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  To Loss


  I dream of the one


  Who healed not with time


  But with love


  And caught me when I fell.


  Touch me any time you want


  Any way you want


  She said.


  My body and my soul belong to you.


  Memory flows around our moment


  Rapids swirling over a rock


  My life altered in a long ecstatic held breath


  I let go and I was alone again.


  Was it a dream? I wonder


  Was I in a catastrophic crash


  That took me to a heavenly hour


  And only now I realize I’m gone?


  Give me more time, I pleaded.


  Let me fill her hours,


  Her days, her heart


  Give me more of her.


  The answer came


  In a life-wrenching crisis


  The reply was no


  Spoken in a tender regretful whisper.


  I remain lost.


  The silence mocks me.


  My heart once beat only for her


  Were that it would now beat for me.


  My one, my dearest, my hope—


  I watched you while you slept


  Without you now, my soul sleeps


  The dreams always of you.


  “Jihad, in the form adopted by the GIA, accords with the teaching of true Islam … There will be no salvation … unless we bear the slogan: ‘Hang the last infidel from the intestines of the last Christian priest.’ The only weapon we Muslims have to face the modern machinery of the enemy is jihad, the continuation of jihad and ‘love of death.’ The rulers [of Algeria] are apostates, and killing them is the only solution.”


  —Sheikh Abu Qatadeh (“the Palestinian”) Al Falastini, unofficial propaganda minister and “theorist” for the Algerian terrorist organization known as the GIA (Groupe Islamique Armé or Armed Islamic Group)


  “Seeing naval forces on the horizon is intimidating. So is not seeing them … Today, our nation’s submarines complete more stealthy missions than ever before. They’re putting cruise missiles on target without warning, gathering and sharing intel with the battle group and joint forces, deploying special warfare personnel and launching and recovering UUVs and UAVs. At Electric Boat we’re not only changing the way the world thinks about submarines, we’re changing the way it looks at an empty ocean … General Dynamics / Electric Boat / Stealth Starts Here.”


  —General Dynamics ad, July 2004 Submarine Review


  “You will serve in the most advanced technical submersible platforms known to man. Craft that serve as the farthest extended invisible bulwark of American defense. You will go from here to earn your dolphins, representing your qualification and acceptance as a United States Submariner. I have previously mentioned how I envy you. I have had my opportunity to dance the saltwater fandango with the Goddess of the Main Induction. I have experienced the camaraderie that you will soon experience. I have heard the creak and groan of steel at depth, but nowhere near the depths of the modern marvels you will ride.”


  —Bob “Dex” Armstrong


  “O God, smash the teeth in their mouths;


  break the jaw-teeth of these lions, Lord!


  Make them vanish like water flowing away;


  trodden down, let them wither like grass.


  Let them dissolve like a snail that oozes away,


  like an untimely birth that never sees the sun.


  Suddenly, like brambles or thistles,


  have the whirlwind snatch them away.


  Then the just shall rejoice to see the vengeance


  and bathe their feet in the blood of the wicked.


  Then it will be said:


  ‘Truly there is a reward for the just;


  there is a God who is judge on earth!’”


  —Psalm 58, Part III


  Vertical Dive—U.S. Submarine Force term describing an infrequently used arctic operations maneuver that allows a submarine to submerge from a stationary position on the surface. The tactic may be used to resubmerge after surfacing through ice. It may also be used during certain diver operations or to depart an anchorage in stealth.
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  BOOK 1:


  Storm Surge


  1


  He turned away from the dark window to look into her eyes, her face dim in the light of the three candles on the bedroom’s marble fireplace mantel. Her hair was long and as gleaming black as a raven’s wing, but it had been weeks since she had let it fall naturally to her shoulders. She had twisted it into a loose bun. her hair swooping low over her ears and rising in the back. She’d lost her figure, at least in the middle, but her legs were as long and slim and toned as they had been the winter before. Her chest had become bigger, but she had always been generously endowed. She had a thousand complaints about her body but, in his mind, there was nothing about her he would change.


  She sank deeper under the covers and shivered as a sudden gust pelted the window with rain and the century-old house creaked in protest. “We have to check the weather report,” she said softly. The oak tree outside the house shook, its branches scraping the eaves. The candles dimmed from a cold draft as lightning lit the room for an instant, the rumble of thunder following. He tried to look out the window, but though it was early in the afternoon of an August Sunday, it was dark as midnight. Lightning struck again, the strobe light of it flashing in the room. He opened his mouth to speak but the sudden crash of thunder interrupted. He waited for the relative quiet of the wind before answering.


  “Power’s out,” he said finally, his smoothly rich tenor voice deliberately soothing. “We’ll check the weather report when it comes back on.” He sat at the end of the bed, one hand on her leg. He wore only boxer shorts and an old gray T-shirt that spelled in blue block letters the word NAVY. The wind-burned skin at the corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled, the crow’s-feet arriving earlier than they did for most men. The gray in his hair had also come early, but at age forty, little else gave away his age. His body was still lean and muscled, though nothing like it had been when he’d had a shot at being the boxing champion of his class. His face seemed carved by a haphazard sculptor, his individual features far from perfect; among them a severely broken nose from a fifteen-round fight he’d lost by decision, a slightly cauliflowered ear, a deep scar on his protruding chin, cold and harsh gray-blue eyes, the prematurely silvery gray hair, and white but uneven teeth, but when regarded together, they gave him a uniquely rugged, tough look. His appearance was so distinctive that not long ago a local newscaster who’d seen him in a grocery store had been inspired to feature him in a long news segment about his job, which had made him temporarily famous and had been responsible for some of his midcareer success.


  “There’s more to think about now than just us,” she said quietly. “You should turn on your laptop. Maybe you can get a wireless connection and see what’s going on with this storm.”


  Her voice had always had a strange effect on him. There was a mysterious music to it that went beyond the mere melody of the sound of her vocal cords. There was an indefinable, barely noticeable accent that he hadn’t heard before he fell in love with her, but it was there in every sentence. She had grown up outside Philadelphia in Haddonfield, a colonial town on the New Jersey side of the Delaware River, but the lilt and cadence of her voice didn’t sound mid-Atlantic. Sometimes when she spoke he would listen to her as if straining to try to identify a nearly forgotten but hauntingly familiar song playing on the radio, and soon he would lose the meaning of her words in the richness of the sounds of her voice. Over the past eight months he had studied her, more intensely than any woman he had ever known. Despite his attention, he still could not predict what she would say or do or feel next. It was one of a thousand of the quirks that he loved about her.


  “Laptop’s in the truck,” he said. “I can stay here with you or get soaked going out to get it.”


  They had met under the strangest of circumstances, and many would condemn him for choosing her. His career had survived because the people closest to him found no fault in his choice, but it didn’t alter the fact that he had become involved with a woman who worked for him. He and she had suffered through a terrifying maritime disaster that had silenced the critics. Their beginnings had brought them to the hour of their deaths, and if not for the man who had plucked them from the hellish flames, they would now be buried with the wreckage at the rocky bottom of a two-mile-deep sea. In the days that followed, there were a dozen times he wondered if he had actually died or if the reality he was living now had just been imagined in that last half second of life.


  In this new life, nothing was like it had been before. It was fortunate for him that he had her, because without her the guilt of losing over a hundred souls in his charge would have ruined him. Before the disaster, he had been more a man of action than reflection. The world had been simple, painted in black and white. There had been good and there had been evil. He had been on the side of good. Until the day that those good men had sent him on a suicide mission.


  After the hydrogen bomb detonated, a hundred and seven of his crew lay quiet at the bottom of the cold Barents Sea. When he regained consciousness, there was no longer the pure good against unholy evil. Black and white had yielded to infinite shades of gray. There was a new quality to him, one of thoughtfulness, a quality he had never held in high esteem before. In this new reality, there was plentiful guilt about the horror of that day, but not the despair he would have felt if not for her. He looked across the bed at her. With her alive next to him, he felt an incredible, undeserved joy. That he had lived was a miracle, but the fact that she had lived was far more. It was a godsend, the granting of a feverish, desperate deathbed prayer.


  They had both dreaded the results of the medical tests they had undergone in the next month while he waited for his new assignment. The nuclear explosion had given them doses of gamma, alpha and neutron radiation significant enough to kill them had they been in poorer health. But there were more results. There were the smallest diamonds of tears in her eyes as she told him he was to be a father. He was stunned. The thought of having a child together oddly seemed far stranger to him than their surviving last winter’s ordeal.


  The coming child had changed him as much as his loss at sea had, forcing him to examine every aspect of his personality, to review every event of his life to see if he were worthy. He concluded that he would never have considered himself ready to be a father, but life had made the decision for him. In the month that followed, he had concentrated on his new job, the actions of performing it as natural as breathing. It was a surprise to him when he realized that his altered self was better at his life’s work than he had been before.


  But he knew the changes in him came from more than the disaster at sea or his impending fatherhood. She had changed him. There was something about her that calmed him and gave him peace. She answered a vital question posed by his life. The moments he spent with her were the most important of his day. As he had learned from his father’s flawed example, he had always presumed in his previous life that what he did for a living defined him, that his work was the sum total of his identity. Now he realized that what he did had only an incidental relationship to who he really was. When he thought of himself now. in those first few seconds of waking in the morning or falling asleep in her arms at night, he saw himself as her husband first, a father second and a seaman a distant last.


  In the second month of his new assignment, there were more medical test results. She had smiled as she told him that the size of the baby proved that they had conceived the child during their first time together, in the early morning hours of what should have been their last day on earth. Later that night she had watched his eyes for his reaction as she spoke, her voice dead serious. “You know we should have died out there.”


  “I know,” he had said, staring back at her. She’d never spoken of it since, and had practically forbidden him to bring it up.


  Her voice trembled just slightly, as if she were confessing a deep secret. “Do you think our baby is the reason we were spared that day?”


  In the darkness he smiled at her, pulled her close to him and told her the rational truth, or at least the truth he thought he should believe. “Sweetheart, we lived that day because our target had the heart to risk his own life to rescue us, even though doing that damn near killed him. I don’t think it had anything to do with the baby.”


  She shook her head slowly. “He may be a saint,” she said, “but Peter Vornado wasn’t the one who decided we’d survive the radiation.”


  To that he had no answer.


  Lightning lit the room suddenly as the house creaked again in a gust. The peal of thunder rattled the windows. She reached for him and pulled him closer to her. In the first months of her pregnancy she had always wanted to be naked with him in their big bed when they were together on weekends, but now she was always too cold. She dressed in heavy pajamas despite the warmth of summer on the Virginia coast, burying herself in the bedclothes.


  He had wondered why she wasn’t like other pregnant women in the summertime, sweating and complaining. She had an uncommon serenity about carrying a baby. Being pregnant had given her a glow, making her even more beautiful than she had been the first moment he had set eyes on her.


  The lamp at the bedside suddenly flickered, then came on steadily. The power had returned.


  She quickly found the remote control and the plasma flat-panel television came to life. She switched to the weather station. The forecaster seemed to stand high above the East Coast of the United States as he pointed to the dense clouds over Virginia.


  “… ever since Tropical Storm George came ashore late last night in North Carolina and Virginia, bringing with it several inches of rain and coastal flooding. But as you can see from the developing satellite image, George is nothing compared to the strength of Hurricane Helen, which formed off Bermuda four days ago. Helen is already a category three storm and is expected to become a category five hurricane within the next hours. The storm track of Helen is predicted to follow on the heels of George and make landfall here, on North Carolina’s Outer Banks. If Helen’s course doesn’t turn, the East Coast should get a pounding not seen since the category five ‘Great Labor Day Hurricane’ that hit the Florida Keys in 1935—”


  He blinked at the screen. When he’d left work on Friday there was nothing on the news about this hurricane, and now it was about to pound Virginia. Which meant he should already have been directed to get the ship to the safety of the calm waters hundreds of miles at sea. The phone should have rung a dozen times by now. He chanced a glance at her, knowing that she had to be thinking the same thing. There was a frown forming on her brow. She looked over, understanding in her eyes.


  “—emergency hurricane preparations are being made by federal and coastal state authorities as residents are being advised to evacuate—”


  The television and the nightstand lamp went suddenly black, the room again lit only by the candles. A violent banging sound came from below, startling her. He listened as the banging came again. It was too regular to be another clap of thunder and it wasn’t the tree’s branches smashing against the house.


  “What was that?” she said. Her eyes darkened. An expression of fear came to her face. In all the time he’d known her, he had only seen that look a few times.


  “Someone’s out there knocking on the door. I’ll get it.”


  She sank further under the covers and nodded as he stepped into his jeans. He carefully lifted one of the candles from the mantel and carried it down the stairs. When he opened the door the storm blew into the foyer and extinguished the candle flame. He had a momentary vision of a utility truck in the driveway, illuminated by a flash of lightning, and a short stranger in drenched yellow raingear standing on the porch.


  The visitor shouted over the noise of the storm, “Commander Dillinger?”


  He grabbed the figure by the collar and pulled him into the house and slammed the door behind him.


  “Good God, get in here out of the rain, man,” he said.


  The soaked guest pushed off his hood. It wasn’t a man at all, but a woman who, in the dimness of the foyer, looked like she was in her early twenties.


  “Thank you, sir,” she said, wiping the rain out of her face.


  He recognized her. She worked for Smokin’ Joe Kraft, the boss. “Petty Officer Leonah, right?” She nodded. “Let me get you a towel,” he said, turning.


  “No thank you, sir,” she said. “There’s no time. Hurricane Helen’s coming. CinCLant’s ordered the entire Atlantic fleet to sea immediately. I’ve got to get to the other captains.”


  He turned to look at her. “Why didn’t you guys just call?”


  “Phones are out,” she said, glancing out at the storm.


  “We’ve all got cell phones.”


  “The cell and wireless networks became overloaded and crashed after a dozen cell towers got knocked out by lightning, so Admiral Jones invoked the emergency wartime sortie procedure, which means we should be landing helicopters in people’s front yards to collect them, but the choppers are all grounded in this weather. So they sent me out to notify the commanding officers, who are responsible for getting the rest of their people to their ships.”


  “If you ask me, Paully Jones should have waited till the storm blew through.” He gestured out the window. “Going out in this is insane. It’s goddamned unsafe. And it’ll take hours to get my men aboard with all the phones out.” He didn’t mention that the engineroom had been torn down the week before for some unusually invasive maintenance, and that would add more time until they could leave. And running out to sea in a storm like this was begging for a major accident.


  “Sir, Helen’s coming faster than they thought. The fleet needs to get to safety before the sea state rises too high. That’s just my guess, Commander. I didn’t dream up the orders, sir, I just follow them.”


  “I know. I’m sorry. Who’s next on your list?”


  “Only two left. Captain McDonovan of the Virginia and Captain Vornado of the Texas.”


  “Vornado’s on my way in. I’ll take care of notifying him.” It was ideal, because both his and Peter Vornado’s chief engineers lived in Vornado’s neighborhood, and the engineers were the first ones required aboard, to wake the nuclear reactors and start the steam plants. This way he could spend a few minutes with his old Annapolis roommate before they went to sea.


  “Thank you, Commander, but if you can’t find him, don’t waste time. Just get to your ship and radio squadron staff when you get in. We’ll track him down.” She pulled her hood back up, stiffened to attention and threw him a quick salute. “Good luck out there, sir.” She turned, opened the door and vaulted back out into the darkness of the roaring storm.


  Commander Burke Dillinger stared at the puddle of water on the marble floor of the foyer as the lightning flashed in through the windows, his mind far away. When he looked up she stood halfway up the curving staircase. His eyes drifted to her swollen stomach and he thought for the hundredth time that from a few yards away the only sign that she was eight months pregnant was the circle of her belly. Above and below, she seemed no different than she had been before.


  “Natalie,” he said, regret in his voice, “we’ve been ordered to sea. I have to go.”


  “I know,” she said slowly. “I heard. I’m worried about you. Going out in this storm—it doesn’t make sense.”


  “Did you see the size of the hurricane on the global weather image? I’m not the one you should be worried about. You need to evacuate. And I don’t want you driving to your mother’s by yourself. I’ll arrange a car service. Or maybe you and Rachel Vornado could get out of town together.”


  “Burke.” She smiled as if indulging a wrong-headed but beloved child. “I’m a big girl. Too big,” she laughed. “I can take care of myself. Come on, I’ll help you pack.”


  Her expression and laughter were the first upbeat gestures he’d seen from her all day. She’d been preoccupied and sad since the storm began, but when he asked her why, she’d said that she was always disturbed by severe thunderstorms. She wasn’t much of a liar, but she wouldn’t budge from her story. He had wondered if he had done something wrong to bring on her melancholy, but she had smiled and kissed him. “Storms like this make me feel like I’m in a scary movie that I can’t walk out of, that’s all.”


  He frowned at her. Natalie Dillinger, formerly Lieutenant Commander Natalie D’Assault, U.S. Navy, retired, was one of the toughest and most resilient women Dillinger had ever encountered, yet she claimed to be afraid of a little rain.


  She turned and hurried back up the stairs. When he got to the bedroom she was a flurry of motion. His sea bag lay on the bed. She folded clothes and placed them carefully but quickly into the bag. She rushed past him into the bathroom and packed his shaving kit, and when she emerged her eyes were swollen and the wet streak of a tear had come down one side of her face.


  “Natalie, what’s wrong?”


  “Burke, you’re exasperating me,” she said, her voice breaking on the words. He had only seen her cry once, the day she’d told him that she was pregnant. “I’m pregnant, hormonal and my husband is leaving in a storm for parts unknown. What do you expect me to do?” She turned to him and he hugged her, the baby in her stretched abdomen between them. She liked it when he held her tightly, but he was worried he would squish the baby. He looked down at the bulge, wondering again if it were a boy or a girl. Natalie didn’t know and didn’t want him to know, insisting that a child’s gender should be a surprise. He looked back up to her face and wiped his hands across her cheeks to dry her tears.


  “I’m sorry to leave like this,” he said gently, kissing her lips. She sniffed, kissing him back perfunctorily.


  “Come on, Commander. Let’s get you to sea.”


  “We should talk about what you’re going to do,” he protested.


  “You just worry about you and your people. I’ll take care of the house.”


  “To hell with the house,” he said emphatically. “It’s been here a hundred years. If it’s the house’s time, it’ll go. If not, it’ll be here standing. I want you out of town.”


  “I know,” she said, looking down. “But you’re out of uniform and you need to mobilize.”


  The impulse seized him to make love to her before he left. It was odd, because the last thing on his mind was sex, but this sortie to sea could keep him away for a week, and when he got back, the house might not be here anymore. Four days from now this very spot might be a pile of hurricane-flattened rubble. It occurred to him that this could be the last time they might have sex in this bed. Natalie’s romantic thermostat had always run hot, and pregnancy had increased her appetite even more, but the last month had been difficult for her. She had been nauseated with an odd late-term morning sickness, and for the first time in their relationship she hadn’t wanted sex. It had been weeks since they had been together, and that and the nausea had worried Dillinger, but this was his first time as a father. It was probably to be expected. Dillinger had stoically withstood the sexual drought, but the idea of disappearing for a week made him suddenly crave her. He missed her already. He pulled her into a deep kiss, but she circled her tongue once around his and pushed him away.


  “There’ll be plenty of time for that when you get safely home, young man,” she said, smiling bravely. But the tears had returned and her nose began to run. “Go on, get out of here. You’re holding up the whole Navy.” She turned away from him and pulled a fully rigged working khaki uniform out of the closet and handed it to him. “Get dressed while I use the bathroom, and I’ll meet you at the front door.”


  That was his Natalie, he thought. Vulnerable and hiding under the covers from a thunderstorm one minute, the next pragmatically rushing him out the door and ready to stare down a category five hurricane by herself. There were times he wondered if somewhere deep inside her, she made conscious decisions about which emotions to feel next, because while she certainly had emotions, they didn’t have her.


  He sighed in disappointment, but realized she was right. He ditched his jeans and stepped into the creased khakis and his at-sea boots. He checked himself in the mirror as he tucked in his shirt, then grabbed his bag and hurried to the foyer. He found his raincoat and shrugged into it, pulled on his garrison cap, then turned to the foyer table to take the keys to the truck. He tossed the keys back, thinking Natalie needed the truck to leave town. He got her car keys and as he looked up, she came down the stairs. Her expression seemed stern and forced.


  “Take care of yourself,” he said. “I left you the truck. It’ll be better in the weather.”


  She nodded, as if she didn’t trust her voice. She sniffed once and pulled him into a hug. He felt the baby digging into his midsection and he kissed her throat.


  “I love you,” he said. He couldn’t seem to make himself move. Something seemed wrong about this. It felt as if he were leaving for a year instead of a week.


  She bit her lip. This time her voice was gentler. “I love you, too, honey. You’ll be back week after next. We’ll take a few days off and do something.”


  He smirked. “Yeah, like replace the windows in this old place.”


  “You didn’t say you’d be careful.”


  “I’ll be careful, but—”


  She suddenly reached behind him and opened the door, and the rain blasted into the house. He felt her hand in the small of his back pushing him out into the storm. She slammed the door shut behind him. He turned and shouted through it.


  “Bye, sweetheart!”


  “Be careful!” she shouted back at him.


  He knocked his platinum Academy ring twice on the wood of the door, an ancient gesture of farewell.


  His uniform was soaked by the time he retrieved his laptop from the truck and loaded it and his sea bag into the trunk of Natalie’s car. He climbed into the driver’s seat and backed out of the driveway, the house invisible in the blur of the rain on the windshield. He looked up to try to see the window of the master bedroom, but the dimness of the candlelight couldn’t be made out from the street.


  Dillinger pressed his palm against the foggy side window. “Bye, Natalie,” he whispered. After a moment he hit the gas and the big Mercedes accelerated down the soaked street.


  2


  It took almost an hour to make what was normally a fifteen-minute drive to Peter Vornado’s house. Three times Dillinger had to backtrack when the roads were choked with floodwater, the trip made even worse by the geography of the Tidewater area of Virginia, where there were so many inlets and bays that the road map resembled a maze. Finally Dillinger pulled into Vornado’s driveway. The lights were on, so at least they had power. Vornado’s beloved antique Corvette—the one Dillinger had given him years before—was parked out front, but it would be useless on the flooded roadways. Dillinger was soaked to the skin from the sprint from Natalie’s car to the front door. Before he could raise his hand to knock, Rachel Vornado opened the door and motioned him into the house.


  “Here’s a towel,” she said, a frown darkening her pretty features. “Give me your raincoat and dry off.”


  “Hi, Sugarplum.” Dillinger grinned at her. “You don’t seem surprised to see me.” Dillinger had been calling her endearing nicknames since the beginning, in honor of their shared joke that he had wanted to compete for her affection the night that Vornado met her. But instead of her usual bright reply with her own endearment, she just frowned.


  “The girl from squadron said you’d be by.” There was an alarming lifelessness to her voice.


  “She came over?” That was odd, Dillinger thought, after he’d volunteered to notify Vornado.


  “Our landline’s off and on. She was able to get through.”


  Dillinger frowned at Rachel’s air of sadness and anger. It was more than that, he thought. There was something almost despairing about her. Obviously it was the hurricane that had frightened her. Rachel was tall and slim, with a dark, exotic and extraordinary beauty. She had shining, long hair with an indefinable shade between auburn and chestnut. Her eyes were deep and wide, almond-shaped turning upward at the corners, of a sandy color flecked with both deep brown and green streaks. Her eyelashes were naturally long and curving. Her looks could stop traffic, yet she had always been completely blind to her effect on men. And she had certainly aged gracefully, Dillinger thought. She was as slim and beautiful as she had ever been, and if anything, the years had made her even more appealing. She had grown her hair back out after having cut it drastically last summer, when all the troubles had begun that culminated in November’s final disaster.


  Two decades ago she had stood in a flowing black gown sipping a drink at the balustrade of the Naval Academy’s Memorial Hall, overlooking the courtyard below. Vornado had seen her two seconds before Dillinger and claimed the honor of being the first one to talk to her, with the understanding that had he failed, Dillinger could make the second run on her. But two minutes after Vornado introduced himself, Rachel and he were a couple. In the years afterward, Dillinger would joke with Rachel that he had always waited for the two of them to fight and split up so he could have his chance. Rachel would smile sweetly and tell him it would have done him no good. What in God’s name, Dillinger wondered aloud, had Vornado said to her that night that had allowed him to claim this prize of a woman so quickly and so completely? Vornado would smile mysteriously and say that Rachel simply had a deep and unfailingly accurate intuition about a man’s true character, jokingly implying that Dillinger had fallen short. Dillinger always laughed but warned Vornado not to neglect her, lest a real man swoop in and rescue her.


  Dillinger had been Vornado’s best man at their wedding shortly after Annapolis graduation. In the entryway a large framed photograph showed Rachel and Vornado together under the crossed swords of Vornado’s friends, with Dillinger the lead swordbearer, grinning at the two of them on that lighthearted day. Dillinger glanced at it for a second, wondering what had happened to them all—somehow when they were in their early twenties life had had such bright promise and potential. Now that he had turned forty, the world’s currents seemed to have brought them to a darker place, where life felt heavier, more serious, where every one of their decisions seemed to have dire consequences. He tried to shake off the sudden ill wind that had blown into his mood—surely he was just as worried about the hurricane as Rachel was, his mind preoccupied with having to leave Natalie behind.


  He looked back at Rachel, thinking that under normal circumstances her high spirits would pull him out of this odd dread he felt. He smiled at her, hoping it would improve her mood, but she just frowned back. Perhaps there was more to her mood than the storm, he thought. There were a thousand things that might be upsetting her, such as the struggles of being a mother to two older children and one preschooler, or the hassles of having a heavy full-time job while her husband disappeared to sea for weeks or months at a time. Dillinger hoped it wasn’t the third possible reason.


  Vornado had almost died twice last year, his second encounter with death happening on the same day that had threatened to kill Dillinger and Natalie, but that probably wasn’t the issue. During last year’s operation, something had happened to Vornado that Rachel would never understand, that no wife would. And either that thing remained a secret between them, a barrier to intimacy, or the revealed truth could shatter their marriage. If it were to come up, Dillinger had once thought, he would be able to tell which it was just by the expressions on their faces. A doubt bit at him, because in some ways Rachel reminded him of Natalie, with the same calm, determined, forthright approach to life’s problems. A year ago Rachel wouldn’t have been acting this way.


  He gave her a serious look. “You ready to hightail it to the hills?”


  “We’re packing now,” she said. “But we’re not leaving until the rain stops and some of this floodwater drains. The roads are terrible and so’s the traffic.” She bit her lip. “As I’m sure you’re aware.” Her voice became bitter. “Evacuating in the face of a natural disaster, the one time a woman needs a man, and where is he?” She said the last word as if unwilling to say Peter’s name. “Playing with his billion-dollar toy.” She tried to smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Sometimes I think you men will never grow up.”


  Dillinger nodded, not knowing how to respond to her, his doubts about Vornado’s marriage rising again.


  “Where is Peter, hon?” he asked quietly.


  “In the shower. Can I get you coffee while you wait?”


  “No thanks. Don’t let me hold you up. I know you’re busy.” He called up the stairs, forcing his voice to sound more carefree than he felt. “Where’s my first lieutenant? Peter Junior!”


  Vornado’s son came clomping down the stairs, a grin on his nine-year-old face. “Uncle B.K.!” He grabbed Dillinger’s hand in a tight handshake. Dillinger feigned pain, sinking to his knees.


  “You got the grip, son,” he said, mussing the boy’s hair. “Can you go back up and ask your dad to get his butt out of the shower?” Peter Junior took the stairs two at a time. Dillinger glanced at his watch, a huge, heavy, absurdly expensive black-faced Breitling aviator’s watch that Vornado had given him for Christmas last year. It was half past five, which meant they wouldn’t be in the channel until well after dark. All he could hope for was a break in the rain. He stepped into the kitchen and glanced at the television, where the local news was devoted to the two storms, the one hitting them now and the much worse one on its way in. The picture switched to show Interstate 64, which was clogged with traffic as the city’s residents began the evacuation. Great, Dillinger thought. It could take hours to get to the pier.


  “Hey B.K.,” an expressionless baritone voice said from behind him. Dillinger turned to greet his old friend.


  “Peter,” he said, smiling and holding out both of his fists as if ready to start a boxing match, which had been the way they met, in the ring on Induction Day at the Naval Academy, completely bloodying each other. Vornado smashed his fists into Dillinger’s, then reached out to shake his hand, his grip as tight as his son’s moments before, but there was something troubling in Vornado’s expression, making Dillinger wonder what was going on in this house.


  Vornado was a head taller than Dillinger and as slim as the day he’d graduated from Annapolis. A week didn’t go by that he didn’t get in thirty or forty miles of running, even if it meant running in place between his broiling-hot main engines. His hair was blond, his eyes denim blue, his skin pale. He had a strong chin and stark cheekbones, allowing him to pull off a convincing war face when he needed it. Years ago Dillinger had teased Vornado that he had been born forty. Vornado had always possessed an air of unquestioned authority, perhaps something that came from being the oldest brother in a household struggling through the loss of Vornado’s mother, or perhaps something he had been born with. From the day they had met in the boxing ring, Vornado had reminded Dillinger of his own older brother, his innate confidence something Dillinger had envied, studied and emulated. But unlike hot-tempered Dillinger, the inscrutable Peter Vornado had always kept his emotions closely guarded. Dillinger wondered if that would be true today.


  “Nice weather we’re having,” Vornado commented.


  “Beautiful, but it’s time to pack both pairs of your underwear into your briefcase and come with me. Smokin’ Joe wants us all out in the op area by midnight.”


  “At least we won’t have to go far,” Vornado said, buttoning his khaki uniform shirt. “The surface sailors will have to haul ass all the way to the North Atlantic to get away from this thing. We can linger just beyond the continental shelf, one day’s transit from the pier. A thousand feet beneath a category five hurricane, the ride’s as smooth as being in the basement of an office building.”


  “I hope to hell it doesn’t become a category five, or we’ll have a lot of cleaning up to do.” Dillinger glanced around, wondering if this house might also be a pile of rubble by the time Helen roared through.


  The doorbell rang, startling Dillinger. Rachel opened the door and a Virginia state trooper stood on the porch. She invited him in and he stood in the foyer, dripping.


  “Afternoon, ma’am,” he said. “Sir,” he addressed Vornado, “are you ready?”


  Dillinger lifted an eyebrow.


  “Two minutes,” Vornado said to the trooper.


  Dillinger pulled Vornado aside. “What’s this all about?” he asked quietly.


  “Kraft called for a police escort. Without flashing lights and sirens we won’t make it to the pier in time. And Kraft’s ordered all ships to depart the minute they have steam in their enginerooms, no matter who’s missing from the crews. So he thought it would be good to get the senior officers of each ship aboard.”


  “We’re sailing short-handed?”


  Vornado nodded. “Anyone we’re missing we can meet at sea. Once this storm dies down the choppers can fly. We’ll pop up, take on the stragglers and pull the plug again.”


  “We need to pick up our engineers at least,” Dillinger said.


  Vornado shook his head. “I called mine, and he and his state trooper picked up yours. They should both be at the pier by now. And squadron ordered all duty officers to start the reactors.”


  “Except mine,” Dillinger said. “I’m down hard. I’ve got to put the engineroom back together first.”


  Vornado smiled slightly. “Hey, someone’s got to be last to drag their lame asses out of port. May as well be you, B.K.”


  “Screw you,” Dillinger said.


  Rachel stood in the hall as Peter Junior lugged Vornado’s sea bag down the stairs. Vornado and Dillinger got into their raingear. Before saying good-bye to Vornado, Rachel looked at Dillinger.


  “What’s Natalie doing?”


  Dillinger shrugged, embarrassed. “All I could do was leave her the truck. You know how independent she is.”


  Vornado nodded. “Hard to remember that she used to work for you. It always seems the other way around.”


  “Tell me about it.” Dillinger smirked.


  Rachel spoke, her voice uncharacteristically harsh. “You left a woman eight months pregnant alone with a hurricane coming and just handed her the keys to the truck? What kind of husband are you?” Rachel frowned. “Jesus, Burke. You could have at least asked if I could help take care of her.”


  Dillinger stared at Rachel, stunned. He’d never seen her like this.


  “Why don’t you two just get out of here?” Rachel continued, her voice bitter. “Go play sailor while we women take care of the world, as usual.”


  Vornado frowned, shaking his head. He put his hand on her shoulder and whispered something in her ear. She frowned in anger and turned to hurry up the stairs. Vornado’s children appeared in the foyer. Marla, the oldest, was a younger copy of her mother, reminding Dillinger of that night in Memorial Hall. Vornado kissed her, then hugged his son. Little Erin, the blond three-year-old, hugged his leg, upset that he was leaving. Dillinger waited while Vornado sank to one knee and kissed Erin, and stroked her platinum blonde hair while looking up at the older children and telling them to cooperate with their mother. Vornado pulled on a blue baseball cap with gold embroidery forming laurel leaves on the brim, with a U.S. Submarine Force dolphin emblem on its face, the gold thread spelling USS TEXAS SSN-775. Vornado nodded at the state trooper. The door opened and the three of them stepped out into the howling spray of the storm.


  For the next twenty minutes Dillinger drove quietly, the only sounds the blast of the defroster fan and the slapping of the wiper blades set on high speed as he followed the state trooper through a dozen back roads to skirt the flooded streets. Finally they took an on-ramp to the interstate, but it was bumper-to-bumper, nothing but red brake lights extending as far as visibility allowed in the weather. The trooper’s beacons suddenly lit up and his siren blared. Dillinger followed him in the shoulder as they sped past the stalled traffic. When the trooper turned off the siren, his lights still flashing, Dillinger spoke without looking over at Vornado.


  “What the hell was that all about?”


  Vornado didn’t answer immediately, but stared out the rain-streaked window. When he spoke, his baritone voice was level and expressionless.


  “Rachel had a bad night.”


  Dillinger considered the statement. He had wondered privately if this would happen, but had placed his bet on his friend’s ability to build a mental wall between himself and the memories. It occurred to him that Vornado must have been talking in his sleep, and had said something Rachel had not been meant to hear.


  They slowed suddenly as the trooper turned onto the northbound ramp for Interstate 65, his siren blaring again as traffic partially blocked the shoulder. When they sped up in the northbound shoulder, Dillinger asked the next question.


  “You say something while you were asleep?”


  Vornado looked at the floor of the car. “I’ve been tired lately. We’ve been doing a lot of weekly ops in the VaCapes.”


  VaCapes was short for Virginia Capes Submarine Operation Area, an Ohio-sized square of ocean off the East Coast continental shelf where they did most of their tactical practice. Weekly operations were the worst, Dillinger thought, requiring frequent startups and shutdowns, preunderway checklists, all-nighters to get the ship ready to go on Sunday night, the concentrated vigilance required to pilot the ship out of the harbor, the week’s operational demands themselves meaning little sleep at sea, followed by another risky shallow-water transit to bring the ship back into port, with the usual extreme overtime Friday night to shut down the reactor and take aboard stores. And then, after Saturday at the house, spent going through mail, paying bills, attending to errands, laundry and an annoyed wife, he would pack and go in Sunday night and do it all over again. A month of weekly ops could age a man five years.


  “I know. You and your dogs have been conspicuously missing at happy hour for some time now.” Dillinger’s inner circle and Vornado’s intersected at a waterfront dive established by one of Vornado’s old mentors, a chief petty officer who had trained Vornado in the secret ways of the Silent Service decades before, when he was a neophyte submarine officer. “So you were tired, you were saying.”


  “Yeah. I fell asleep last night during—well, during a moment when you don’t normally sleep. And those moments have become damned infrequent since I took Smokin’ Joe’s job offer.”


  Dillinger raised an eyebrow as he glanced at Vornado. Rachel had always been the understanding type, one of the few women who wouldn’t normally take offense to her overworked husband falling asleep during a “tactical situation,” but then, perhaps these weren’t normal times. “Is that all you did?”


  Vornado shook his head. “Apparently I said another woman’s name when I was out.”


  “Shit, Peter. Did you say anything else?” Here it came, Dillinger thought. Vornado might not have built that mental wall after all.


  “Yeah, but I’m not sure what. Rachel won’t say. But if I’m any judge of her, it was enough.”


  “Jesus. That’s not good, in a hundred ways.”


  Vornado said nothing.


  “Do you want me to talk to her?” Dillinger asked, trying to frame a conversation with Rachel that might make her see what that goddamned operation had done to Vornado.


  “Thanks, but that would make it worse.”


  They rode on in silence, Dillinger following the trooper to the ramp to Interstate 564, the spur that led to the Norfolk Operating Base. This section of roadway was mostly deserted, and their escort sped up. Dillinger glanced at the dashboard clock, which showed it to be half past six. Within the hour Vornado would be in the channel, but it would be hours later before Dillinger would be able to follow him.


  “So. You think she knows.” It was a statement rather than a question. “What now?”


  “I don’t know. This is uncharted territory, but somehow I know she’ll take it the wrong way. That’s the damned thing about it. I didn’t cheat on her, not really.” Vornado paused.


  “And yet,” Dillinger said gently after a moment, “you did.”


  “I know.” Vornado’s voice had become hoarse and choked.


  Dillinger glanced over in alarm, realizing he’d never seen Vornado this upset. Vornado’s face was red and his eyes seemed swollen. He rubbed his eyes, then covered them, his face turned downward.


  “But I can’t explain it, not any of it.”


  Vornado was a devout Catholic, a devoted family man, one of the first from their class to have a child. Of all their classmates, he’d always had the best marriage. And now last fall’s operation was taking more hostages.


  Dillinger had always thought he himself had had the more difficult burden in the aftermath of the disaster, since he had lost so many men, but then, Dillinger had found Natalie in the ashes, and since they had lived through it together, the experience had strengthened their bond. Meanwhile, Vornado had been required to feed Rachel a cover story that accounted for four missing months of his life. Against Rachel’s suspicions Vornado couldn’t defend himself, because the evidence that would exonerate him was classified three levels higher than top secret.


  Dillinger tried to find some words of comfort. “Listen, if we weren’t heading out, I’d buy us a bottle of scotch and we’d see if we could find the answer at the bottom of the bottle.” God knows they had done that before, but in the past it had always been Vornado counseling Dillinger. How could he help a man who had always known all the answers?


  Vornado laughed. “Maybe we should ask the trooper to pull over at the Dolphin so we can get that bottle of scotch to go.”


  “We’ll be back soon,” Dillinger said. “Maybe by then Rachel will cool down. And you can get your head together during this hurricane op to think about how to tell her the truth.”


  “I can’t tell her the truth,” Vornado said.


  “She wouldn’t understand?”


  “That’s one damned good reason. The other is that it’s special compartmented information. It won’t help Rachel or the kids if I spend my twilight years behind the bars of a military prison.”


  “If you get tired again, you’re going to be sleep-talking the truth anyway,” Dillinger said. “Who knows, maybe you already did.”


  “I never thought of myself as a security risk,” Vornado said, looking out the side window.


  “It’s not your fault they sent you on the thing. You didn’t ask for it. You just did your duty.”


  “Yeah,” Vornado said, deep in thought.


  “It’ll be okay, Peter,” Dillinger said. “A week and Rachel will calm down.”


  “It won’t be a week,” Vornado said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Something’s up,” Vornado said. “It was starting to come out in all those weekly ops.”


  “What were you doing out there?”


  “Sucking eggs,” Vornado said.


  Dillinger passed a nearly stopped truck with its blinkers on, barely noticing it as he focused on Vornado’s words. Sucking eggs. There were times when an SSN, a fast attack submarine such as Vornado’s or Dillinger’s, trailed a friendly SSBN—a strategic ballistic missile submarine, the kind loaded with city-killer intercontinental ballistic missiles, those submarines known in the force as a “boomer.” The idea of the attack sub trailing the boomer was to make sure there were no hostile attack subs lurking or in trail that would sink the boomer before she could execute her mission. Such an operation was called a “Security Exercise.” Inevitably the name was shortened to “SecEx” but was pronounced by cynical attack sub crews as “suck eggs,” which described the unpopularity of such operations among the SSN crews, who would rather be plying their trade spying in an enemy port, dropping off commandos, shooting torpedoes or tangling with enemy attack subs than playing security guard to a damned boomer.


  SecExes were frustrating because of the rivalry between the two parts of the U.S. Submarine Force. Fast attack submarines, SSNs, had the top secret missions, regularly sailed into danger, and led a challenging, difficult life of excitement, spying on enemies in shallow harbors, dropping off CIA spies, tapping underwater data cables and covertly sinking terrorist ships. Meanwhile, ballistic missile submarines, SSBNs, simply went to the remote reaches of the deep sea and tried to stay away from other shipping while remaining ready to launch their ICBMs on orders from Washington. If there were an aviation equivalent, fast attack submarines were the fighters while ballistic missile subs were the bombers. During peacetime, the SSNs would fight the secret wars while the SSBNs would merely “hide with pride.” But, in fact, the missions weren’t the entire story. The boomers carried enough firepower to level the cities of an adversary, able to strike out from the secret depths of the ocean with a war-winning fury. While they were at sea, in locations unknown, they were a powerful deterrent to any country foolish enough to think they could win a surprise nuclear attack against the United States and live to tell the tale. Fast attack subs were able to do things no other element of the military could, but they were insignificant next to the value of the boomer fleet in strategic force and deterrent value.


  “The usual shit?” Dillinger asked. “Try to trail the boomer and then lose him, to the delight of the boomer girls?”


  “Some of that,” Vornado said. “But this time it was different. The whole thrust of the exercises was to get a snap-shot off at the boomer the moment we detected him.”


  Dillinger looked over at his friend as he wheeled the Mercedes to the base entrance. The trooper waved at them as Dillinger tossed him a salute and opened the window at the guard shack. The rain hit him in the face and soaked his lap as he and Vornado showed their identification. The first security gate slowly rolled aside, admitting them between the inner and outer fence. When the outer gate shut behind them, the inner one rolled open, and Dillinger drove slowly toward the perimeter road to the piers. He looked back at Vornado, encouraging him to go on.


  “There was more. We were to assume the boomer would not detect us or shoot back, even if we made a mistake. It wasn’t a sub-versus-sub exercise, it was a ‘find-’em-and-fuck-’em.’”


  “That’s odd.”


  “I know. We got the impression that something’s going on with a boomer somewhere. That the admirals want us to be ready to take one out. I’m not talking about ready as in ‘maybe someday.’ Ready as in ‘probably tomorrow.’”


  Dillinger rolled to a stop at the pier three security building, his thoughts spinning about what Vornado had just said. Even the hurricane was forgotten.


  “Keep going,” Vornado said. “I’ll walk in with you from the parking lot. We’re both going to get drenched on the walk down the pier anyway.”


  Dillinger wheeled the Mercedes to the senior officer parking lot, finding his space with the blue sign, its gold lettering spelling C.O. USS HAMPTON. They climbed out, the rain soaking them as efficiently as if they’d stepped under a showerhead. Dillinger grabbed his bags from the trunk as Vornado shouldered his sea bag. They walked in silence in the rain, the wind picking up and driving the big drops nearly horizontally.


  Dillinger shivered in the wind. “So,” he said, nearly shouting to be heard. “They think one of our boomers could go bad?”


  “No,” Vornado said, leaning in close to Dillinger, one hand on his cap to keep it from flying off in the gale. “That’s the disturbing part. They’re not worried about us. They’re worried about the other guys.”


  The other countries that operated ballistic missile nuclear submarines were Russia, China, England and France. Dillinger assumed Vornado meant the Russians. Probably political upheaval in Moscow had the Pentagon worried.


  “The Russians again,” Dillinger said


  “No,” Vornado said, glancing over. “There were three officers of the French submarine force on board for the last two weekly ops, with a French civilian. I think he was a spook. A high-ranking one.”


  Dillinger was going to respond, but they had reached the security building at the piers. They opened the doors and lugged their gear in for inspection, then submitted to an identification check and retinal scan. There were a dozen other officers and enlisted sailors in the building, checking in, all of them as drenched as Dillinger and Vornado. When they collected their bags at the other side of the building and emerged on the pier side, Dillinger walked close to Vornado.


  “So you think there’s something going on with the French ballistic missile fleet? Why aren’t they training with their own attack submarines?”


  “They did,” Vornado said. “But their boomers are too quiet. Their own attack subs can’t hear them.”


  “So something’s up with a French ballistic missile sub. Did the French guys speculate?”


  “No. But they were very interested in our acoustic advantage over our own boomers.”


  “Virginia class is whisper quiet, that’s for sure,” Dillinger admitted.


  Vornado shook his head. “It’s the FY-zero-eight sonar upgrade. The machine is good. With the FY-oh-eight, your ship will have the same acoustic advantage over the boomers that we have. Did they finish your upgrade yet?”


  Dillinger nodded. “Just finished pierside test-out on Saturday. I’m armed and dangerous now.” But Dillinger wasn’t thinking about the new sonar, but about the French sub force. “So, you said it would be more than a week. You think after we clear the stormy waters, you’re being sent to the east Atlantic to try out your skills on the French?”


  They walked to the beginning of pier three, the home of Submarine Squadron Eight. The sign showed a mean- looking shark pushing an eight ball. To the right, the tender ship Olympus lay tied up, the hulking vessel a gray-painted ocean liner, the interior filled with parts storage holds, machine shops, offices, welding bays and weapon bins. It was the headquarters of the squadron, the upper decks taken up by squadron staff’s offices and staterooms. On the highest deck their boss, Commodore Smokin’ Joe Kraft, presided over the squadron, an enlightened and benevolent dictator who had been a force in both their lives.


  “Maybe. But it won’t just be me. It’ll be you, too. Now that you’ve got the sonar upgrade, our ships are going to head east and keep going.”


  “That doesn
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