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CHAPTER ONE





Direct Action Mission A039

2:00 a.m., Khyber Pass, northeastern Afghanistan

FAST-ROPING DOWN FROM the hot, oily smell of the Pave Low chopper into the Stygian darkness of a frigid ravine, seven U.S. Special Force commandos ran quickly out of the downblast over snow-dusted rocks toward a six-foot-high, three-foot-wide fissure in the sheer rock face—the mouth of the suspect cave. Pausing fifty feet from the entrance, the Alpha strike trio, with veteran commander and Medal of Honor winner Captain David Brentwood on point, checked out the closet-sized opening through the thermal sights of their Heckler & Koch flame- and sound-suppressed machine guns. Bravo, the backup squad of four commandos, was comprised of Eddie Merton, armed with the team’s Squad Automatic Weapon (SAW), two men carrying M-4 carbines, and Jamal “Jam” Hassim, the only Muslim-American in the team, toting a shotgun. The seven-man team of Alpha and Bravo waited two minutes, an eternity in the gritty, dust-smelling darkness. Radiant heat seeping from the cave showed up as white splotches against the emerald green of the commandos’ night vision goggles, as did the infrared ID tape on their helmets, sleeves, and ankles.

There was no sign of guards. The seven men waited until they were sure that no one in the area had been unduly aroused by the sound of the Pave Low; that any al Qaeda present would, it was hoped, dismiss it as yet another of the Allied helos that periodically skirted the towering peaks of the Hindu Kush, flying westward through the Khyber Pass into Kapisa Province and on to the armor-friendly plains north of Kabul. Even in the icy wind chill, several of the commandos were sweating beneath the weight of their mission-specific gear, which included ammo load/assault vest packs, flash bang grenades, additional mags, flashlight pouch, camelback water bladder, night vision goggles, black Nomex gloves, balaclava, Beretta 9mm sidearms, and the beloved miscellaneous gadget bags attached to each man’s load vest.

Satisfied there was no movement nearby, six of the seven-man team—three on either side—entered the cave. The seventh man, Eddie Merton, armed with the SAW and responsible for operating the team’s HF radio, SATCOM unit, and cell phone, took up position as planned at the entrance to the cave. Thermal Satscans, in satellite overflights, had shown that the entry widened immediately beyond its opening, snaking its way for four hundred feet into the rock below a razorback ridge. As the two three-man squads moved cautiously forward in the cave, Eddie placed his SAW against a two-foot-high rock by the entrance and popped his “baby umbrella”—the black double crisscross SATCOM antenna. He then took cover behind the boulder, from where he could best serve as the DA team’s rear guard during the snatch and grab. For a while, at least, he could maintain communications with Brentwood and the other five, each equipped with Saver FM radio and earphone.

Inside the cave, the air was damp, sour, the rock floor strewn with thousands of marble-sized pebbles blown in throughout the ages by the fiercely frigid winds that swirled through the mountain fastness of the Hindu Kush. Despite the weight of their packs, the commandos’ footsteps were all but silenced by the U.S. Special Forces’ state-of-the-art overboots. Made of black, oil-impregnated leather, Spandex, and slow-recovery foam, they muffled the sound of the commandos’ approach. David Brentwood knew that soon there would be no reliable radio contact with Merton because of the serpentine nature of the cave. He glanced at his watch and whispered into his throat mike. They had been down for three minutes. “Exfil 0230.”

“Exfil 0230,” confirmed Merton. It meant they had exactly twenty-seven minutes before the Pave Low returned to exfiltrate the team. Now that the ambient starlight that had been boosted over three million times by their night vision goggles was no longer available, the green monochrome faded, and the Direct Action Team switched on the tiny infrared light at the front of the helmet-mounted monocular unit.

Coming to a dogleg where the cave suddenly narrowed, Bravo held back so as not to crowd Brentwood’s strike trio, whose sole purpose was to find Li Kuan—if he was there. A former and corrupt middle manager from NORINCO, the Chinese government’s arms export company, Kuan’s sole purpose was to sell Osama bin Laden’s successors depleted uranium for a dirty anti-Satan bomb, a conventionally exploded nuclear waste device that would spew out deadly uranium dust over the terrorist’s American city of choice. Li Kuan, the commandoes had been told, should be easily identifiable from a pockmarked scalp, reportedly the result of a sulfuric acid-tube timer for a nitrate bomb that had prematurely exploded when he was instructing his al Qaeda clients.

In fact, Brentwood had been one of the thirty-eight Americans who’d had the misfortune of witnessing both the nitrate bomb explosion in Oklahoma City in 1995 and, on furlough in New York City in 2001, the first of the 9/11 hits on the World Trade Center. His sister’s husband, a bosom buddy, had been one of the scores of firefighters cremated alive when the South Tower imploded. And Jam Hassim had lost a cousin, a U.S. Army sergeant, in the attack on the Pentagon. Knowing this, General Oakley, of Special Operations Command, told David’s team that their anger was “a good motivator. But remember,” he’d added, “the mission isn’t to waste this prick Li. It’s to snatch him, bring him back so Intel can have a ’quiet’ word with the bastard. The Chinese say he’s also trying to sell his dirty bomb stuff to terrorists in the province of Xinjiang. So you’ll save a lot more people if we get him alive. Understood?”

They had, and they’d studied the computer-enhanced photo of Li that Beijing had sent, the only one available. It seemed to them, however, that, aside from the pockmarked bald head, the face was so indistinguishable, it could have belonged to any one of a billion Asians or Eurasians. The team had completed their refresher “run-throughs” at Delta Force’s “killing house” at Special Operations facilities at Fort Bragg, where they had also undergone—no, survived, Brentwood would have said—the forty-meter inverted crawl in twenty-five seconds; the thirty-three pushups in a minute; the grueling two-mile, seventeen-minute runs in full gear; and the “lovely” hundred-meter swim while fully clothed and in assault boots. Only then would they have met the exacting standards laid down for them by the legendary, now retired, General Douglas Freeman.

Only thirty feet into the cave, Brentwood paused, sensing movement, his hand signals taking over the job of whispered throat mike instructions. Rats scuttled left and right, the stench of the cave now laced with the odor of roasting goat. Jam Hassim could feel warm eddies of air gently brushing the sliver of exposed skin between his NVGs and balaclava. But as yet there was no wood or charcoal odor, no whiff of kerosene, and no white splotch in the NVGs that would indicate the source of the warmth. Perhaps the eddies he’d felt were body heat, Hassim thought. But whose?

The team was trained for speed and daring, but, when needed, caution—all seven commandos were alert for booby traps. He motioned the team forward. They had been down from the Pave Low for only eight minutes. Nineteen to go, and lots to do. Satisfied that the only noise he’d heard was that of the rodents, he checked his watch. After ten paces, though, he thought he heard voices, faint, maybe twenty feet farther in, and signaled the men to stop.



CHAPTER TWO





Northeast Pacific

ON THE FAR side of the world, moving from “quiet” to “ultraquiet,” the 377-foot-long Virginia-class USS Utah, the fastest and deadliest attack submarine ever built, was speeding beneath gray seas at sixty miles an hour when one of the four sonar operators in its blue-lit control room spotted an anomaly on his green waterfall screen.

“Contact on surface,” he said. “Bearing zero six three degrees. Fifteen thousand yards.”

The attack sub’s sonar library computer, containing the acoustic signature of every ship afloat, immediately printed: HOSTILE BY NATURE OF SOUND.

“Officer of the deck,” ordered Captain John Rorke. “Man battle stations.”

“Man battle stations, aye, sir.”

The “G-sharp” sounded throughout the Utah, and the 134 officers and men scrambled to assigned positions, their Vibram-soled sneakers barely audible, all nonessential equipment quickly “powered down.” The deep, gurgling sound of torpedo tubes flooding could be heard by some as the plotting officer’s computer crunched the numbers—water salinity, sea temperature, angle on the bow, and the other myriad variables necessary to solve the complex mathematical equations that preceded firing the sub’s Advanced Capability Mark 48 torpedoes. The torpedomen removed the WARNING WARSHOT LOADED cards from the notification slots of the two tubes selected for firing. Each tube housed a sleek, black-nosed, 1.5-ton Mark 48 “fish” capable of running at sixty miles per hour for a distance of twenty miles. The warhead was designed not to hit the target dead on, but below an enemy’s keel, in order to create a vacuum into which the doomed ship would collapse and sink within minutes.

“Steer course zero six five,” said the weapons officer.

“Very well, Weapons,” Captain Rorke replied.

The plotting officer checked the proposed vectors on his computer chart. “Shot looks good on plot.”

“Very well, Plot,” acknowledged Rorke. “Officer of the deck, secure for battle stations.”

“Secure for battle stations, aye.”

Alicia Mayne, the lone civilian scientist aboard, sat on the flip-down stool just outside the entrance to the Combat Control Center. She was struck once again by the Navy’s ritual of dogged repetition, designed to avoid the kind of catastrophic error that had lead to the USS Greeneville’s accidental sinking of the Japanese trawler Ehime Maru off Hawaii in February 2001. The board of inquiry investigating the Greeneville’s grievous mistake had pointedly noted that civilians aboard the sub had crowded the boat’s Combat Control Center, and so Alicia was now careful to stay out of the way. She enjoyed simply listening to the vocal confirmation of each order. It evoked a sense of teamwork honed under all kinds of conditions. It was reassuring. And she enjoyed watching Captain Rorke, a lean six-footer—in his early thirties, she guessed—so absorbed by his task that he was oblivious to her presence. Or perhaps so disciplined that he knew she was there but was able to focus entirely on his job anyway.

“Prepare to come to periscope depth,” commanded Rorke.

“Prepare to come to periscope depth, aye.”

Seconds later, Rorke ordered, “Officer of the deck, proceed to periscope depth.”

“Proceed to periscope depth, aye.” Everyone was tense; battle stations could last for a minute or an hour. Either way, they were approaching the moment of truth: Was it a drill or would it be an actual firing? Only the navigating officer and the captain knew for sure. In the torpedo room an auxiliaryman bet ten bucks it was a drill.

David Brentwood hand signaled his five DA commandos forward again; the voices he thought he’d heard were gone. His men had all heard the phantom sounds before on other missions. The wind moaning through the Hindu Kush could play on the imagination, a fact well known for a hundred years by the British regiments who had tried to pacify the wild Afghani tribesmen.

Jam Hassim, with his beloved Remington pump-action at the ready, moved up, but he wasn’t happy. There hadn’t been any al Qaeda guards posted at the cave’s entrance. Then again, why should there be? It was a top secret operation, and the commandos’ fast rope infiltration had gone by the book, the noise of the chopper only transitory—by now the most common sound in the war against terror. Besides, the fact that there were no guards could mean that the cave was deserted. The heat signature the team had seen through the NVGs at the mouth of the cave could be hours old, heat ghosts of the kind that remained even after a parked car had left the parking lot, its residual infrared signature like a mirage on a hot day—still extant, though invisible to the naked eye. And Jam knew how many times the Special Forces had been fed rumor rather than hard intelligence because of the now retired CIA boss Admiral Stansfield Turner’s obsession with signal intelligence and other gizmology, as his archcritic General Freeman had repeatedly pointed out to the Pentagon. Instead of cultivating more human intelligence, spies around the world, the CIA and other U.S. intelligence agencies had relied too heavily on satellite reconnaissance.

Afghanistan, for example, had only a handful of U.S. agents, unlike Britain, whose long colonial experience in the Near and Far East had yielded more informants. And most of the handful had been hunted down, caught, and tortured to death during the Taliban’s reign of terror before 9/11, when reliance on electronic eyes and ears had been able to yield only so much. Since 9/11 the situation been changing, but human spies took time to cultivate, train, and infiltrate.

Now, it struck Jam, as it had Brentwood up ahead, that they could well be on a wild goose chase. Whoever had been ensconced in the farthest recesses of the winding subterranean fissure was probably there only during one of the allied air strikes.

Through his NVGs, Brentwood, on point, discerned a perfectly straight thin white line a few inches above the cave. It passed from one side of this eight-foot-wide section to the other. It was high-tech in a low-tech environment—a photoelectric beam. His hand shot up again, and the other five commandos froze.

Good for Dave, Jam thought. Had he broken the beam, an alarm would have sounded. Al Qaeda and the Taliban belonged to the Stone Age, but bin Laden had taught them to go high-tech wherever possible, and he’d provided the funds. Then again, all allied Special Forces, including the Aussies and Brits, used such early warning devices, and Jam realized that if the cave hadn’t been abandoned, they might be closing on another allied SpecOp team taking temporary refuge from the bitter cold. Bad intel? No. He dismissed the thought as wild surmise. It couldn’t be.

The cave now narrowed to a six-foot-wide, five-foot-high tunnel that split into a Y. The six commandos, dividing into two three-man squads, bent low, crouching over their weapons as they proceeded farther into the tar-black interior. Brentwood had elected to lead his strike trio into the left spar of the Y, remembering that the satellite heat signature pictures suggested the left-hand fork had been bleeding heat. Jam’s trio, including a rifleman, Julio Sanchez, took the right branch of the Y, which Jam guessed might soon peter out. He was right. He signaled his team to backtrack to join the other squad, which meant he was now tail-end Charlie, with Brentwood still on point.

There were fourteen minutes to go when Brentwood glimpsed a baseball-size white blur coming at him from the left flank. “Down!” he yelled, pivoting, swinging his HK and unleashing a burst of 9mm fire. The ear-dunning crash of the grenade’s explosion, its purplish white cross combining with the fiery tongue from his weapon, “bloomed out” his NVGs, the white on white temporarily blinding him as his HK sent red-hot rock fragments ricocheting off the cave’s walls, over his five prostrate comrades. Three commandos returned fire, pocking the Y’s left branch, where Jam now saw a clutch of terrorists.

There were at least eight of them, momentarily illuminated by the detonation of a flash-bang stun grenade tossed by Sanchez on Jam’s right. The two commandos to Jam’s left were literally shot to pieces as the fire erupting from the terrorists’ AK-47s threw them in sharp relief against the rock that formed the cave’s cul-de-sac. The terrorists hid behind a shoulder-high barricade of expended ammunition boxes filled with pebbles.

One of Brentwood’s trio fell dead, and his right arm was split from below his elbow to his shoulder, streaming blood, as he continued to fire at the terrorists twenty feet away, his HK tucked tightly between his left arm and Kevlar-protected waist. The hydraulic shock of the rounds knocked down al Qaeda as if they were being felled with a sledgehammer. Jam pumped his Remington four times, its 12-gauge sabot slugs smashing through the terrorists’ barricade. The force of the slugs was so powerful that three of the four not only shattered the stone-packed ammo boxes and killed three of the terrorists, but also created a deadly hail of pebbles that hit the remaining four terrorists with the equivalent of a hundred or more stones.

Within seconds all but one of the eight were down, the thudding booms of the Remington’s enfilade momentarily deafening the three remaining commandos. Smoke and the acrid stench of cordite engulfed the cul-de-sac, then spread out slowly in ethereal layers, wafting like lazy swamp gas out toward the cave’s entrance where Eddie Merton, unable to make radio contact with his buddies, wondered what the hell was going on. Only one terrorist was still on his feet, one hand thrust up in surrender, the other trying vainly to stem the spill of his entrails, the red spaghetti-like clump taking on the luminescence of melting ice cream in the four remaining commandos’ NVGs.

The stench of feces and urine choked the air, then Brentwood heard a sound like running water—pebbles continuing to spill from the terrorists’ shattered ammunition boxes, which had served as their ad hoc sandbags. With Sanchez, who’d thrown the illuminating flash-bang, covering the captive, Brentwood and Jam Hassim quickly checked the seven terrorists on the ground, feeling for a pulse with one hand, the other holding their weapons’ barrels against each enemy’s throat. The play-dead technique was as old as combat itself, but in the confusion of battle it still worked occasionally, taking a would-be victor, especially a new hand, by surprise. There was a flash in Brentwood’s NVGs—the one survivor throwing a knife at Sanchez. As it shot past Bentwood’s helmet, Hassim pumped two sabot slugs into him, rendering the man’s head mush on the cave’s back wall. Now all eight terrorists were dead. And when they checked, none of the men was Chinese. Bad intel? And what to show for it? Brentwood asked himself. Two Americans dead, and the brains of seven al Qaeda splattered against ancient rock. And no Li Kuan.

He took a moment to bend down and do up a loose bootlace. For a moment in this subterranean hellhole of death and gagging smells, he smiled to himself, recalling his dad who, like all parents, occasionally drove their kids nuts by repeating a favorite story or warning ad nauseam. In this case it was the memory of his dad telling him repeatedly how dangerous a loose shoelace could be. Again, the story of the German tenor, Fritz Wünderlich in the 1960s. Coming downstairs one evening in his home to answer his doorbell, Wünderlich, ignoring a loose shoelace, tripped, tumbled down the stairs, and broke his neck. “Just like that,” David’s father had told him. “Never ignore a loose lace, son.”

“No, Dad,” he’d replied.

Now, Brentwood heard a sound like tarpaper tearing—a SAW light machine gun. Two bursts. Then a sharp crack like a bull whip.

“Shit!” Jam said, moving fast, back past David and Sanchez toward the tunnel entrance to help Eddie. David followed. But neither of them ran. They knew that an escaping Li Kuan, or whoever it was, could have activated a booby trap somewhere along the six-foot-wide tube that was the cave, which rushed at them in their NVGs, the snaking, gun-smoke-filled enclosure now widening to ten feet, where they could finally stand up. There was another crack!

“Down!” shouted Jam, Brentwood instinctively dropping to the rock floor a few feet from the cave’s entrance. His flex Kevlar elbow pads absorbed most of the shock, and he smelled the sharp odor of burned cordite issuing from Merton’s now silent SAW drifting up like an errant fog out into the pristine mountain air outside the cave. Unlike the cloying perspiration- and rat-soured atmosphere behind them in the cave, the blast of oxygen was at once ice cold and invigorating, though it was laden with fine dust particles that in the NVGs’ magnified starlight looked to David like white tracer.

Jam Hassim he saw, was dead, facedown, the back of his head blown off by what must have been the sniper’s second shot. Eddie Merton had been killed by the first. What had been Eddie’s left eye was now a gaping void, the blood-filled socket a jagged-edged white hole on David’s NVGs, rapidly losing its intensity as the snow-cold wind moaning through the Hindu Kush caused the dead commando’s body temperature to plummet and his blood to coagulate. David used his infrared night sight to scan the razorback ridge that formed the other wall of the deep ravine. There was a residual heat signature, but no body except the one David was using as a weapon rest—Jam’s still warm corpse.

And why? David asked himself angrily. Because he’d bent down to fix a goddamn bootlace. What the hell had happened? Had the man who somehow escaped from the tunnel and shot Merton from behind been Li Kuan? And had he also fired the second shot, which killed Jam? Or had the second shot been fired by whoever had been on the ridge? It was the fog of war—no one would really know until they had the luxury of hindsight, the Monday morning quarterback’s clear-eyed view. All David knew for sure now, as he tried to piece it together, was that one of the best buddies he’d ever had was dead because of that goddamn shoelace.

He cussed his old man, then felt guilty and extraordinarily weak, the effect of the blood he’d lost from his right arm overtaking the adrenaline rush of the face-to-face combat in the claustrophobic killing zone in the cave. One thing was for damn sure, he thought. Somehow, somewhere, he was going to nail that son of a bitch Kuan.

He reached for Merton’s SATCOM mike lying inert on the ground, only now realizing that it would be touch-and-go as to whether a medevac helo would make it in time.



CHAPTER THREE





THE UTAH WAS nearing periscope depth. In combat control, Rorke ordered, “Stand by to shoot four and three.”

“Stand by to shoot four and three,” confirmed the OOD.

“Up scope!”

“Scope’s breaking,” announced the watchman.

Now speed was everything. Rorke, cap reversed, eyes glued to the scope’s rubber cups, flicked down the column’s arms. The cups weren’t supposed to be there, the design of the new Virginia-class attack sub having replaced the captain’s “old-fashioned” scope, the scope’s view through the cups now seen as pictures on TV monitors in the combat control center. However, finding the physical detachment from what they were viewing too unnatural, Rorke and some captains of other Virginia-class subs had insisted on retaining the old drill. His arms draped over the handles, he rotated with the scope, then stopped, his senses super alert, the new-car-showroom smell of the CCCs more powerful than usual. “Bearing. Mark! Range. Mark! Down scope.”

Above the soft whine of the retracting search scope, his reflection distorted in its oil-glistening column, Rorke reported, “I have one visual contact.” His confident tone, however, masked the fact that, given the northwesterly chop and spray, it was difficult for him to discern the suspected hostile clearly. “Range?” he asked.

“Eighteen miles,” came the response. It was four miles short of the torpedo’s maximum range.

“Sonar,” Rorke called. “Acoustic signature still hostile?”

“Signature still hostile by nature of sound.”

“Very well.” The automatic sonar modules on Virginia-class subs didn’t need operators, but Rorke liked to have a hands-on sonarman on his watch.

“Solution ready,” announced the weapons officer.

“Ship ready,” added the assistant WO.

“Ship ready, aye,” acknowledged Rorke. “Match sonar bearings and shoot.”

The firing officer now took over. “Shoot four and three.”

Every man in the Utah heard the rush of compressed air blasting the two Mark 48 torpedoes out of their tubes, their propulsor jets quickly taking over. Each fish trailed guidance wire from the first of its two compact ten-mile-capacity spools. The existence of guidance wires, Alicia Mayne knew, was a surprise for visiting VIPs, who expected wireless torpedoes in the twenty-first century.

“Four and three running,” announced the WO.

“Very well,” acknowledged Rorke, having already started the stopwatch that hung about his neck. “TTI?” Time to impact?

“Nineteen minutes, twelve seconds.”

As per standard procedure, no one aboard, except the captain and his navigating officer, knew where their sub was, let alone the target. All the Utah’s crew knew was that they had left Bangor base over a day before, passing through the retracting section of the Hood Canal Bridge. By now they could be off the Alaskan panhandle, or heading for Hawaii. The pressing question on the minds of most of the young crew was whether a crazy Ivan or third world hostile had come to test their potential adversary’s state of readiness or to land “illegals”—agents. That was standard procedure for all blue water navies, including that of the U.S. Or, as was part of every U.S. submariner’s lore, was it readying to launch a surprise attack, as the Japanese sub I-17 had when it suddenly surfaced off the California coast on the night of February 23–24, 1942, and shelled the strategic oil installations at Santa Barbara? Plus, every U.S. submariner, like the U.S. Navy at large, like America itself, carried the memory of having been taken utterly unawares on December 7, 1941, and on September 11, 2001, the Navy in particular vowing that neither its surface nor submarine fleet would ever be taken by surprise again.





Bangor Submarine Base, Washington State

“Are you ready?” Admiral Jensen’s wife asked him playfully as she slipped into bed beside him. Her plumeria perfume washed over him, her diaphanous peach-colored nightie catching the light teasingly before she switched off the lamp. It was 3:00 A.M., and the fifty-three-year-old admiral, Walter Jensen, Commander of U.S. Submarine Group 9, and his wife Margaret were tired but relaxed. They had returned from a successful if long Navy-hosted reception for over two hundred northwest VIPs, including everyone from Bill Gates to the Greenpeace representatives. With Margaret in tow, the admiral had reassured the movers and shakers of the Northwest, and Seattle in particular, that the U.S. Navy was conscious of its environmental responsibility in the pristine waters of Puget Sound, especially the fifty-three-mile-long, 2.5-mile-wide Hood Canal waterway through which the admiral’s nuclear-armed subs egressed into the Strait of Juan de Fuca and the open Pacific. Among the guests were several Canadian politicians from the nearby province of British Columbia, where the southern tip of Vancouver Island formed the northern flank of the vitally strategic strait, Washington State’s ruggedly beautiful Olympic peninsula forming the southern flank. Even the “environuts,” as they were deridingly called by some in the Navy, seemed satisfied that the admiral was doing everything in his power to assure the environmental integrity of the clear, cold cobalt-blue waters whose emerald islands had attracted urban refugees from throughout America.

The admiral switched off the light. “In all, a good night’s work, Chief,” he told Margaret.

“We’re not finished yet,” she replied, reaching lustily for him, squeezing hard, her perfume even stronger now.

“Permission to come alongside?” he joshed eagerly.

“I’d rather you came aboard,” she said.

“Very well. Permission to come aboard?”

“Permission granted.”

He’d begun his roll to port when the phone jangled in the darkness, its red light showing it was from the base. Damn. “Jensen.”

“Admiral, sorry to disturb you, sir. This is Duty Officer Morgan.”

“Yes?”

“Sir. Star has spotted an anomaly.” The duty officer’s voice was even, unhurried, thoroughly professional. But the admiral knew that at three in the morning it had to be important. “Star” was base shorthand for “Darkstar,” the resurrected unmanned aerial vehicle which, along with the Navy’s undersea hydrophone Sound Surveillance System, or SOSUS, was used for COMSUBPAC-GRU 9’s real-time security surveillance of Puget Sound and environs. This had been particularly important since the terrorist “Ressam” had been caught at Port Angeles in 2000 crossing over from Canada with a truckload of explosives, intending to blow up Los Angeles Airport.

“Anomaly on land or water?” the admiral inquired, sitting up.

“Water, sir.”

“Vessel wake or sub venting?” the admiral pressed.

“None reported in the area, sir. We have the Utah out but she’s much farther west.”

Which meant the anomaly could be a patch of upwelling, a common occurrence on the West Coast, where fresh water leaked upward from seabed springs through fissures in Juan de Fuca’s ever-shifting tectonic plate. Because of the fresh water’s different salinity, and thus slightly different color, it often showed up as an anomaly, like a slick of oil, readily visible by Darkstar’s God’s-eye view. Or the anomaly could be the first sign of an environmental disaster. An oil spill.

“You check with Coast Guard Air at Port Angeles?” asked the admiral. With that, his wife turned on her bedside lamp, resignedly sliding over a copy of Time from her nightstand.

“All right,” she heard her husband tell the duty officer, “keep me posted…. No, no, you did the right thing. When the Coast Guard gets back to you, let me know what they say. Perhaps it’s just some weird local phenomenon … Yes, absolutely, call me either way.”

Margaret Jensen, scanning the Time interview, knew that her husband’s “either way” meant he wouldn’t be able to relax enough to have sex, at least not the kind she wanted. He was in line for CNO—Chief of Naval Operations, the U.S.’s highest naval rank—and the smallest “screw-up,” as he’d so often reminded her, could scuttle the promotion. He looked apologetically at Margaret. “Sorry about this kafuffle.”

She shrugged, trying not to look annoyed but knowing there’d be no orgasmic relief until Walt knew exactly what the damned anomaly was.

“Morgan’ll get back to me soon,” he assured her.

“Don’t think so,” she said, still reading.

“Why?”

She turned the page. “Weather channel said there’s a low closing in from the Pacific. Fog. Coast Guard planes won’t see anything.”

“Damn! You’re right.” He lifted the phone, about to punch the preprogrammed button for the base, then decided against it. Best to wait for the Coast Guard report. Don’t overreact. A potential CNO never panics. Pray God it was a simple case of upwelling, and not the first trace of an oil spill from some Liberian-registered vessel having illegally discharged its bilges under cover of darkness to save a few bucks having it pumped off in port.

Fifteen minutes later the phone jangled again. The admiral let it ring twice. “Jensen here.”

“Admiral, Duty Officer Morgan. No reports from Coast Guard Air, and their vessels report nothing but the usual run of boater accidents, general assistance calls, et cetera. But they’re sending a cutter out to have a look-see. It’s dark as sin out in the strait—they’ll use infrared.”

“Infrared wouldn’t show a spill in this weather,” the admiral pointed out. “If it is a spill.”

“No, sir,” agreed Morgan. “But they can take water samples.” Then the DO posited an entirely different but quite plausible explanation for the anomaly Darkstar had spotted: “It could be a NAWID.” He meant a natural air-water interface disturbance caused by a hard rain shower or a school of fish in a frenzy of feeding on plankton near the surface.

The admiral was nodding, thinking about requesting a “side-scan” sonar profile of the sea bottom rather than settling for the ordinary sonar depth reading that as a matter of standard procedure would be taken by the Coast Guard cutter. But to request a side-scan radar profile that would reveal any venting or other anomaly on the sea bed was a costly proposition for the Navy, ergo the taxpayers. And he could be accused of making a mountain out of a molehill. He decided to wait.

“All right,” he told Morgan. “Let me know if you hear any more. Request another Darkstar run tomorrow.”

“Aye aye, sir. Good night.”

The admiral replaced the phone. Maybe the anomaly had been nothing more than a sudden squall of wind. He’d seen that often enough—anybody who’d been on any kind of boat had seen it, an area of water disturbed by a phantom gust ruffling the water, causing it to momentarily take on a different shade of blue, green, or gray, depending on the color of the sky. But Margaret saw that he was worried.

“Go to sleep,” she urged, pulling the bedspread playfully up over his head.

“You think I’m overreacting?” came the muffled voice beneath the cover.

She put the magazine aside and switched off her bedside lamp. “Well, you have made a bit of a meal out of it.”

He cast off the cover. “A meal out of it? I’ve never heard you use that before.”

There was silence.

“You’ve never used that phrase before,” he repeated.

“I don’t know,” she said in the penumbra of his bedside light. “I must have read it somewhere.”

“I’ve heard it before,” the admiral said accusingly. “It’s a limey expression. That limey admiral, the Brit liaison guy at the base. He’s always using it.”

“Maybe,” she said tiredly.

“But you’re never on the base. How would you know?”

There was another long silence before she spoke. “Don’t start with me, Walter.”

“Start what?”

“Obsessing.”

“Goddammit, all I said was that you’re never on the base. Are you?” Now he could hear the alarm clock ticking. “Answer me, Margaret … Margaret.”

She wouldn’t.

Dammit! He sat up, couldn’t sleep. But she could—through a tornado. Perhaps she’s right, he thought. He was obsessing again, his Darkstar anxiety expressing itself in veiled accusations about a suspected attraction between her and the limey liaison officer. Like a dog with an old bone, he told himself, his obsessive streak made worse throughout his career by the Navy’s insistence, particularly the nuclear navy’s near paranoid insistence, that you do everything by the book. Or else. Check, double-check, and check again. Lives depended on it. Oh, use your initiative by all means, but only after you know the rules well enough to know the ones you can break. Of course there were renegades, “cowboys,” like the SEALs and Freeman’s now-disbanded SALERTs—Sea Air Land Emergency Response Team—who thought they could operate under their own rules. But sooner or later the service—Army, Air Force, Navy, or Marine—reined them in, and they sure as hell didn’t make flag rank.

The problem, he knew, was that he was so close to becoming CNO. Settle down, he told himself. This was simply an attack of nerves and self-doubt that at times assailed even the most self-assured individuals, who momentarily, with sweating palms, heartbeat racing out of control, are seized by the unshakable conviction that they’re about to be found out, the veneer stripped away, the naked self revealed, warts and all. Jensen wondered if that was why Mike Borda, the Navy’s most beloved admiral—a “mustang,” a man who’d worked all the way up from the deck to admiral—ended up blowing his brains out in 1998, ostensibly for wearing a medal to which he wasn’t entitled.

His eyes now accustomed to the darkened room, Jensen made his way quietly into the living room, past the smell of hothouse roses, past the faintly visible outline of the model of the new Virginia-class sub, and poured himself a stiff Jack Daniel’s, eschewing ice for fear of the dispenser waking Margaret. Or was she just pretending to be asleep? Thirty years of marriage, and there were still times like this when he wasn’t sure whether she was genuinely asleep or using it as a means of escape.

“Get a grip,” he chided himself. “You’re acting like a goddamn ensign before his finals. You’re commander of Subgroup Nine, for Christ’s sake. C’mon, Walter!”

He started when he heard the phone ring, and took it in the kitchen. “Admiral Jensen!”

“Morgan here, sir. We have a Coast Guard cutter report. No anomaly.”

“No spill.”

“No spill. Fishheads.”

“Dumping!” said Jensen, realizing now that the anomaly had probably been caused by one of the hundreds of fishermen—oops, fishers, if you were headed for CNO—who plied the Northwest’s waters. They often dumped thousands of fishheads from their catch to save valuable storage space in the boats’ freezer, which, given the price of fuel, cost them a small fortune to keep cold. Yes, it was pollution of a sort, he acknowledged, but small potatoes, the fish heads quickly devoured by the sea’s predators.

Morgan could hear the admiral’s sigh of relief.

“Very well,” said Jensen. “Everything’s fine then. Good night.” There was new buoyancy in his tone.

But back in bed, pulling up the covers, residual anxiety stayed with him. “Everything’s fine,” he’d told Morgan. The very same phrase he’d used to assure Bill Gates et al. about the pristine waters of Puget Sound. It recalled the advice his uncle used to give him about voicing such blasé assurances. “Say that about your car,” his uncle had once cautioned, “and next day the goddamn wheels fall off!”

Flinging aside the bedspread once more, Jensen walked softly back to the living room and called the base. “Morgan. Call Port Angeles. Send out a Bruiser with two divers. See if there’s any evidence of gas venting from the seabed.” It was the one phenomenon amid all the wacko Bermuda Triangle theories that had made a smidgen of sense to Jensen—the idea that at times enormous bubbles of hydrate gas, “like a fart in a bathtub,” as one chief had indelicately but accurately put it, were vented from the sea’s bottom. Lighter than air, the escaping gas would not only disturb the water-air interface, but would rise rapidly, and if there was a “sparker” in its path, such as an aircraft or boat engine, there’d be an enormous explosion, leaving nothing on the radar screen.

“A Bruiser, two divers,” Morgan confirmed, adding, “It’ll be light in about an hour, Admiral. You want me to wait until—”

“No, send ’em out right away,” cut in Jensen. “Besides, it’ll be dawn by the time they get there. Tell them that if they smell gas vapor, they’ll need to cut the motor for the last half mile and go in under paddle power.”

“Yes, sir,” Morgan answered, adding, as he put down the phone, “They’ll like that.”



CHAPTER FOUR





DAVID BRENTWOOD HEARD the deep brrr of the bulky Pave Low coming in over the ravine. He saw the dim outline of the chopper’s portside crash-resistant external auxiliary fuel tank as the pilot trimmed the craft. Then the tank’s silhouette in his NVGs was lost against the helo’s body, the pilot deciding against dropping antimissile “sucker” flares because a rain of incandescent decoys would announce to any hostile in the area that infidels had arrived. Rules of Engagement meant that David, in urgent need of first aid, would have to go up first. Next, the bodies of Jamal Hassim, Eddie Merton, and the four commandos killed in the cave would be hauled up, followed by Sanchez, the only other survivor besides Brentwood, whose job it would be to hook up the dead. It would take time, it would be dangerous, but Special Forces’ first commandment was: “Thou shalt not leave a comrade injured or dead.”

Intuitively, David felt badly about insisting that he be the first in line for extraction, but common sense, together with SpecFor’s Rules of Engagement, had to overrule his better nature. If his arm could be saved, either by the 18D first response/trauma medic among the chopper’s six-man crew or at the battalion MASH unit at Tora Bora base, he could fight again, and go after Li Kuan before a dirty bomb appeared in an American or somebody else’s city.

As he ran out to grab the rope lowered by the chopper into the ravine, the .50 caliber machine gunner on the Pave’s rear ramp door moved his weapon left to right on the pintle mount in concert with his NVG sweep of the razorback ridge that cut the night sky like a knife blade, no more than a hundred feet away. Sanchez, emerging from the cave’s entrance, knelt to cover Brentwood amid the onslaught of dust and pebbles kicked up by the helo’s downdraft. The ramp gunner saw a flash at one o’clock, swung his .50 hard left, and unleashed a full burst, the machine gun’s deafening staccato overriding the whack of the sniper’s armor-piercing round hitting the right auxiliary tank, whose sealant wall did not prevent a leak, but there was no flame. The pilot, wanting to jettison the tank but afraid it might strike Brentwood, who was still on the ground directly beneath the chopper, yelled through his mike, asking if he was hooked up to the SPIE line. The copilot, meanwhile, released a rain of orange antimissile flares.

“Are you hooked up?” shouted the pilot. “Do you copy? Are you—”

“Yes, I am! Go! Go! Go!” And the Pave’s bulbous-nosed radar dome and in-air refueling proboscis dipped in unison. The chopper’s rear rotor tilted as the Pave rose swiftly above the dark V-shaped cleft of the ravine, the helo’s rear ramp machine gunner laying down suppressing fire until the last possible moment, the ramp door closing like the mouth of some airborne flame-spitting dragon. David, still on the ground as the Pave Low took up the slack, clung to the rope with his left hand, his right dangling uselessly.

Then suddenly he was off, his body and boots a tiny exclamation point to the pilot, the commando leader dangling over two hundred feet below the chopper. In fact, Brentwood was only ten feet off the ground, his illusion of height caused by the freezing air roaring into his lungs as wind currents buffeted him from side to side, dangerously close to the narrow ravine’s cliffs, like a pendulum’s bob. The vapor trail of the Russian-made rocket-propelled grenade streaked up from a razorback hide and was clearly visible to Sanchez at the cave’s entrance.

Not being a heat-seeking missile, the RPG’s 1.7-kilogram high-explosive antitank round struck the helo below the right engine mount’s cowling. Black smoke poured out of the helo, which immediately began losing power. In an instantaneous decision, the pilot jettisoned the right auxiliary fuel tank that had already been hit by the range-finding sniper bullet. The tank dropped like a bomb, but the pilot was right to release it, for now he could see that the tank was afire. David felt the whoosh of hot air as the tank plummeted past him, no more than ten feet away, a second before the chopper rose another fifty feet. The burning tank, smashing into the ground, exploded, vomiting out an enormous pear-shaped orange flame that engulfed the cave’s entrance, incinerating Sanchez and Jam’s inert body.

“I’m going down!” yelled the Pave’s medic, grabbing his trauma pack. The helo’s ramp was opening again, its .50 caliber now joined by the helo’s right-side 7.62 minigun.

“Go!” yelled the pilot, who fought against the fierce winds coming up from the ravine, which had no doubt been strengthened by the auxiliary tank’s explosion. He realized, as the medic must have, that any attempt to winch Brentwood up farther would spell disaster, given the helo’s severe “rockabye” motion. Either Brentwood would be smashed against the rock face or, delaying the Pave, make the helo a sitting target.

“Disengage!” the medic yelled at Brentwood.

David didn’t have to be told twice, both men falling within seconds of one another from the SPIE line, ten feet to the ground. David rolled onto his injured arm, the pain shooting so fast to his brain that he momentarily passed out, the medic dragging him behind the cover of boulders twenty feet from the cave’s entrance. David’s pain was so intense, however, that a moan escaped him. “Shut up!” the medic told the Medal of Honor winner, injecting him with a vial of morphine. He taped David’s arm and started an IV drip, the wind almost blowing off his Kevlar helmet, which was pelted by small pebbles and dust as fine as talc. But all the medic could think of now was whether the Pave pilot had had time to send a Mayday to Tora Bora, and if so, had they heard him?

“Goddamn CIA,” he cursed. They’d given the Afghans hundreds of heat-seeking Stingers to fight the Soviets, and now the missiles were being used to kill Americans. The world was crazy. And now the Russians were helping the U.S. fight the terrorists.

He checked Brentwood’s pulse. It wasn’t good. Why in hell had the helo stopped dropping flares to avoid Stingers? Probably, the medic guessed, because the copilot was conserving them for the run back over hostile areas to Tora Bora. It occurred to him then that if al Qaeda got to him and Brentwood, he could barter his medical skills and supplies for his survival. “You goddamned coward!” he berated himself aloud. “You’re Special Forces, for Christ’s sake. One of Freeman’s boys. Get a grip!”

He saw David Brentwood struggling with his left hand for the mouthpiece to his camelback, but the water sack had been lacerated either by the firefight in the cave or by shrapnel from the explosions of the helo’s jettisoned fuel tank. The medic took off his own camelback but warned David, “Just a sip.”

The helo, now free of any encumbrance, rose high and, barely missed by another RPG round, banked sharply to the left for twelve hundred meters, beyond the maximum range of an RPG. From there, the Pave, hovering, its machine guns roaring, aided by infrared searchlights, began raking the razorback, now that the helo had more freedom to move. “Winds are dying down,” noted the pilot. “Maybe we could have another go?”

“Why not?” said the copilot, sounding braver than he felt.

“Missile three o’clock low!” shouted the pilot, hauling hard on the Pave’s yoke, narrowly avoiding the RPG. The Pave’s gunners laid down suppressing fire left to right, the helo banking hard toward the ravine, the copilot warning the medic this would be the last attempt.

The medic was frantically lashing himself to Brentwood when the weighted SPIE line thumped him in the back, sending his helmet flying, knocking him and Brentwood to the ground. “Jesus Christ!” But he was quick enough to grab the line and clip on. The line, now slacker, dragged past him. The Pave’s pilot tried to ease the Pave up, but despite the helo’s heavy enfilade, another RPG was coming straight at him. He dropped the helo abruptly, and the medic and Brentwood, who had been rising before, were now dumped. For a moment the medic thought the SPIE line had been jettisoned again to save the chopper. The RPG exploded high above them on the ravine’s cliff face, sending a rain of rock fragments down on the two men. The whack on Brentwood’s helmet was so loud that the helo’s winch man swore he heard it above the rotor slap. The baseball-size fragment that struck the helmetless medic wasn’t heard by anyone on the Pave as the helo rose quickly, simultaneously winching the two men up.

The dust storm it created sent a gritty, eye-closing wind over the terrorists, who nevertheless kept firing, the Pave taking several hits, none fatal. The ramp machine gunner, shot in the right boot, was unaware of it until he felt the warmth of his foot, the boot filling with blood. Brentwood was dragged hard over the fuselage’s lip. The medic, though none of the crew realized it at the time, was dying from a massive hemorrhage in his brain.



CHAPTER FIVE





AS THE FIVE-MAN crew of one of the Port Angeles Bruisers—as the thirty-foot-long rigid hull inflatable boats were unofficially known—readied to put to sea, the crew of the Utah, seventy miles to the west of Juan de Fuca Strait, braced for the explosions they expected against the suspected hostile target nineteen miles or so farther west. The hand on Rorke’s watch reached zero. Knowing that noise raced through seawater at three to four times the speed of sound in air, depending on the ocean’s salinity, the crew were aware it would take twenty-five to thirty seconds for the detonations to reach them—plus a few more for tide and current interference and for torpedo counterevasive tactics, should the hostile have seen the Utah’s torpedoes coming and tried to outmaneuver them. At zero plus twenty seconds, no one was worried. At zero plus thirty seconds, nothing. Forty … 

“Damn!” said the weapons officer. “Looks like we’ve got a lem—”

Then they heard and felt the blast of the 650-pound high-explosive warheads, followed by the awful sound of bulkheads buckling and collapsing like the bones of some huge prehistoric animal in its death throes.

How many were dying?

Rorke could see the question written on the faces of his young crew, now that the excitement of the hit had passed.

“Relax, gentlemen,” he announced, smiling. “We didn’t deep six anyone. Just a rusty target hulk rigged to emit hostile acoustics. You did the Utah proud.” He turned to Lieutenant Commander Ray Peel, this watch’s OOD. “Officer of the deck, emergency blow.”

“Emergency blow, aye, sir.”

The ballast control operator activated the two “mushrooms”—ballast control valves—the rapid gush of air from the sub’s air banks to her ballast tanks so alarming that it made her crew tense again. Utah broke surface nose first in an enormous rush of foaming white phosphorescence before she trimmed, her belly coming down on the sea like a broaching whale. The phosphorescence quickly faded, men releasing their hand holds.

Alicia Mayne could see the men visibly relax. She felt it too. As one of the Navy’s preeminent torpedo researchers she’d known that at some point during Utah’s exercise patrol—her first aboard one of the $1.6 billion Virginia-class subs—there’d be a “shoot” in order for her to study postfiring telemetry data. But she hadn’t been told when or where it would take place.

“Why couldn’t you have told me beforehand?” she asked Rorke pointedly, albeit with a smile.

“Thought you might alert the crew,” he replied. “Take the edge off them.”

Now she was offended, and Rorke knew it.

“No, no,” he said, “not tip them off verbally. It’s a person’s body language. Just like you’re telling me now how pissed you are at me. Besides,” he added cheekily, “I thought you might enjoy the suspense.”

“Enjoy? Not knowing if we were going to be fired on?”

“I figured the experience would give you a greater appreciation of what a torpedo launch is like,” he said. “Telemetry is only one part of it. Your knowledge of the human factor could be just as valuable in improving the new Mark 50.” He paused. “You notice the strain on the men in combat control? In the weapons officer’s voice? When those boys—their average age is twenty-two—are sending out all that information through the wire, one slip, one nanosecond of lost focus, could mean our fish hits a hostile a second too late, giving the enemy time to launch. And that’d be the end of us.”

Alicia knew he was right. She had felt the gut-tightening “human factor” when the ADCAP had been fired. Seeing how it was done on the sub rather than watching a launch in the lab tank ashore could help enormously in the design, in upgrading the Mark 50. A minute change could buy you that vital nanosecond. “I agree,” she told him. “That’s why I came along.”

Rorke realized then why she was tops in her field. It wasn’t just because of her mastery of physics and ocean dynamics. She was quick to concede a point if she thought you were right, not pigheaded like some of her male colleagues. Though obviously proud to have been the first child of a “blue-collar family,” as the Navy Times had put it, to work her way through college—the “icing on the cake,” as her father said, a Ph.D. from MIT—it was clear that, unlike other aspiring postdoctoral students, she wouldn’t allow her pride to stand in the way of admitting to a better idea from colleagues. It was one of the reasons, Rorke concluded, that she had been appointed senior scientist in charge of upgrading the Mark 48 ADCAP torpedoes and the Mark 50, the revolutionary ship and air-launchable nine-foot-four-inch-long by 12.75-inch-diameter torpedo, which was half the size of the ADCAP and less than a quarter its weight.

“Well, Captain,” she told Rorke, “when you start using the 50B, you can forget all about the problems of wire guidance. It’ll be strictly ’shoot and scoot.’ No hanging about.”

“Great, but don’t we already have that with the present Mark 50?”

“Yes, but the 50B’ll give you fifteen more knots.”

Which meant it would have twice the speed of the ADCAP.

He was obviously impressed, and ushered her into the wardroom, where a sonar operator had taken in the reams of the two fired torpedoes’ telemetry printout for her perusal.

“Like a coffee, Doctor?” Rorke asked. “Hot chocolate?”

Alicia declined. The excitement and anxiety of the launch was all the stimulus she needed to stay awake. “May I ask,” she ventured coyly, “where we are?” Before he could answer either way, she added, “I’m guessing on the Nanoose range?” She was referring to the testing range east of Vancouver Island loaned to the U.S. Navy by Canada for firing and retrieval of dummy warhead torpedoes.

“Nope!” he said good-naturedly. “The Nanoose range is so full of sh—er, crap, miles of used wire and other Navy debris. Bangor had to hire Oregon Oceanics to clean it up. We’re nowhere near it. We’re west of Cape Flattery.”

“That’s off Washington State, right?”

“Right.”

“Most northwesterly point of the continental U.S.”

He raised his coffee mug in salute. “Were you on Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?”

“Oh no,” she laughed. “No—I couldn’t stand the strain.”

“Ah, too bad.” He smiled. “I could have been your lifeline.” He said it jocularly but pointedly, sipping his coffee. Their eyes met. He saw her blush like a schoolgirl.

“Ah,” she stammered, “how long will it take to clean up Goose—I mean Nanoose—Island?”

He laughed; an open, breezy laugh. “Nanoose Bay.”

“What—oh yes, of course. Bay.”

Rorke shrugged. “Month or two. Hall, the guy who runs Oregon Oceanics, works pretty fast. Unlike most government contractors, he doesn’t soak the taxpayer. Ex-SEAL and SALERT. One of Freeman’s boys.”

Rorke could see Alicia hadn’t heard of either Freeman, the retired general, or Frank Hall, oceanographer extraordinaire. Or was she still trying to find her feet after his subtle but unmistakable pass?

“Freeman’s a tough old buzzard,” explained Rorke. “Ex-SpecFor warrior. Very unpopular in Washington, D.C. Has a nasty name for bureaucrats.”

“Oh?” Then, to show him she was no neophyte, blushing notwithstanding, she asked, “Well, aren’t you going to tell me?”

“No, ma’am. It’s not for the likes of you.”

“You mean I’m a goody-two-shoes.”

He paused, putting down the coffee mug. “Yes, ma’am, you are. You’re a lady.”

She was shocked. On a sub, she’d expected to be treated as an equal by the officers—she had a Ph.D. to make the point. But a lady. For a man who captained the most technologically advanced “weapons platform”—that is, “killing ship”—in the world, “lady” struck Alicia as delightfully old-fashioned. “Thank you, kind sir.”

He nodded appreciatively. “I’ll leave you to your work.” He glanced at his watch, as if in sudden need of an excuse to go. “We’ll be heading through the Juan de Fuca Strait soon, back to base.”

“Fine.” She hesitated, then followed him briskly down the corridor. “Thank you for letting me use your stateroom. I’d expected to have to—” She was flustered again. “Actually, I don’t know what I expected.”

“Doss down with the crew? Now that would’ve taken the edge off them.”

With that, he was gone, leaving her in the wardroom, staring at the seemingly endless printout of telemetry. She made a mental note that when she got back to the lab ashore, she needed to do another security check on all her lab personnel—a mandatory requirement for all department heads, ever since Hansen of the FBI had avoided such regular checkups to become the most infamous Russian spy in America’s history. And it would be a good excuse to check Captain Rorke’s file. He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. But was he engaged? Estranged? It wasn’t the sort of question you could ask the crew.



Though it had been a short exercise patrol, Alicia, toiling back in the wardroom with her telemetric data, had become attuned to the slight variation of sound in the sub that indicated a change in speed. Now it felt as if the Utah was barely moving. “Are we stopping?” she asked a steward who was cleaning up the wardroom.

“No, ma’am. We’re still underway, but we’re entering Juan de Fuca Strait. It’s always busy, but especially now that it’s fall.”

“How’s that?”

“There’s a lot of shipping,” he answered.

“There’s always a lot of shipping,” Alicia said, nonplussed, as she put down her marker pen to take a break from the rows of oceanographic data. “It’s one of the busiest waterways in the world.”

“Well, you know, it’s snakehead time. Asian smugglers bringing illegals across into Canada and the U.S. They try their luck starting springtime. Too cold in the winter. They’d freeze to death in those containers. It’s bad enough for ’em being locked in there for three weeks, with other containers stacked on top of them and all around them.” The steward picked up empty mugs and swiped the wardroom table with a chamois. “Some don’t come in container ships—try to sneak in on some rust bucket during the night with no navigation lights, no lights period. Figure that once they’re through the strait and get to where it widens into the funnel of Puget Sound, they’re home and away, get lost amid the myriad islands.”

Amid the myriad islands. Alicia was taken more by the steward’s vocabulary than by what he was telling her. She knew about the ongoing problem of illegals trying to slip into North America, with Canada being particularly known as the softest touch in the world for immigrants. It had harbored everyone from genuine refugees to Nazi war criminals and terrorists, but a steward who used a phrase such as “amid the myriad islands” was intriguing.

“Forgive me if I’m prying,” she said, “but have you always been in the Navy?”

“Yes, ma’am. From high school on.” He could see where she was headed—he’d been asked the same kind of question before. “I like what I do,” he explained. “I’m not really a people person. In this job I know exactly what I have to do. At the end of my watch, that’s it. Gives me lots of time to read. That’s what I like doing best.”

“Aha!” she said, smiling, folding her arms and sitting up straight-backed against the bulkhead in a mildly triumphant mood. It was a moment of exuberant empathy. “You’re one of us.”

“I’m no scientist, ma’am.” But Alicia knew he knew what she meant, and she knew she was flirting. She was surprised at herself, even mildly disapproving, but she was enjoying it. She didn’t lack confidence in her job, but she was essentially a shy person, her white lab coat ashore evoking a more impersonal, reserved impression—that of the cool, objective scientist who, if not devoid of emotions, kept them under tight rein. That is, until Rorke had showed up and—

The G sharp sounded again.

“Man battle stations! Man battle stations!”



CHAPTER SIX





HEADING OUT FAST from the Coast Guard station at the end of Ediz Hook in Port Angeles into the fogbound darkness of the fifteen-mile-wide, seventy-mile-long strait, the five-man, thirty-foot rigid hull inflatable Bruiser bucked its way northwest toward the dark, brooding mass of Vancouver Island. Six miles out, the coxswain of the Bruiser began a wide left turn, setting a westward course just south of the “line”—the maritime boundary that divided the west to east strait between the U.S. and Canada.

The twin diesels’ “Jacuzzi” propulsion system now at full throttle, the Bruiser headed into the swells that came funneling in from the Pacific, the breakers’ first landfall Tatoosh Island off Cape Flattery. The coxswain and his observer, though seated behind the steering console’s protective windscreen, were as drenched in spray as the diving-cum-medical/mechanical technician and the two other divers, Rafe Albinski and Peter Dixon. Aft of the platform, they held their air tanks and other equipment while clutching the grab rail against the sea’s incessant pounding. Though almost opaque with salt particles, their fall masks nevertheless afforded some protection against the biting wind. There was little conversation, the effort required to be heard above wind, sea, and the RIB’s body-bashing progress against the swells at thirty miles per hour being conserved for the dive, which was always a tricky proposition, given the often heavy maritime traffic, the state of the sea, and the strong currents in the strait. Fortunately, Admiral Jensen’s request had come at the tide’s ebb, giving Albinski and Dixon reasonably stable underwater conditions before the incoming tide made conditions above and below hazardous for both RIB and divers alike.

The coxswain, his observer, and the technician strained to pick up any sign of shipping. Despite the strait being the conduit to Seattle to the south, Vancouver to the north, and much of the Pacific Northwest in between, it was notoriously difficult to pick up the pinpoints of starboard and portside navigation lights, given the sprinkling of shore lights on the U.S. Olympic peninsula or on the equally sparsely populated west coast of Vancouver Island. Besides, in the predawn fog the RIB would be virtually impossible to see by shipping traffic, despite the light the coxswain had rigged atop the boat’s air-filter-shaped radar dome seven feet above the stern. On a reasonably calm sea, day or night, the radar’s sweep would pick up oncoming traffic, but in this kind of chop, the radar’s outgoing signals were often bounced back by high swells and covered the radar screen with “ground pepper” sea clutter. The men’s biggest fear was the presence of an oil tanker coming through the strait, en route to Washington’s Cherry Point refinery. The quarter-million-ton behemoths, pushing an enormous bow wave before them, were incapable of stopping in under seven miles, despite using full reverse thrusts and their props, and thus obliterating anything and anybody in their path.

Twenty-six-year-old SEAL
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