and pull the ejection cord. And then demolition charges on the plane will destroy it completely.”

Pacino frowned. “But then the Venezuelans will capture our pilots, floating down gently on silk parachutes. Mr. President,” he said, looking at Calixto, “after experiencing what happened to us in the Java Sea, we must have a rescue force positioned off Caracas as a contingency. I’d recommend a submarine with a platoon of SEALs. They could do what the 82nd Airborne and the Irish Army Ranger Wing did in Indonesia.”

“What do you think of that idea, General Castle?” Calixto asked the Air Force chief.

“I would support that, Mr. President. But we’d have to wait until the submarine made the transit to the waters off Caracas. And I’m not sure how close a sub could get to the shore there. Could a submarine get close enough to get special warfare operators in close with rubber boats?”

“Admiral Catardi?” Calixto asked Rob, who was furiously operating his pad computer.

“Mr. President, the charts of the waters offshore from Caracas have some shallows, but depths of 125 to 250 feet are common. A sub could get in close. Close enough to lock out SEALs and have them rubber-boat in without long-term exposure.”

“How long to get a submarine there?” Calixto pressed.

“A week, sir, but we’d want to use the new ultra-quiet and well-armed project submarine manned by the combat-tested project crew from the Vermont. They will cross-deck to the Silversides as soon as the boat returns from alpha sea trials with the new construction crew. With the Vermont sailors onboard, the Silversides will be ready for an op in,” Catardi checked his pad computer again. “Five days. So arrival on-station will be twelve days from today.”

Calixto nodded. “General, is that delay acceptable to the Air Force?”

“We’re fine with that, Mr. President,” Castle said. “It will give us some more time to train the pilots on the scenario.”

“Madam Director,” Calixto said to Allende. “What shoreline defenses does Venezuela have that would defend against a commando assault like this from the sea?”

Allende frowned. “We haven’t investigated that, Mr. President. We’d have to look into it and get back to you.”

“God-damn it!” Calixto roared, leaning toward Allende, his face creased in rage. “I am sick and tired of CIA’s continuing failures!” He suddenly hurled his briefing portfolio against the wall of the situation room, photographs and top secret papers flying out of it and onto the floor.

The situation room door suddenly flew open and Presidential Secretary Eve Labelle ran in, her face completely red, the older woman out of breath.

“Mr. Vice President,” she barked in a loud voice, “there’s an urgent personal phone call for you, sir! It’s about your son—it’s a medical emergency!”


CHAPTER 3

GRIEF

The room came slowly into focus. He blinked several times, trying to peer through the blurriness of his surroundings. But once his view of the room sharpened, the violent headache felt like it slammed his head against the wall. He moved his head just slightly to try to make sense of where he was and take in the rest of the room, but the moment he did, nausea rocked him with his stomach lurching and the headache becoming so ferocious that he vomited into an oxygen mask that was placed over his face. He tore the mask off and dropped it, the motion of his arm and hand sending jolts of pain into his already pounding head. After the batch of acidic and foul-smelling liquid came out of the mask and wetted his face, he dry-heaved, his stomach empty after the first convulsion.

He groaned and shut his eyes, and for a moment, his agonized moans sounded loud in his ears. He had to open his eyes again because when he’d shut them, the dizziness intensified and the room seemed to spin around him, which made him groan even louder, and once again his stomach heaved and quivered and he vomited again, but this time only spit and bile came out. With the nausea, dizziness and headache, he realized he was sicker than he had ever been in his life. He just wanted the pain of all this to end. If he’d had a pistol handy, he
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