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  For the men and women who stand the watch.

You know what the empty ocean means.
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  Chapter 1: Cat 1

  
  




The damage assessment was eleven pages long and Captain Rhea Osmund had read every one of them twice. She stood at the navigation plot table on the bridge of USS Dwight D. Eisenhower with the report flattened under her left palm, her coffee untouched on the ledge behind her, and the Oman coastline a gray smudge on the horizon through the bridge windows at bearing two-seven-zero. The morning sun was behind the ship and climbing. It was already 0614 local time and the temperature on the flight deck had passed a hundred degrees forty minutes ago.

The report told her what she already knew from watching the footage on the PLAT camera replay six times. Lieutenant Gentry Shales, a nugget on his ninth carrier landing, had come in low and left on his approach the previous afternoon. His F/A-18F caught the one wire instead of the target three wire, and the violent deceleration swung the aircraft’s tail to starboard hard enough to shear the starboard main mount. The jet slewed across the foul line and the port wing struck Catapult 1’s shuttle track at a point seven feet forward of the holdback bar. The impact cracked the shuttle track housing, bent the launch valve accumulator feed pipe, and warped eighteen feet of the track rail itself.

Shales and his WSO had walked away. The jet had not. It sat now on the hangar deck below in a state that the aircraft maintenance officer described, in the verbal shorthand that never appeared in official reports, as a parts donor.

None of that concerned Osmund as much as the second page of the engineering assessment stapled behind the accident report. Commander Hal Bretz, her chief engineer, had walked the Cat 1 track with his best steam catapult technicians at 2200 the previous night and again at 0430 this morning. His conclusion was unambiguous. Cat 1 could not be repaired at sea with the materials aboard. The accumulator feed pipe required a dockside weld that exceeded the capacity of the ship’s metal shop, and the track rail deformation meant that even if the pipe were patched, the shuttle would bind at the impact point and risk a cold shot that would put an aircraft into the water off the bow.

Cat 1 was down. It would stay down until Eisenhower reached a port with the right facilities, and the nearest such port was still a subject of discussion between the strike group staff and Naval Sea Systems Command back in Washington.

Osmund turned to page nine of the report, where Bretz had included a sortie generation analysis. With four catapults, Eisenhower could sustain a surge rate of roughly one launch every sixty seconds during cyclic operations, putting a full deck load airborne in under thirty minutes. With three catapults, the rate dropped. Not catastrophically. Bretz estimated a twenty to twenty-five percent reduction in sustained sortie generation, depending on the aircraft mix and the complexity of the launch sequence.

Twenty-five percent. One quarter of her striking power, gone because a junior pilot misjudged his approach by fifteen feet and six knots.

She closed the report and aligned its edges with the corner of the plot table. She did this without thinking about it. Her officers had learned over the course of two deployments that Osmund’s bridge was a place where things were squared away or they were corrected, and the correction was delivered in a tone so measured that it felt worse than being yelled at.

“Officer of the deck.”

Lieutenant Commander Pell Wakeley turned from the pelorus where he had been taking a visual bearing on a distant merchant. “Captain.”

“What’s the surface picture.”

It was not a question. It was a direction to report. Wakeley knew the difference.

“Ma’am, I hold fourteen contacts on the nav radar. Twelve are commercial, all westbound or stationary, none with a CPA less than eight thousand yards. Two are classified as Iranian Navy, both Moudge-class frigates, holding position bearing three-four-five, range forty-two miles. They’ve been there since the midwatch. No change in their posture.”

Osmund nodded. The two Iranian frigates had been shadowing the strike group for three days, maintaining a distance that was close enough to observe and far enough to claim innocent passage if challenged. Standard behavior. The Iranian Navy kept eyes on every American carrier that entered the Gulf of Oman, and the Americans returned the favor when Iranian units operated in open water. It was a ritual both navies understood and neither acknowledged publicly.

“Very well. Keep me informed if the Moudges change station.”

She picked up her coffee and found it had cooled to the temperature of the ambient bridge air, which was held at a crisp sixty-eight degrees by the ship’s air conditioning and felt like a meat locker compared to the world outside the skin of the ship. She drank it anyway. Coffee was coffee. She had explained this to her steward once, early in her command tour, when he had offered to bring a fresh cup. The explanation had not required repeating.

The 1MC speakers crackled with the bosun’s pipe and the morning announcement from the officer of the deck, passing the word for sweepers and the uniform of the day. The ship was in her morning routine. Four thousand seven hundred sailors were eating breakfast, standing watch, maintaining aircraft, running equipment checks, and doing the thousand tasks that kept a floating city operational at sea. Most of them did not know about the Cat 1 damage beyond the rumor that a nugget had pranged a jet on recovery. The operational implications had not filtered below the department head level yet, and Osmund intended to brief her senior officers at 0700.

The bridge phone buzzed. Wakeley answered it, listened for ten seconds, and hung up.

“Captain, Combat reports the E-2 is tracking a new air contact. Bearing three-five-two, range one hundred sixty miles, altitude low. Designate Skunk Alpha. No Mode 4 response. They’re working the classification.”

“Low altitude out of what bearing?” Osmund set her coffee down.

“Three-five-two, ma’am. That’s consistent with the Jask area.”

Jask. The Iranian naval air station and fast attack craft base on the southern coast, roughly 150 miles north-northwest of the strike group’s current position. Osmund had reviewed the intelligence summary on Jask at last night’s evening brief. The base housed a mix of Houdong-class missile boats and the newer Peykaap-class fast attack craft, along with a squadron of maritime patrol aircraft. Nothing had been flagged as unusual in the last seventy-two hours.

She crossed to the starboard side of the bridge where the tactical status board was mounted, a laminated chart of the Gulf of Oman with the strike group’s position, course, and speed updated hourly by the quartermaster watch. The Iranian coast formed an arc across the top of the chart. Jask sat at the western end of that arc. Bandar Abbas and the Strait of Hormuz lay further west, beyond the chart’s margin.

“Bridge, Combat.” The voice came through the 29MC intercom, the direct circuit from the Combat Direction Center two decks below. Osmund recognized the voice of her tactical action officer, Lieutenant Commander Fen Osterhaus. “Skunk Alpha has multiplied. We now hold six, possibly eight, surface contacts emerging from the Jask anchorage. Speed thirty-two knots. Formation is in a dispersed column with approximately two-mile spacing. Heading one-eight-zero. The E-2 classifies them as fast attack craft, Peykaap-class.”

Osmund pressed the talk switch on the 29MC. “Combat, Bridge. Captain speaking. What formation profile does that match?”

A pause. Four seconds. Five.

“Captain, we’re checking the library now. Initial assessment is that it does not match any known exercise pattern. The dispersal is wider than their standard training formation and the heading is directly toward us. Recommend we increase readiness condition.”

Osmund released the talk switch and looked at the navigation plot. Six to eight Peykaap-class fast attack craft, each carrying two C-802 anti-ship missiles, moving south at thirty-two knots. At that speed they would cover the distance to the strike group in just under four hours, assuming they intended to close. They might not. Iranian fast craft sortied from Jask regularly for exercises and coastal patrols. But they did not typically sortie in groups of eight, and they did not typically head directly toward an American carrier strike group in a formation that nobody in the intelligence shop recognized.

She picked up the red handset that connected directly to the strike group’s flagship communication circuit. “TAO, this is the captain. Go to Condition Three throughout the strike group. I want the ready CAP airborne in fifteen minutes. Wake up the ASW module and get a helo with dipping sonar on the port quarter. And get me Commander Solares in the intel shop.”

“Aye, Captain.”

She hung up the phone and the bridge began to change. Not dramatically. Not with the chaos that movies depicted and that bore no resemblance to reality. The change was procedural. Wakeley passed the word to the helmsman to stand by for maneuvering orders. The boatswain’s mate of the watch picked up the 1MC microphone and waited for Osmund’s nod before passing the readiness condition to the crew. Phone talkers on the bridge adjusted their headsets and began relaying the condition change to their counterparts throughout the ship. It was controlled. It was rehearsed. It was what the United States Navy had spent two hundred years learning to do well.

Osmund watched none of it. She was looking at the chart, calculating distances and time. The Peykaap boats were fast but fragile. Their C-802 missiles had an effective range of roughly seventy nautical miles. At their current closing speed and heading, the fast craft would reach launch range in approximately two and a half hours. That was time. Time was options. But the number that occupied her attention was the one Bretz had put in his engineering assessment. Twenty-five percent reduction in sortie generation. If she needed to put a full strike package in the air to deal with those boats, she would need every catapult working, and she had three.

“Captain.” Wakeley again. He had the bridge phone pressed to his ear and his face had taken on an expression Osmund had not seen on him before. It was not fear. It was the specific blankness of a man receiving information he needed a moment to process. “Radio has a FLASH message from Fifth Fleet.”

“Read it.”

“Ma’am, it’s on the clipboard. They’re sending the runner up.”

It arrived ninety seconds later in the hands of Radioman Second Class Devane, a young sailor with short-cropped red hair who had been aboard Eisenhower for eleven months and had never before carried a FLASH-precedence message to the bridge in a non-drill situation. Osmund could see it in the way he held the clipboard, both hands, the aluminum frame pressed against his chest as though he were protecting it from the wind. There was no wind on the bridge. The ship was in a climate-controlled enclosure. Devane’s hands were trembling.

Osmund took the clipboard from him and read.

The message was from Commander, U.S. Fifth Fleet, Manama, Bahrain. It was addressed to all task force and task group commanders in the Fifth Fleet area of operations. The timestamp was 0608 Zulu, which meant it had been transmitted six minutes ago and had taken that long to be received, decoded, printed, and walked up seven ladders to the bridge. In a crisis, six minutes was a geological age.

The text was three paragraphs. The first paragraph stated that the Islamic Republic of Iran had declared, effective immediately, an exclusion zone extending two hundred nautical miles from its coastline into the Gulf of Oman and the Arabian Sea. All foreign military vessels were directed to withdraw from the exclusion zone within twelve hours. Commercial shipping was advised to reverse course and clear the area. The Iranian government had communicated the declaration simultaneously through its UN mission in New York, its Swiss intermediary channel with the United States, and a broadcast on international maritime distress frequencies.

The second paragraph stated that multiple commercial vessels in the Gulf of Oman were already altering course and that the Strait of Hormuz had been declared closed to all transiting traffic by Iranian port authorities.

The third paragraph directed all Fifth Fleet units to maintain current positions, increase defensive readiness, and await further guidance from U.S. Central Command. No offensive action was authorized. Rules of engagement remained unchanged. A commander’s conference on the secure video teleconference circuit was scheduled for 0700 Zulu.

Osmund read the message twice. She read it the way she read all operational traffic, which was to say she read the words on the page and simultaneously translated them into their tactical meaning for her ship and her strike group.

Two hundred nautical miles. Eisenhower was currently 190 miles from the Iranian coast. She was already inside the declared exclusion zone.

Twelve hours to withdraw. At the strike group’s current speed of advance, sixteen knots, she could clear the zone in approximately twelve hours if she reversed course immediately and headed southeast into the Arabian Sea. But the message from Fifth Fleet did not tell her to withdraw. It told her to maintain current position. She was ordered to stay inside a zone that Iran had just declared closed to foreign military vessels, without authorization to leave and without authorization to shoot.

She looked up from the clipboard. The bridge was quiet. Wakeley was watching her. The helmsman was watching her. The quartermaster, the boatswain’s mate, the phone talkers, the lookouts who had turned from their stations on the bridge wing to see why the captain had gone still for thirty seconds. They were all watching her.

“Officer of the deck.”

“Ma’am.”

“Sound General Quarters.”

Wakeley did not hesitate. He nodded to the boatswain’s mate, who lifted the 1MC microphone and triggered the ship’s general alarm. The sound was a pulsing electronic tone that reached every compartment, every passageway, every berthing space, and every workshop on the ship simultaneously. It was the sound that told 4,700 sailors to stop whatever they were doing, put on their flash gear, and get to their battle stations. It was the sound most of them had heard only in drills, every Tuesday and Thursday at 1000, when it was expected and almost routine.

This was 0620 on a Saturday morning, and it was not a drill, and the bosun’s pipe that followed the alarm carried the words that made that fact clear.

“General Quarters, General Quarters. All hands man your battle stations. Set Material Condition Zebra throughout the ship. This is not a drill. I say again, this is not a drill.”

Osmund handed the clipboard back to Devane, who was still standing on the bridge, rooted to the spot by the alarm and the words and the expression on his captain’s face, which was no expression at all.

“Return to Radio. Tell the communications officer I need the secure VTC circuit active in flag plot in thirty minutes.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Devane took the clipboard and left the bridge at a pace that was not quite a run but was well past a walk.

Osmund turned back to the 29MC. “Combat, Bridge. Captain.”

Osterhaus answered immediately. He had heard the alarm. He was already at his station in CDC. “Bridge, Combat. Go ahead, Captain.”

“What is the status of the Jask contacts.”

“Still tracking eight fast attack craft, bearing three-four-eight now, speed thirty-two, heading one-seven-five. They have turned five degrees to the east. Range is now one hundred forty-six miles and closing.”

“They turned toward us.”

“Yes, ma’am. The course change puts them on a direct intercept with our projected track if we maintain current course and speed.”

“What about the Moudge frigates.”

“The two Moudges have increased speed. They were stationary, now making eighteen knots, heading southeast. They appear to be moving to take station ahead of the fast attack group.”

Osmund processed this. Two frigates moving to screen for a group of fast attack craft that were heading directly at her strike group. That was not an exercise. That was a formation assuming a combat disposition.

“Combat, what is the status of the Iranian submarine force as of last night’s intelligence summary.”

“Ma’am, last night’s summary placed three Kilo-class submarines in port at Bandar Abbas. No active submarine tracks in our operating area.”

“When was that assessment current.”

A pause. “As of 1800 Zulu yesterday, Captain. Sixteen hours ago.”

Sixteen hours. A Kilo-class submarine running on electric motors at five knots could travel eighty nautical miles in sixteen hours. Bandar Abbas was roughly 340 miles northwest of the strike group’s current position. If one or more of those submarines had departed Bandar Abbas at any point in the last three days, they could be anywhere in the Gulf of Oman. The intelligence assessment said they were in port. The intelligence assessment was sixteen hours old. Osmund had spent enough years in the Navy to know what sixteen-hour-old intelligence was worth.

“Get the ASW module fully manned. I want every sonobuoy we have ready to deploy and I want the towed array streamed on Constellation within the hour.”

“Aye, Captain.”

She released the 29MC switch and stood at the navigation plot and looked at the chart. The Gulf of Oman spread before her in blue and white, depth contours and shipping lanes and the dotted boundary of the newly declared exclusion zone that some cartographer would add to the next edition of the chart if the zone lasted long enough to matter. Her ship was a red triangle in the center of that blue space, moving northwest at sixteen knots toward a strait that had just been closed, with eight fast attack craft and two frigates converging from the north and three unlocated submarines somewhere in the water around her and a catapult that could not launch aircraft.

She had gamed this scenario. She had gamed it at the Naval War College in Newport during her intermediate-level course, and again during a CENTCOM tabletop exercise two years before she took command of Eisenhower. In the games, there had been time to consult. There had been additional intelligence. There had been a red team sitting in a separate room whose moves were adjudicated by referees, and when the exercise ended everyone went to dinner and discussed what they had learned over glasses of wine in the hotel bar.

There was no referee on the bridge of Eisenhower. There was no separate room. There was a ship and a crew and a set of orders that told her to stay where she was and not shoot, and an enemy fleet that was forming up to the north and a coastline full of missiles and a stretch of water where three diesel submarines might or might not be waiting.

The bridge was fully manned now. Battle stations watch standers were replacing the normal watch at every position, moving with the focused haste of men and women who had drilled this transition twice a week for months and were discovering that the drill and the reality felt different in ways they could not have predicted. The difference was not speed or procedure. The procedure was identical. The difference was the quality of the silence between the orders, the way each person moved to their station and settled into it with a precision that was slightly too deliberate, as if they were conscious of their own hands and feet in a way they had not been ten minutes ago.

Osmund stood at the center of her bridge and watched her crew take their positions and she felt the thing she always felt at the start of a General Quarters evolution, drill or otherwise. The weight of them. The specific gravity of 4,700 lives that depended on the clarity of her judgment and the precision of her orders and the accuracy of a tactical picture that was changing by the minute and that she could not trust because the information was sixteen hours old and the enemy was moving and her best catapult was a piece of wreckage.

She picked up the 1MC microphone. The entire ship would hear her. Every compartment, every battle station, every sailor in flash gear standing by their assigned equipment and waiting to hear why the alarm had sounded on a Saturday morning.

“This is the Captain.” She paused. Not for effect. She paused because the words she was about to say would change the nature of this deployment and the psychological state of every person who heard them, and they deserved to be delivered with the weight they carried. “At 0608 this morning, the Islamic Republic of Iran declared a two-hundred-nautical-mile exclusion zone around the Strait of Hormuz. We are currently inside that zone. Iranian naval forces are sortieing from their bases and moving in our direction. I have ordered General Quarters to increase our defensive readiness. This is a real-world situation, not an exercise. I expect every station manned and ready. Do your jobs. Trust your training. More information will follow as I have it. That is all.”

She hung up the microphone and turned back to the navigation plot.

The bridge phone was ringing. The 29MC was active with a new contact report from Combat. The air boss was requesting permission to begin launching the ready CAP. The executive officer was on his way to the bridge from his stateroom. The operations officer was requesting an immediate conference in flag plot. The communications officer was reporting that commercial maritime traffic in the Gulf of Oman was altering course en masse, dozens of tankers and container ships reversing direction in the shipping lanes like a school of fish that had sensed a predator.

Osmund took each report in sequence. She processed each one and issued the necessary order or acknowledgment and moved to the next. She did not rush. She did not raise her voice. She did not touch her coffee, which had gone cold ten minutes ago and would remain on the ledge behind the navigation plot for the rest of the day, untouched, a small ceramic monument to the moment when the morning had still been ordinary.

On the flight deck below her, the first two F/A-18s were being positioned on Cat 3, the waist catapult. The jet blast deflectors rose from the deck like steel walls. The catapult crew in their colored jerseys moved in the choreography they had practiced a thousand times, hooking the launch bar, checking the holdback, confirming the steam pressure. The pilots were in their cockpits running through their checklists with an urgency that had not been present during the morning’s scheduled first launch.

Cat 1 sat forward and to starboard, silent and empty, its shuttle locked in the retracted position and its track scarred where the wing of Lieutenant Shales’s jet had gouged the metal. A maintenance barrier had been erected around the damaged section. No aircraft would launch from that catapult. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not until the ship reached a port that might now be on the other side of a blockade.

Osmund looked at the empty catapult through the bridge windows and then looked at the plot where the Iranian contacts were tracked in grease pencil on the transparent overlay, eight small triangles moving south, and she permitted herself one thought that was not tactical and not procedural and not appropriate to the moment.

She thought: I am going to fight this with three quarters of an air wing.

Then she turned to Wakeley and said, “Get me the CAG. I need him in flag plot in twenty minutes with a revised launch plan for three-catapult operations under combat conditions.”

The thought was filed. The work continued. The ship drove on.
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The sea south of Ras al-Hadd was 2,400 meters deep and the water was warm all the way down to the thermocline at 80 meters, where the temperature dropped nine degrees in less than fifteen meters of depth and created an acoustic layer that swallowed sound like a blanket thrown over a drum. Commander Darya Farsani had positioned Tareq just below that layer, at 55 meters, running on her electric drive at four knots with her hull cutting through water that was 28 degrees Celsius and so saline that the ballast calculations had required adjustment twice since they departed Bandar Abbas four days ago. The density of the Gulf of Oman varied by location and season, and a submarine trimmed for one patch of ocean could find herself heavy or light by several hundred kilograms in another. Farsani’s chief of the boat, Master Chief Petty Officer Behruz Tavana, had handled the retrimming without complaint and without being asked, because Tavana had served on Kilo-class submarines for nineteen years and he adjusted the boat’s trim the way other men adjusted the rearview mirror in their cars.

Tareq was quiet. The electric motor at this speed produced a hum so low and so constant that the crew had stopped hearing it within hours of their first dive. The air recycling system pushed a faint current through the passageways that carried the permanent submarine smell of diesel residue, cooking oil, and the particular staleness of air that had been breathed and scrubbed and breathed again by fifty-two men living in a steel tube 73 meters long. Farsani had once tried to describe the smell to her mother during a phone call from the pier at Bandar Abbas and had failed. It was not unpleasant. It was simply the smell of Tareq, as specific and recognizable to her as the smell of her childhood home in Shiraz had been, and equally impossible to convey to someone who had not lived inside it.

She was in the central command post, standing at the navigation table with her executive officer, Lieutenant Commander Massoud Shahvari, reviewing their projected track for the next twelve hours. Their current orders, the ones she had been operating under since departure, were to conduct a routine patrol southeast of Ras al-Hadd and monitor commercial shipping traffic in the approaches to the Gulf of Oman. It was a mission Tareq had performed eleven times in the past three years under Farsani’s command. She could have drawn the patrol pattern from memory, and Shahvari, who had been her executive officer for two of those three years, could have executed it without her.

The message came at 1847 local time.

Tareq’s communications mast was not raised. They were too deep and the current operational posture did not call for a communications window until 2100. But the Iranian Navy’s submarine command used an extremely low frequency transmission system for urgent traffic, and while the data rate was agonizingly slow and the messages necessarily brief, the signal could reach a submarine at depth without requiring the boat to expose any part of herself above the thermal layer. The ELF receiver in the communications compartment registered the incoming transmission as a series of coded character groups that took four minutes to fully receive and another two to decode using the cipher tables locked in the communications officer’s safe.

Lieutenant Kayvan Ardeshir, the communications officer, was twenty-six years old and had been aboard Tareq for fourteen months. He was competent and thorough and possessed the one quality Farsani valued above all others in a communications officer, which was the ability to remain silent about what he decoded until it reached the captain. Ardeshir brought the decoded message to Farsani on a single sheet of paper, folded once, and handed it to her without comment. His face was composed. Farsani noted that his jaw was set slightly tighter than usual, the masseter muscles visible beneath the skin, and she understood from this that Ardeshir had read what he had decoded and had recognized its significance.

She unfolded the paper and read.

The message was from Naval Submarine Command, Bandar Abbas. It was brief. Farsani had expected brevity because ELF messages were always brief, but the compression of what this message contained into its few lines gave it a density that she could feel in her hands as though the paper itself had weight.

The message directed her to open her sealed operational tasking envelope. It contained an authentication code that matched the code printed on the outside of the envelope she had received from the flotilla commander, Captain Hossein Parsa, forty-eight hours before departure. Parsa had handed her the envelope in his office at the submarine base, a small room with a window overlooking the dry docks and a framed photograph of the Supreme Leader on the wall behind his desk. He had told her to store it in her cabin safe and open it only upon receipt of a message containing the matching authentication code. He had not told her what was inside. She had not asked, because the protocol was familiar. Every patrol began with a sealed envelope and most patrols ended with the envelope returned unopened. That was the nature of contingency planning. You prepared for events that almost certainly would not occur, and the preparation itself was the point.

Farsani folded the message and placed it in the breast pocket of her coveralls. “Shahvari. Come with me.”

She walked aft through the narrow passageway to her cabin, which was the only private space on the submarine and which was private only in the sense that it had a door she could close. The cabin was barely large enough to hold a bunk, a fold-down desk, and the small safe bolted to the bulkhead above the desk. She stepped inside. Shahvari followed and pulled the door shut behind him, and the two of them stood in a space so confined that their shoulders nearly touched.

Farsani opened the safe. Inside were the sealed envelope, her personal sidearm, the boat’s code books for the current patrol period, and a laminated card in a separate smaller envelope that Parsa had given her at the same time as the larger envelope. She removed the sealed operational tasking envelope first.

It was a standard Iranian Navy classified document envelope, heavy manila, with the authentication code printed in red across the seal. She compared it to the code in the message. They matched. She broke the seal and removed the contents.

Inside were three pages. She read them standing, holding the pages angled toward the overhead light because her cabin lamp had burned out two days ago and she had not yet asked the electrician to replace it. It was the kind of minor maintenance item that accumulated on a submarine and was addressed in order of operational priority, and a captain’s reading light was not operationally significant. Until now.

The first page was an operational order. It directed Tareq to proceed at best sustainable speed to a waypoint in the Gulf of Oman, coordinates specified, approximately 140 nautical miles northwest of her current position. The waypoint was inside the deep water channel south of the Musandam Peninsula, the narrow passage that large-draft vessels used to transit the Strait of Hormuz. Upon reaching the waypoint, Farsani was to establish a patrol box measuring ten nautical miles by six nautical miles centered on the coordinates provided. She was to operate within this box at a depth and speed consistent with maximum acoustic concealment. She was to maintain a firing solution on any American aircraft carrier that entered the patrol box.

She read that line again. Maintain a firing solution on any American aircraft carrier.

She continued reading. The order specified her weapons posture: all four torpedo tubes were to be loaded with TEST-71MKE wire-guided torpedoes. The torpedoes were to be flooded and the outer doors were to remain closed until she received further authorization. She was not to fire unless one of two conditions was met. The first condition was that Tareq was fired upon or subjected to a direct attack by any foreign military force. The second condition was that she received a specific codeword via any available communication channel from Naval Submarine Command.

The codeword was not in the operational order. The second page directed her to the smaller envelope.

The third page was a chart extract showing the patrol box, the predicted American carrier transit corridor based on intelligence analysis, and the positions of the other Iranian naval forces that would be participating in the operation. Farsani studied this page longest. She could see the shape of what was planned. The fast attack craft were positioned along the northern edge of the transit corridor. The shore-based missile batteries were marked along the coast from Jask to Sirik, though their exact positions were redacted in her copy, as they should be, because a submarine captain had no need to know the precise coordinates of assets she could not coordinate with directly. The two Moudge-class frigates were stationed as a surface screen. And here, in the center of the transit corridor, in the deep water where a Kilo-class submarine could sit below the thermal layer and listen to the world above her without being heard, was Tareq’s patrol box.

She was the stopper in the bottle.

Farsani set the three pages on her desk and opened the smaller envelope. Inside was a single laminated card, white, with a seven-character alphanumeric code printed in black. No other markings. No classification header. No distribution list. Just the code.

She looked at it for fifteen seconds. The code was not a word or an acronym. It was a random string generated by the communications security directorate, meaningless in itself, significant only because its receipt would authorize her to fire torpedoes at an American warship. She committed it to memory using the method she had developed as a student at the Naval Academy in Noshahr, breaking the string into two groups and associating each group with a visual image she would not forget. The method had served her through four years of academy examinations and fifteen years of operational codes and it did not fail her now, though the images her mind attached to this particular code were different from those she had associated with any code before. She did not examine why. She simply noted that the images were sharper, as if her memory understood the stakes before her conscious mind had fully processed them.

She placed the laminated card in the safe, closed the door, and spun the combination lock.

Shahvari had read nothing. He had stood with his back against the closed door and watched her face while she read, because that was what a good executive officer did. He read the captain, not the orders. The orders would be communicated to him in the form of directives he could execute. The captain’s state of mind was the variable that no directive could convey, and Shahvari had learned to assess Farsani’s state of mind by watching the speed at which she blinked, which decreased when she was processing complex tactical information and stopped entirely when she encountered something that required a decision she had not anticipated.

She had not blinked for the last thirty seconds.

“We have new orders,” Farsani said. “We are to proceed to a patrol station in the Gulf of Oman and take up a blocking position in the deep water channel. Transit time is approximately forty hours. I will brief the department heads in the wardroom in thirty minutes. Until then, this is between us.”

Shahvari nodded. He did not ask what the patrol station was for. He did not ask about the smaller envelope or the laminated card or why the captain had spent fifteen seconds memorizing something and then locked it away. He would learn what he needed to learn when the captain decided he needed to learn it.

“New course?” he asked.

“Three-one-zero. Increase speed to seven knots. I want to stay below the layer for the transit.”

“Seven knots on the electrics will drain the battery to thirty percent by the time we reach station. We’ll need to snorkel at least twice.”

“I know. Plan the snorkel windows for the hours of darkness. Minimum exposure time. I want the mast up and down in under twenty minutes each window.”

“Understood.”

“And Shahvari.”

“Captain.”

“The crew does not know what these orders contain. They will know what I decide to tell them, when I decide to tell them. Some of them will speculate. That is natural. But I do not want speculation becoming conversation in the mess or the berthing compartments. If you hear it, stop it. Quietly.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Farsani opened the door and Shahvari stepped into the passageway. She followed him out and turned forward toward the command post while he turned aft to find the chief of the boat and begin the course change. The passageway was narrow enough that both of them had to turn sideways to let a machinist’s mate pass in the opposite direction. The sailor pressed himself against the piping on the bulkhead and murmured “Captain” as Farsani passed. She acknowledged him with a nod and noted that he was carrying a wrench and a rag and that his coveralls were stained with hydraulic fluid, which meant he had been working on the stern plane actuator that had been sluggish since their second day out. The small maintenance of a submarine on patrol continued regardless of what orders the captain carried in her breast pocket.

She reached the command post and stood at the navigation table and began to plot the transit route to the patrol box. The mechanics of navigation were familiar and calming. Pencil on chart. Bearing and distance. Course corrections for current. Time-speed-distance calculations that yielded an arrival estimate of approximately forty hours, depending on sea conditions and the duration of their snorkel runs. She worked through the math with the quartermaster, a quiet petty officer named Golzar who had the finest handwriting on the boat and who maintained the navigation charts with a precision that Farsani appreciated because it matched her own.

While she plotted, she thought.

The order was not a surprise. She had understood since the day she accepted command of Tareq that the submarine’s ultimate purpose was not to patrol shipping lanes or monitor commercial traffic or conduct exercises with the surface fleet. Tareq was a weapons platform. Her four torpedo tubes and the twenty-two torpedoes and mines she could carry existed for a single contingency, and that contingency was the one described in the pages now lying on her desk in her cabin. She had trained for it. She had run torpedo attack exercises against simulated carrier groups in the deep water south of Hormuz at least twice a year since taking command. Her fire control team was good. Her sonar operator, Petty Officer First Class Omid Rasool, was the best acoustic sensor operator in the flotilla, a man whose ears could distinguish a merchant tanker from a naval auxiliary at fifteen nautical miles by the rhythm of the blade rate alone.

She had the crew. She had the weapons. She had the training. None of these were the problem.

The problem was the forty hours she had to think about what she was being asked to do.

An American Nimitz-class aircraft carrier displaced over 97,000 tons fully loaded and carried a crew of approximately 4,700 sailors and aircrew. Farsani knew this figure because it appeared in every intelligence briefing she had received since her first day at the submarine warfare school. It was presented as a measure of the enemy’s capability, the industrial and human resources concentrated in a single hull, the strategic value of denying the Americans the use of that platform. It was a targeting parameter. A number that quantified why the carrier was worth the risk of attacking it.

Farsani had never thought of it as 4,700 people until today. She had thought of it as a sonar contact, a set of acoustic signatures, a fire control problem with bearing rates and range estimates and torpedo run calculations. That was the correct way to think of it. That was the way her training had prepared her to think of it, and the training was not wrong, because a submarine commander who thought of her targets as collections of human beings would hesitate, and hesitation in a torpedo attack was fatal not to the target but to the attacker, because hesitation meant noise and noise meant detection and detection meant depth charges or a torpedo in return.

She could not afford the number today. She set it aside the way she had set aside the images that her memory had attached to the codeword. Filed. Stored. Accessible later. Not now.

She finished the plot and checked Golzar’s work and found it correct and initiated the course change through the officer of the deck, Lieutenant Ardeshir, who had resumed his watch station after delivering the decoded message. The submarine responded to the rudder with the slow, deliberate turn characteristic of a Kilo at low speed, the hull inclining gently to port as the boat came around to three-one-zero. The speed increase followed, and Farsani felt the change in the vibration under her feet as the electric motor took on additional load. Seven knots. Sustainable for approximately twenty hours on the remaining battery charge before they would need to come to snorkel depth, raise the induction mast, and run the diesel generators to recharge. Twenty hours of quiet running, invisible below the thermal layer, heading northwest toward a patch of ocean where she would wait for an American carrier to cross her torpedo envelope.

The department head briefing at 1930 was conducted in the wardroom, which aboard a Kilo-class submarine was a compartment the size of a modest closet that doubled as the officers’ mess and contained a table that could seat six if none of them required elbow room. Farsani’s department heads were Shahvari, Ardeshir, the weapons officer Lieutenant Dariush Kenari, and the engineering officer Lieutenant Hakim Rouzegar. Four men, plus Farsani, plus Chief Tavana, whom Farsani included in all operational briefings because Tavana knew the boat and the crew better than anyone aboard and because his presence ensured that whatever was decided in the wardroom would be communicated accurately to the enlisted ranks through the chief petty officer network that was the actual nervous system of every submarine in every navy in the world.

Farsani told them what they needed to know. She told them the destination, the patrol box coordinates, the transit time. She told them the weapons posture: four tubes loaded, flooded, outer doors closed. She told them the rules of engagement in the simplest possible terms. They were to hold station and maintain a firing solution. They were not to fire unless fired upon or unless she gave the order. She did not tell them about the codeword. She did not tell them the broader operational picture she had seen on the chart extract, the positions of the fast attack craft and the shore batteries and the surface screen. That information was beyond what they required to execute their duties, and aboard a submarine, information was distributed according to need, not rank.

Kenari, the weapons officer, asked the only question. “Captain, what is the target?”

Farsani looked at him. Kenari was thirty-one, a graduate of the submarine warfare course at Noshahr, technically proficient, and possessed of a directness that occasionally bordered on tactlessness. It was a useful quality in a weapons officer because a weapons officer who was reluctant to ask uncomfortable questions was a weapons officer who would be reluctant to report uncomfortable answers, and Farsani needed every answer the weapons department could give her, comfortable or not.

“The target is an American aircraft carrier,” she said. “Nimitz-class. The intelligence assessment is that the carrier Dwight D. Eisenhower and her strike group are currently operating in the Gulf of Oman and will attempt to transit the Strait of Hormuz.”

The wardroom was silent. Not the silence of shock, because these were officers who had trained for this contingency and who understood at an intellectual level that the training existed because the contingency was real. It was the silence of men who had crossed a boundary between the theoretical and the actual and who were taking a moment to orient themselves on the far side.

Tavana broke it. “Captain, the crew will need to be told something. Not everything. But something. If we go to a wartime footing without explanation, the younger sailors will fill the gap with rumors, and rumors on a submarine are worse than bad intelligence because you cannot correct them without revealing what you are correcting.”

“I agree,” Farsani said. “I will address the crew before the first watch change. I will tell them we have been assigned a strategic patrol in support of national defense operations. I will tell them we may encounter foreign naval forces. I will not tell them the specifics of our tasking or our rules of engagement.”

Tavana nodded. It was enough. The crew would understand what “strategic patrol” and “foreign naval forces” meant in combination. They were submariners. They lived inside the weapon. They did not need to be told what the weapon was for.

The briefing ended and the officers filed out. Shahvari lingered. When the wardroom was empty except for the two of them, he closed the folding partition that served as a door and stood with his hands at his sides and looked at Farsani with an expression she had not seen from him before. It was not doubt. It was a question he did not know how to frame, or perhaps knew how to frame but understood should not be spoken aloud on a submarine where the bulkheads were thin and the passageways carried sound.

Farsani waited.

“Forty hours is a long time, Captain,” Shahvari said.

“Yes.”

“The crew will be sharp when we reach station. Tavana will see to that. But forty hours of transit with nothing to do but think…” He stopped. He adjusted the pen in his breast pocket, aligning it with the seam. “I will keep them occupied. Drills. Maintenance. Training exercises on the fire control system.”

“Good.”

“And you, Captain? Shall I keep you occupied as well?”

It was the closest Shahvari had ever come to asking her a personal question, and Farsani understood it for what it was. Not impertinence. Concern. He was her executive officer and he was watching her blink rate and he had noticed what she had not yet admitted to herself, which was that the professional calm she had maintained since reading the orders was not calm at all but a disciplined stillness that required effort to sustain, like holding a weight at arm’s length. From the outside it looked like composure. From the inside it was work.

“I will be fine, Shahvari. Plot the first snorkel window for 0200 and have Rouzegar run a full battery diagnostic before we come shallow. I want to know the exact state of every cell.”

“Yes, Captain.”

He left. Farsani sat alone in the wardroom and listened to the submarine. The hum of the electric motor. The whisper of the air recyclers. The distant clank of a hatch being secured somewhere aft. The sounds of Tareq at sea, the sounds she had lived inside for three years and knew the way a musician knows the acoustics of a practice room.

She thought of her brother, Kamran, who was a logistics officer at the submarine base in Bandar Abbas. He was twenty-eight, unmarried, and responsible for the supply chain that kept the flotilla’s diesel fuel and torpedo maintenance parts flowing from the naval depot at Isfahan. He was good at his job in the quiet, meticulous way that logistics officers were good at their jobs when nobody noticed and bad at their jobs when everyone noticed. She had spoken to him by phone the day before departure. He had asked her when she would be back. She had said two weeks, the standard patrol duration. He had told her that their mother’s garden in Shiraz was producing more pomegranates than their mother could give away and that he had received a case of them by post, packed in newspaper, and that three had been crushed in transit and had stained the newspaper red and that their mother had packed the pomegranates on top of a white cotton shirt she had made for him, which was now also stained red and unwearable, and they had both laughed.

Bandar Abbas would be a target. She did not need to read a classified intelligence assessment to know this. If Tareq fired torpedoes at an American carrier and the torpedoes hit, the American response would be massive, immediate, and directed at the Iranian military infrastructure that had produced the attack. The submarine base at Bandar Abbas was that infrastructure. The fuel depot. The torpedo maintenance facility. The headquarters building where Captain Parsa had handed her the sealed envelope. The barracks where Kamran slept.

She knew the math. She had known it before she opened the envelope, in the abstract way that all military officers know the mathematics of escalation. But the abstract math did not include her brother’s voice on the phone talking about pomegranates and ruined shirts. The abstract math did not include the image of the barracks at Bandar Abbas, a concrete building she had walked past a thousand times, rendered into something else by an American bomb.

Farsani pressed her palms flat against the wardroom table and held them there until she could feel the grain of the laminate surface and the vibration of the hull transmitted through the table’s frame. This was her method. When the thoughts became too large for the compartment she was in, she grounded herself in the physical reality of the submarine. The table was real. The vibration was real. The hull around her was real steel, 25 millimeters thick, and it held the ocean out and her crew in and it was her responsibility and she could not carry that responsibility and the weight of 4,700 American lives and her brother’s face and the pomegranate story and the seven-character code behind the safe door all at the same time.

She could carry the boat. She could carry the mission. The rest would have to wait.

Farsani stood and walked forward to the command post and relieved the officer of the deck and took the watch herself. It was not her scheduled watch. She did not need to be there. But the command post was the place where she was most fully the captain of Tareq and least fully the woman who had a brother in Bandar Abbas, and she needed to be the captain now.

Tareq drove on through the dark water at seven knots, heading three-one-zero, 55 meters below the surface of the Gulf of Oman. Forty hours to station. The crew ate dinner in shifts in the small mess compartment aft of the wardroom. Rice, stewed lamb, flatbread, and tea. Farsani could smell the food from the command post. She had not eaten since noon and she was not hungry.

At 2030, she addressed the crew over the boat’s intercom. She said what she had told Tavana she would say, and nothing more. Strategic patrol. National defense operations. Possible contact with foreign naval forces. Maintain readiness. Trust your training.

She listened to the silence that followed her announcement. It was the silence of fifty-one men in a steel tube under the ocean, processing information that confirmed what most of them had suspected since the day they joined the submarine service. The contingency was real. The training had a purpose. The torpedoes in the tubes were not theoretical.

In the mess, a young torpedoman named Jafari, who was twenty years old and on his first patrol, set down his tea glass and looked at the petty officer across the table and started to say something. The petty officer, a veteran of six patrols, shook his head once. Jafari closed his mouth and picked up his tea and drank it and said nothing.

Farsani watched the compass repeater and the depth gauge and the clock on the command post bulkhead and she counted the hours. Forty to go. Thirty-nine and a half. The math was simple. Everything else was not.
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The Combat Direction Center aboard Eisenhower sat two decks below the bridge and one deck below the flight deck, buried inside the skin of the ship behind enough steel and Kevlar spall liner to survive anything short of a direct hit from a heavy anti-ship missile. It was a space roughly the size of a high school gymnasium, though no one who worked in it would have made that comparison because the room bore no resemblance to anything in civilian life. It was dark. The overhead lights had been switched to red battle lanterns when General Quarters was set, and the dominant illumination came from the dozens of console screens arranged in rows and clusters throughout the compartment, each one casting a pale blue or green glow on the face of the operator sitting before it. The air was cold, held at sixty-four degrees by dedicated air conditioning units that served the electronics rather than the people, and it carried the faint electrical smell of warm circuit boards and the sharper scent of the coffee that had been brewed in the CDC pantry eleven minutes after General Quarters was called, because Senior Chief Petty Officer Gavrel Tookes had told the mess specialist assigned to CDC that battle stations without coffee was not battle stations, it was punishment.

Tookes stood in the center of CDC with his arms crossed and watched the picture build.

He had been awake for nineteen minutes. He slept in a berthing compartment one deck below CDC that he had occupied for three deployments, a top rack that he reached by a ladder he could climb in total darkness, and when the General Quarters alarm had sounded he had rolled out of the rack, landed on his feet, pulled on his boots and flash gear, and been at his station in CDC in four minutes and thirty seconds. This was not exceptional. It was the product of repetition. He had manned this station for General Quarters drills approximately 200 times in his career and the only difference between those occasions and this one was the words “this is not a drill” on the 1MC, which had reached his ears while he was still lacing his second boot and which had caused him to lace it faster but not differently.

CDC was fully manned now. Every console occupied. Every circuit active. The tactical action officer, Lieutenant Commander Fen Osterhaus, stood at the central command station with a headset clamped over his ears and two phones in front of him, one connected to the bridge and one to the strike group tactical net. Osterhaus was a surface warfare officer on his third sea tour, competent in a structured environment, untested in anything else. Tookes had watched him for nine months and formed an assessment that he kept to himself because senior chiefs did not evaluate lieutenant commanders in public. The assessment was that Osterhaus knew the systems, knew the procedures, knew the doctrine, and had never in his life made a decision when the information on his screen was wrong and the consequences of his choice would be measured in lives rather than exercise points.

This did not make Osterhaus a bad officer. It made him an officer who had never been to war, which was true of every officer and every enlisted sailor in CDC, which was true of virtually every person aboard Eisenhower, which was the fundamental condition of the United States Navy in this particular decade. They had trained for this. They had not done this. The distance between those two things was the distance Tookes was watching for.

The picture on the main tactical display was a large-screen projection on the forward bulkhead of CDC that showed the strike group’s position, all known contacts in a 200-mile radius, and the environmental data feeds from the E-2D Hawkeye airborne early warning aircraft orbiting at 25,000 feet sixty miles north of the formation. The display was the same picture the captain was seeing on the bridge, updated in real time, and it was the picture that every tactical decision in CDC would be based on for however long this situation lasted.

Tookes did not trust it.

Not the technology. The AN/SPY-1 radar on the Aegis cruiser Chancellorsville, the surface search radars on the destroyers, the E-2D’s AN/APY-9 surveillance radar, and Eisenhower’s own AN/SPS-49 long-range air search radar were feeding the display with data that was, within the limitations of physics and

















































































