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Missiles are fast. They’re dangerous. They’re sexy. So when we think
about warfare at sea, it’s natural that missiles are the first things we think
about. But we can shoot down missiles. We can decoy them with chaff—
jam them—hide from them with infrared suppression systems and
minimized radar cross-sections.

Our Kingfisher sonars can detect mines, and we can destroy them or
maneuver to avoid them.

Our ships are hardened against chemical and biological weapons.

But how do you stop a torpedo? Thirty years of R-and-D, and we still
don’t have a viable system for intercepting torpedoes. We can’t shoot
them down; we can’t jam them; we can’t hide from them. And, even third-
world torpedoes can do upward of fifty knots, so we sure as hell can’t
outrun them.

We do have decoy systems that have shown some effectiveness, and a
couple of tricky torpedo evasion maneuvers that work pretty well. But,
they depend on split-second timing and perfect execution. Activate your
decoys ten seconds too soon (or five seconds too late) and an enemy
torpedo will eat your lunch. Hold an evasion turn a little too long, or not
long enough, and it’s game over.

We build the toughest warships on the planet, but the best engineers in
the business agree that nearly every class of torpedo currently being
deployed has the capacity to sink one of our ships with a single shot. To
make matters worse, none of our potential adversaries believe in shooting
torpedoes one-at-a-time. Typically, they shoot salvos of two or three.

It’s inevitable. One day soon, maybe next year—hell, maybe next
week, maybe an hour from now—one of our ships is going to end up on
the wrong end of a spread of hostile torpedoes. And, when that happens,
we’re going to discover that we are the poor bastards who brought a knife
to a gunfight.

—Excerpted from the Chief of Naval Operations' comments to
the graduating class at Annapolis.
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Roll on, thou deep and dark blue ocean-roll!
Ten thousand fleets sweep over theein vain;
Man marks the earth with ruin-his control
Sops with the shore;-upon the watery plain
The wrecks are all thy deed, nor doth remain
A shadow of man's ravage, save his own,
When for a moment, like a drop of rain,
He sinks into thy depths with bubbling groan,
Without a grave, unknell'd, uncoffin'd, and unknown.

— Lord Byron, The Dark, Blue Sea
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PROLOGUE

In the language of its builders, the weapon’s name was Ozeankriegs-
fuhrungtechnologien Deutsches Exportmodell DMA37-R5092—Ocean
Warfare Technologies German Export Model DMA37 (Serial Number
R5092). On the munitions inventory, its name was shortened to R-92. But
the weapon did not know either of these names. It had no name for itself.
It was not even aware of its own existence. It waited in its shipping
canister, cradled as snugly in the cylindrical steel container as a high-
powered bullet in the chamber of a rifle. Cold. Sightless. Unfeeling. Not
sleeping, merely unawakened.

R-92 was a state-of-the-art acoustic homing torpedo. It was a
cybernetic predator: an electro-mechanical killing machine. Fast. Smart.
Unbelievably lethal. Every component, from the shark-like hydrodynamic
form of its fuselage—to its multi-spectrum acoustic sensors—to the axial-
flow turbine that formed its engine, was optimized for the undersea
environment. Its brain was a fifth-generation digital computer, hardwired
for destruction with a machine-driven relentlessness that no living predator
could match. R-92 and its brethren had been honed for the chase and the
kill by two and a half centuries of technological evolution.

But R-92 knew none of these things. It simply waited.
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CHAPTER 1

USS TOWERS (DDG-103)
NORTHERN ARABIAN GULF
SATURDAY, 05 MAY

1114 hours (11:14 AM)

TIME ZONE +3 ‘CHARLIE’

Bowie timed it carefully, lifting each foot at just the right second as he
ducked through the hatch combing of the open blast door and ran out onto
the forecastle of his ship. Twenty-one laps around the deck today and his
breaths were still coming evenly, but the air was hot and so humid that it
felt like breathing soup. Sweat plastered his short black hair to his
forehead, and his deeveless U.S. Naval Academy T-shirt stuck to his skin,
the faded goat mascot logo blending into the perspiration-darkened fabric.
It wasn't even noon yet, and the sun was already fierce enough to blur the
visua horizon with rapidly evaporating water. At least the seas were calm
at the moment—not exactly agiven in the Arabian Gulf this time of year.

His crew cdled him Captain Jm Bowie, which was a technica
misnomer on two counts. In fact, his name was Samuel Harlan Bowie, and
his actual rank was commander. The title of Captain was honorary; by
ancient nautical tradition, the commanding officer of a naval warship is
always referred to as “Captain,” no matter what actual rank he carries.
The Jim part had been following him around since childhood, a nearly
inevitable consegquence of having grown up in San Antonio, Texas, with
the last name of Bowie. He'd long since given up the battle and accepted
his nickname. It beat the hell out of what his buddies had called him at the
Academy, anyway.

Bowie curved to hisleft, cutting between the ankle-high platform of the
forward missile launcher and the low wedge of the 5-inch gun mount.

From avisud perspective, the gun was the most arresting feature on the
forecastle. Its strange geometric shape and steeply angled sides gave it
little resemblance to any of the generations of nava artillery that had
preceded it, but the long steel barrel that protruded from the forward sope
of the wedge left no doubt asto its purpose.
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2 JEFF EDWARDS

Situated aft of the gun, the forward missile launcher was not nearly as
visually impressive. To the untrained eye, the launcher looked like a grid
of square hatches set flush into an ankle-high steel platform. The
innocuous-looking hatches were armored with Kevlar-reinforced steel, and
every hatch concealed a vertical missile silo, known asa“cell.” Loaded in
those cdlls, and their twins in the aft launcher, were the missiles that
comprised the ship’sreal destructive force.

When he reached the far side of the launcher, Bowie curved left again,
back toward the superstructure.  Another of the tricky step-duck
maneuvers carried him through the port side blast doors and into the port
break. This short stretch of enclosed passageway shielded him from the
sun, giving him a few seconds of shade and relatively cool air. Then he
dashed out into the sun again, running down the port side main deck
toward the stern.

At first glance, Bowie was more likely to be taken for an accountant
than a naval officer. His long face and narrow cheekbones gave him a
clean and efficient look that his neatly trimmed black hair seemed to echo.
His lips were thin and dightly turned down at the corners, creating a
permanently thoughtful expression that reinforced the image of humorless
efficiency. The laugh lines around his mouth were the only giveaways of
the imaginative and playful spirit that hid behind his somber brown eyes.

A shade under six feet tall, he had a compact physique that was neither
skinny nor overtly muscular. At thirty-eight, he was in the best shape of
his life. He was also at the pinnacle of his career, and he knew it. No
matter where he went from here, it would be downhill.

Certainly there were more promotions in his future (barring death or
major screw-ups), but this was his one shot a his lifelong dream:
command of awarship. He wastrying very hard not to count the days, but
he knew he had less than four months left to enjoy it. Then Bowie would
have to turn command of the Towers over to someone else and move on to
the next phase of his career. He didn’t like to think about that, but he
knew the Navy’'s advancement pipeine al too well. After the Towers,
he' d be transferred to a shore duty billet, probably a career-enhancing staff
position at the headquarters of one of the major commands—part of the
Navy's plan to give him political seasoning that he didn't want, in
preparation for selection to full-bird captain.

His next chance to command at sea would probably be as commodore
of a destroyer squadron, overseeing other people’s ships. Command of a
squadron was an important job, but it was too much like being an
astronaut’s boss, instead of an astronaut. If he was very, very lucky, he
might be able to wrangle command of one of the Aegis guided missile
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cruisers. But there weren't very many of the old Ticonderoga Class
cruisers left to go around, and the Navy wouldn't be willing to waste a
valuable full-bird captain on a destroyer or afrigate.

He reached the amidships break, where the forward deckhouse ended
and a narrow section of open deck separated the forward superstructure
from the aft superstructure. He edged closer to the lifelines as he ran,
giving himself a cushion of space in case someone opened one of the
watertight doors without warning. He'd made that mistake years ago, as a
boot ensign on the USS Bunker Hill. A second class Signaman had
opened a door right in front of him, and Bowie had slammed into the
reinforced steel while running at full-tilt. A sprained wrist and two black
eyes had given him a personal reminder of one of the most basic principles
of physics. Force = Mass x Acceleration.

Bowie passed an exhaust vent and caught a half-second blast of what
seemed to be cooler air. The temperature differentiadl was a sensory
illusion, caused by the movement of the air over his skin. In redlity, the
exhaust from every vent on board was precisely monitored and aternately
heated or cooled to match the ambient temperature of the air surrounding
the ship. The system was expensive, and a pain in the ass to maintain, but
it made the ship functionally invisible to infrared sensors or heat-seeking
missiles. And in this age of three-dimensional Battle Space Management,
stealth was paramount.

His ship, USS Towers, had been built from the keel up with stealth in
mind. She was 529 feet long, 662 feet wide, and (if the media hype was
to be believed) virtualy invisible. The fourth (and last) ship in the heavily
modified third “Flight” of Arleigh Burke Class destroyers, Towers was an
example of cut-ting-edge military steadth technology. She was not,
however, the “ghost ship” suggested by news magazines and Internet Web
sites. In fact, from his vantage point running circles around her deck, it
was difficult for Bowie to imagine how the destroyer even rated her
officia classification as a*Reduced Observability Vessd.”

The low pyramid shapes of her minimized superstructure and the
severely raked angle of her short mast gave her a decidedly strange profile,
but she was far from invisible—up close anyway. From a distance of a
few thousand yards, however, that began to change. Ninety-plus percent
of her exposed surfaces were covered with polymerized carbon-fiber
PCMS tiles. Although designed primarily to absorb enemy radar, this
newest generation of the Passive Countermeasure System had another
handy feature: the rubbery tiles were impregnated with a phototropic
pigment that changed color in response to changes in lighting. In bright
sunlight, the tiles were a dusty blue-gray that blended into the interface
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between sea and sky remarkably well. As the light dimmed, the PCMS
tiles would darken accordingly, reaching a shade approaching black when
the ship was in total darkness.

Although the cumulative effect was a far cry from invisbility, it
camouflaged the ship’s outlines enough to make her hard to see a a
distance, not only reducing the range at which she could be detected
visualy, but also making it difficult for any optically based sensor—from
the human eyeball to high-resolution video cameras—to determine her
Size, course, or speed.

A state-of-the-art thermal suppression system performed similar magic
for the ship’s infrared signature, while the radar-absorbent PCMS and the
carefully calculated geometries of her hull and superstructure gave the
long steel warship aradar cross section only alittle larger than the average
fiberglass motorboat.

Every cleat, chock, and padeye was designed to fold down and lock
into its own form-fitting recess in the deck when not in use. Although
intended strictly as a means of shaving another fraction off the ship’s radar
cross section, the hide-away fittings made for a remarkably uncluttered
deck—which in turn made it a pretty good place to run.

The high-tech razzle-dazzl e extended to the ship’s acoustic signature as
well. Seventh-generation silencing, including an acoustically isolated
engineering plant, active noise-control modules, and the venerable (but
till effective) Prairie and Masker systems, made Towers a difficult target
for passive sonar sensors. Popular rumor held that she, and her sister ships
in the Flight Three Arleigh Burke Class, were quieter cruising through the
water at twenty knots than most warships were tied to the pier. That was
an exaggeration, but not by much.

When he came to the aft end of the superstructure, Bowie curved to his
left, dodging a pair of Gunner’s Mates engaged in lubricating Mount 503,
the aft-starboard .50-caliber machine gun. The arc of his improvised
running track took Bowie around the aft missile launcher and back to the
starboard side of the ship. The aft missile launcher marked the halfway
point for each lap.

Only four more lapsto go. Bowie' sdaily routine called for twenty-five
and a half laps, which he had worked out to be about three miles. Once
upon a time he’'d done five miles a day, but then he'd discovered that
while on board ship he didn’t eat the right kinds of foods to fuel that sort
of regimen. The extra mileage had pushed his metabolism into the
catabolic zone, burning up muscle tissue aswell asfat.

Maybe when he returned to shore duty he'd need to crank back up to
five miles a day to keep away the nearly inevitable swivel-chair spread.
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But that was in the future, a future that he wasn’t quite ready to think
about. A future in which he would no longer command what he
considered to be the finest warship in the Pacific Fleet.

Bowie increased his stride a little as he turned up the starboard side.
The ship’s motion through the water generated relative wind, and running
toward the bow, he was headed back into it.

Off to hisright, an oil tanker was passing down the starboard side. It
was an enormous thing—a supertanker—nearly twice as long as Towers,
with an unloaded displacement of about three hundred thousand tons,
rising maybe fifty feet above the water and obscuring his vision to
starboard. The paint on its orange hull and white superstructure was bright
and well maintained. It rode low in the water now, a sure indication that
its tanks were full. Based on its size, Bowie estimated that it was carrying
somewhere around two million barrels of oil.

The supertanker was about fifteen hundred yards out and nearing its
closest point of approach. Bowie aready knew that the big ship would
pass Towers with a comfortable safety margin, but he couldn’'t stop
himself from rechecking its position and heading every time he came
around the deck for another lap. He knew that the Officer of the Deck had
the situation well in hand, but—when it came to collision avoidance—it
never hurt to have another pair of eyes open.

In the distance astern of and beyond the tanker, a pair of oil platforms
sguatted on the horizon, their images wavering like mirages in the desert-
heated air. The larger of the platforms belched enormous plumes of fire
into the sky as its flare tower burned off the natural gas that accumulated
as a natural consequence of the oil-pumping process. It was a routine
procedure that the local oil rig crews referred to as “off-gassing.” The
Middle Eastern oil fields were so productive that it was marginally cheaper
to incinerate natural gas than to containerize and ship it.

The wind was hot in Bowie's face, and he was beginning to look
forward to the brief stretch of cool ar he would find in the starboard break.
He checked an urge to put on aburst of speed. Running in the heat was al
about pacing yourself. Patience, he thought. Patience.

He glanced at the supertanker again. Oil. In the end, everything came
down to oil. The light-sweet crude that these fields held in such
abundance was easily fractionalized into kerosene, diesel fuel, and
gasoline—the very lifeblood of the industrialized world.

Bowie had done an experiment with a globe once. He had discovered
that he could cover al of the Arabian Gulf and most of the OPEC nations
under the tips of two fingers. The ideathat such a disproportionately small
area had the power to influence events all over the planet was frightening.



6 JEFF EDWARDS

When you factored in the region’s political instability, the whole situation
got scary as hell.

Bowie reached the boat deck and ran past the RHIBs, the ship's two
Rigid-Hulled Inflatable Boats.

Suddenly, an alarm sounded: a jarring electronic klaxon that pounded
its discordant rhythm out of every topside speaker. Bowie's easy jog
turned instantly to a sprint. He was aready into the starboard break and
opening the outer door to the airlock when the alarm was replaced by the
amplified voice of the Officer of the Deck.

“Genera Quarters, General Quarters. All hands man your battle
stations. Set Material Condition Zebra throughout the ship. Commanding
officer, your presence isrequested on the bridge.”

Five seconds later, Bowie was climbing the first of the four steeply
inclined ladders that would take him to the bridge. He passed a dozen
Sailors, dl headed in different directions, toward their battle stations.
Those who got caught in his path were quick to leap out of the way. One
did not delay the captain under the best of circumstances, and certainly not
when he was headed toward the bridge for General Quarters.

Bowi€'s running shoes pounded up the aluminum steps two at a time.
He hadn’t approved any training drills for this morning, so the emergency
(whatever it was) had to be redl.

He nearly ducked into his at-sea cabin to grab a set of coveralls and a
pair of boots, but the OOD’s amplified voice came over the 1-MC
speakers again. “Away the Small Craft Action Team. Now set Tac-Sit
One. Thisisnot adrill.”

Bowie put on a burst of speed as he hit the last ladder. Screw the
coveralls. If the OOD was declaring Tactical Stuation One, he was
expecting immediate combat. Something was getting ugly fast, but what in
the hell could it be?

The bridge on board Towers was a break with a centuries-old tradition
in shipbuilding. In place of a customary “walk-around” style pilothouse
that ran from one side of the ship to the other, the Towers' design offered a
small angular module that protruded from the leading edge of the
superstructure like afaceted bump.

Seen from the inside, it resembled the cockpit of a jumbo jet. Two
contoured chairs, each surrounded by instrument-packed control consoles,
dominated the small amount of floor space. The forward-most of these
chairs belonged to the Helmsman, a junior petty officer whose primary
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duty was to steer the ship and issue speed commands to its engines.
Behind the Helmsman sat the Officer of the Deck; his chair was mounted
on a platform to give him an unrestricted view through the angled bridge
windows. In another break with nautical tradition, there were no chairs for
the commanding officer, or his second in command, the executive officer.

Bowie stepped through the last watertight door and edged into the
cramped control room. The Helmsman's voice announced his presence
before he had closed and dogged the door. “The captain’s on the bridge!”

Bowie squeezed in next to the OOD’s chair and grabbed the overhead
handrail that was the only real provision for visitors. He began to shiver
amost instantly as cool air from the circulation vents hit his sweat-
drenched skin. “What have you got, Brett?”

Lieutenant Brett Parker looked up from his console. His boyishly
good-looking features were taut, his normally mischievous green eyes dark
and intense. He pointed out the window toward a pair of dark shapes
skimming rapidly across the water: small boats, moving fast. The Bridge
Heads-Up Display projected targeting symbols on the inside of the
windows, superimposing red diamond-shaped brackets around each of the
rapidly moving boats. “Sedgehammers, sir. Two of them, off the
starboard bow—about a thousand yards out. Looks like they came in on
the far side of that tanker and pretty much used it for cover until they got
inclose.”

Sedgehammer was the current Navy code word for a motorboat armed
with an over-the-shoulder missile launcher.

Bowie felt his stomach tighten a fraction. “Damn.” He stared at the
target symbols, and then at the small boats behind them. “Are you sure
they’re Sledgehammers?”’

“Pretty much, sir. They’ve made two high-speed runs on us already,
sheering off suddenly both times. It looked like they were practicing
missile approaches. And my Helmsman thought he saw a laser flash on
the last pass.”

“1 did, sir,” the Helmsman said. “A red dot, dancing on the side of the
gun mount. | think it was atargeting laser, sir.”

Bowie nodded and looked around. “Did anybody €lse seeit?’

The OOD shook hishead. “I don't think so, sir.”

“1 saw the tanker when | was out there,” Bowie said. “But | didn't see
anything else.”

The Helmsman piped up immediately. “With al due respect, Captain, |
know what | saw.”
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The corners of Bowie' s mouth curled up in the faintest hint of a smile.
“Relax, son, | believe you. | was just wondering if anyone saw a laser
from the second boat.”

A speaker crackled in the overhead. “Captain? Thisisthe TAO. Are
you watching these guys on MM S?’

The voice belonged to the ship’s Combat Systems Officer, Lieutenant
Terri Sikes, currently standing duty as the Tactical Action Officer.

Bowie pressed the talk button on the comm box. “Not yet, Terri. Give
us half asec to get it punched up.” He nodded toward his OOD.

Lieutenant Parker tapped out a rapid-fire sequence of keys on his
wraparound control console. A burst of video static blossomed on one of
the three display screens and then instantly resolved itself into a coherent
image: a direct video feed from the mast-mounted sight, a high-definition
video camera mounted near the top of the mast.

The video was black-and-white, but the picture was exceptionally crisp.
The camera was locked on the nearer of the two speedboats. It was a
cigarette boat: long and dagger-shaped, very fast and very low to the
water. A continuous rooster tail of spray shot out from under the stern of
the narrow fiberglass hull. The image jerked occasionally as the boat took
a dip or a roll that the Towers optical tracking computer hadn’t
anti cipated.

Suddenly, the image froze and the Tactical Action Officer’s voice came
over the speaker. “Therel” shesaid. “Right there, sir. Do you see that?’

Bowie pressed the talk button on the comm box. “What am | looking
for?’

A pixelized oval appeared on the screen, drawn in by the TAO using a
light pen. The areainside the oval magnified itself to show a grainy image
of the interior of the cigarette boat. Two men were visible, or people,
anyway—it was impossible to tell more from the frozen image. One of the
figures was hunched over a console, obvioudly driving. The second figure
was half-crouched, hanging on to the windscreen with one hand. His other
hand was wrapped around a rectangular object draped over his right
shoulder.

Bowie' s stomach tightened another notch. “Got it.”

The ova disappeared, and the image leapt back to life. “Sir,” the
TAQO's voice said, “that’s got to be a missile launcher. | think those
bastards are going to light us up. Reguest permission to engage.”

Bowie watched the screen. “Not yet,” he said.

The boats were circling back around for another pass at the ship.

“Two boats,” Bowie said to himsdf. “No markings. They’re not
terrorists, or they would have shot at us on the first pass. There's no way
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to tell if they’'re Sirgji or Iranian, but it's a decent bet that it's one of the
two. | don't think anybody else around here is mad enough to shoot at us.”

Lieutenant Parker cleared his throat. “Uh, Captain ... | have to agree
with the TAO. Those boats are showing classic Sledgehammer attack
profiles. We need to take them out before they get off a shot at us.”

An enunciator on the Helmsman's console beeped once, lighting a
green tattletale on his display panel. A second later, it beeped again,
lighting another tattletale. “Material Condition Zebrais set throughout the
ship,” the Helmsman announced. “All gunnery stations are reporting
manned and ready for Tac-Sit One.”

Bowie kept his eyes on the black-and-white video. Something was
funny here. If the cigarette boats really were Sledgehammers, why hadn’t
they attacked yet? “I’'m not sure that’s a missile launcher.”

“What else could it be, sir?’

Bowie glanced up for a half-second into the eyes of his Officer of the
Deck. “It could be avideo camera, Brett.”

The OOD’s voice nearly squeaked. “But they trained a laser on us.
They'retargeting us, Sir. 1t’s obvious.”

Bowie shook his head. “What's obvious is that they’re trying to
provoke us.”

The TAO's voice came over the speaker. “Sledgehammers are
inbound. | say again, Sledgehammers are inbound. Request permission to
engage, sir!”

Bowie watched the video screen as the cigarette boats raced through the
water toward his ship. The conditioned air of the bridge was turning his
sweat-dampened skin to ice.

Sledgehammers were every skipper's nightmare. They were the poor
man’s navy: a boat, a shoulder-launched weapon, one idiot to drive, and
another to shoot. Presto: instant navy. Not enough firepower to take out a
warship, but more than enough to damage it. And even modest damage to
a U.S. warship would be an incalculable propaganda coup for a third-rate
nation.

Of course, if he blew the boats away and it turned out that they were
not armed, then that would be a propaganda coup against the United States
as well. The local nutcases weren't above sending out boats armed only
with bulky old-fashioned video cameras and harmless laser pointers,
hoping to spook awarship into attacking them.

Bowie's mouth felt suddenly dry. His intuition told him that the boats
would have attacked by now if they were going to. He hoped like hell that
his intuition wasn’t about to get somebody killed. “Negative. Do not
engage.” Bowie could fed the crew on the bridge stiffen.
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A flicker of red light shot through a side window and played around the
interior of the bridge for a split-second before vanishing.

The Helmsman shouted, “Targeting laser!”

“Do not engage!” Bowie repeated. He waited about two heartbests and
then added, “I have the Conn. All engines ahead flank! Right full
rudder!”

The ship heeled over instantly as the Helmsman executed his orders.
“Sir, my rudder is right thirty degrees! No new course given. All engines
ahead flank!”

The big destroyer surged forward as all four of her gas turbine engines
wound up to top speed, pouring 105,000 horsepower into each of her twin
propeller shafts. The acoustic suppression systems muted the rising
scream of the turbines to a barely audible wail, like the sound of a jet
taking off in the distance.

“Captain,” the OOD said, “that’ s going to take us right into them!”

“You're damned right it is!” Bowie snapped. “If they want to play
chicken, then we'll show them how we do it back home!”

The course change spun the bow of the ship around toward the
charging cigarette boats. When they were centered in the front bridge
window, Bowie said, “ Steady as she goes.”

“Helmsman aye! She goes two-seven-three, sir!”

Bowie nodded. “Very well. Brett, stand by to launch chaff.”

“Sir, we're too close for chaff. It'll be on the other side of the boats
beforeit blooms.”

“1 know that,” Bowie said. “It’s not worth a damn against laser-guided
weapons anyway. | just want to scare the shit out of them.” He pressed
the talk button on the comm box. “Terri, | want every gun on this ship
pointed at those boats! Now!”

“Yes, sir!”

Bowie watched the boats through the front bridge window. They were
getting larger fast, the range closing rapidly as they barreled toward a
head-on collision with his ship. There would be no collision; Bowie was
sure of that. The boats would sheer off, or the reinforced steel bow of the
destroyer would crush their fragile fiberglass hulls like eggshells. They
would turn, all right. But would they launch missiles first? And if they
did, what would they target? The bridge windows? That’'s what he would
do in their position.

The TAO’s voice came over the speaker. “All guns are trained on the
Sedgehammers, sir.”

Bowie glared at the onrushing boats. “All right, you bastards,” he said
quietly. “Let's see what you'vegot ..."
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He waited another five seconds while the boats grew ever larger in the
window. Then he said, “Launch chaff, port and starboard!”

Lieutenant Parker’s response was nearly instantaneous; he dammed a
button on his console. “Chaff away, sir!”

Blunt projectiles rocketed out of the forward RBOC launchers. Super
Rapid-Blooming Overboard Chaff rounds hurtled through the air, passing
over the charging cigarette boats and exploding on the far side of them,
littering the sky with aluminum dust and metallic confetti.

Designed to fool enemy radar with fase targets, the chaff had no
electronic effect on the small boats, since they had no radar. But the effect
Bowie wanted was psychological, not electronic.

He tried to imagine what his ship looked like to the men aboard the
cigarette boats: 9,794 tons of steel rushing down on them like a freight
train; chaff exploding overhead; and every gun on board pointed down
their throats.

His grip tightened on the handrail above his head. “Come on, you
bastards, turn ...”

There wasn't a sound on the ship except the muted wail of the turbine
engines. Everyone on the bridge seemed to be holding their breath.

The boats grew larger in the window. They couldn’t be more than fifty
yards away now. Thiswas not going to work. The boats weren’t going to
sheer away. They were waiting to get close enough to make their missiles
count.

Bowie glanced up at his Officer of the Deck. The young lieutenant’s
eyes were locked on him.

Bowie pressed the talk button on the comm box. “Stand by your guns.”

The boats weren’t going to turn. The bastards were calling his bluff.

A chill washed down his spine that had nothing to do with the air
conditioning or his damp running clothes. It had come on him suddenly,
the moment that every military commander secretly dreads. The crux of a
decision in which there was no good choice, where both action and
inaction were equally likely to lead to disaster.

If he sank the boats and they turned out to be unarmed, the United
States would find itself neck-deep in an international incident, and
Bowie's career would be over. A lifetime of hard work and sacrifice, gone
in amatter of seconds. It would play out in the U.S. media as monumental
incompetence at best, and criminal disregard for human life at worst. In
the current political climate, the Arab press wouldn't bother with half-
measures, they'd cut straight to the chase and call it murder. And, under
al the flack and the political posturing, four men would be dead. Four
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men who might not be guilty of any crime more serious than harassing an
American warship.

On the other hand, if he didn’t shoot the boats and they did turn out to
be armed, the safety of his ship and crew were at risk. This could end with
some of his men going home in body bags. And, of considerably lesser
importance, his career would still be at an end.

How ironic was that? Ten minutes earlier, he'd been feding sorry for
himself, decrying the lack of excitement in his future career prospects.
Now, he was about to watch his career self-destruct, and it was the very
least of hisworries.

He watched the boats continue to close. His first duty was to protect
his crew. He couldn’'t wait for the Sledgehammers to take the first shot. It
wasn't really a very hard decision to make, but it hurt like hell to have to
throw away everything he had ever worked for.

He opened his mouth to give the order to fire, but he was interrupted by
a shout from the Helmsman. “They're turning, sir' They're running
away!”

Bowie looked at the boats. Sure enough, they had peeled off and
appeared to be running. He let out a breath that he didn’'t even realize he'd
been holding.

The TAO keyed her mike for a few seconds to let him hear the cheers
coming from the crew in Combat Information Center. In the background,
amale voice cut loose with arebel yell.

The boats grew smaller in the window. Bowie watched them until he
was certain that they weren't coming back. Then he turned to his Officer
of the Deck. “Stand us down from General Quarters.”

The young lieutenant was still alittle pale. “Yes, sir!”

Bowie looked down at the cold, sweat-drenched T-shirt sticking to his
skin. “Takethe Conn, Brett. | need ashower.”



CHAPTER 2

WASHINGTON, DC
SUNDAY; 06 MAY
8:27 PM EDT

The Americans had an idiom: “It’s hot so much what you say; it's how
you say it.” Although the phrase had no direct corollary in Mandarin,
Ambassador Shaozu Tian of the People's Republic of China had long
since puzzled out the meaning behind the words. There was a certain sort
of wisdom in them. Not exactly Lao Tzu, or even Confucius, but an
identifiable kernel of truth nonetheless.

His hand dlid across the seat to touch the folded black-leather shape of
his diplomatic pouch. In the darkness he could fedl the reassuring creases
and nicks left by years of faithful service. His hand trembled dlightly, and
he stilled it with an act of will. It was unfortunate, he thought wryly, that
one could not become a wise old master of statecraft without first
becoming old.

The lights of the American capital city slid by the rain-streaked
windows of his embassy limousine. Discrete shapes smeared into
prismatic blurs of light and color as rivulets of water snaked down the
glass beside him. Beautiful images, but confusing. An apt metaphor for
hisyearsin America.

The car was one of the new Zhonghua M-1s that the Party was so proud
of. Five and a half meters of deek, lacquered black steel, which they were
heralding as the first truly al-Chinese limousine. When he'd first seen it,
Tian had found himself smiling at the irony posed by the car's very
existence. China's leading auto manufacturer, the state-owned Brilliance
China Automotive, had been forced to partner with BMW (German
capitalists) and Italdesign (Italian capitalists) to produce their al-Chinese
masterpiece of communist automotive engineering.

The Politburo had chosen to carefully ignore strategic parts of that
partnership, the same way that they had chosen to ignore a hundred other
changes brought on by globalization and the Information Age. They were
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so confident in the inherent superiority of the communist social and
economic modd that they continued to operate as if their actions took
place in a vacuum. If Tiananmen Square had taught them nothing else,
they should have learned that the world was watching China. To act in
ignorance of this fact was to court trouble. Which was, ultimately, why
Tian found himself being called across town in the rain and the dark to
answer for the actions of his government. He sighed. His country still had
much to learn.

Tian fidgeted with his coat buttons and drew the collar more tightly
around his neck. He did not yet know why the American president had
summoned him at this hour, and that lack of knowledge left him with a
cold spot in the pit of his stomach. He did not know what the Americans
were going to say, but he knew from the way they had chosen to say it,
that it was not going to be good.

At the beginning of his diplomatic career, Tian had viewed the
intricacies of state protocol with a critical eye. In the vanity of his youth,
he had dismissed the diplomatic ceremonies and rules of political etiquette
as nothing more than useless rituals. But thirty years in his country’s
diplomatic service had opened his eyes to many things, not the least of
which was the foolishness of his own youth. Protocol (and the Americans
thought of it that way in their own language—with a capita “P") went far
beyond ritual. As the Americans practiced it, Protocol was more than a
system of rules for diplomatic communication; it was a language in and of
itself. It was a rich and subtle language, in which every detail had
meaning.

Tian checked his watch. Tonight's meeting was an excellent example.
To begin with, the president wanted to meet directly with Tian. That wasa
most disturbing development. Other than the little ceremony that took
place when he accepted the diplomatic credentials of a new ambassador,
the president rarely met with ambassadors at al. Meetings with foreign
ambassadors were usualy entrusted to the secretary of state or an
appointed underling. For the president to call for a persona meeting with
an ambassador was nearly aways a signa of extremely unusua
circumstances. The very thought made Tian nervous, and he checked his
watch again. No, traffic was light, and he would be on time. He took a
breath.

The Americans had given Tian another hint of possible problems when
they’d asked him to come alone. Under normal circumstances, he would
have been accompanied by his deputy chief of mission. By excluding
Tian's deputy from the invitation, the Americans were forcing the
ambassador to face them alone. This was, of course, their prerogative, but
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it was one that the Americans rarely exercised. It was another bad sign,
and Tian was not at al pleased with the prospect of walking alone into a
room full of angry Americans.

The designated location for the meeting was yet another clue. There
were three traditional choices for diplomatic meetings in the White House.
The Roosevelt Room had a neutral connotation, and the majority of
diplomatic meetings were conducted there. The West Wing Lobby was
Dao shan huo hai—a mountain of swords and sea of flames. The
Americans had an equivalent expression. What was it? The doghouse?
Yes ... the West Wing Lobby was the doghouse. An ambassador called to
a meeting there could be certain that he had angered the American
government.

But no, tonight’s meeting was scheduled for the Oval Office, the third
and by far the least common site for diplomatic conferences. The selection
of the Oval Office meant one of two things, each of which were—oddly
enough—at opposite ends of the spectrum. If the president wanted to ask a
favor of China, or of Shaozu Tian himself, he might call for an Oval Office
meeting. The favor would have to be enormous for the Americans to
invoke such arare privilege. And, though Tian had racked his brain to the
point of a headache, he could not think of a single favor China could
bestow that might warrant such treatment. Which meant that, in all
probability, the Oval Office had been selected for the second reason: the
president was angry at China. Not just angry either, spectacularly angry.
Too angry for the doghouse—a thought that made Tian sguirm
uncomfortably in the limousine's leather seat. Maybe even dangeroudy
angry. And he was calling in the ambassador of the People' s Republic so
that he could vent hiswrath in person, in the Oval Office—the very seat of
his country’s power.

Such a meeting could conceivably lead to the disruption of diplomatic
ties, or even trade embargoes and the loss of Most Favored Nation status.
It was even conceivable that a meeting of that sort might serve as a
precursor to war. Tian realized that his armpits were damp. The more he
thought about it, the more this promised to be an ugly night.

As the limousine dlid to a stop before the black steel bars of the
diplomatic security gate that led to the White House grounds, Tian peered
out the windshield through the rhythmic sweep of the wipers. The
limousine had diplomatic license plates, which made the interior spaces
sovereign Chinese territory, and therefore, immune to inspection. But the
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exterior of the car was—through the vagaries of diplomatic custom—
classified as U.S. territory and was subject to inspection.

The stedl gate did open, and Tian's driver eased the big car forward
into a three-sided enclosure built from the same black stedl bars that
supported the rest of the White House fence. As soon as the limousine
braked to a stop, the gate did shut behind it, leaving the car boxed and
helplessin a steel cage. My predicament exactly, Tian thought. Boxed in
and helpless.

An expressionless armed Marine guard stepped out of the concrete
guardhouse and walked over to stand in the rain near the driver's
window—hands tucked behind his back and feet spread shoulder-width
apart in the forma posture known as parade rest. A pair of dark-
uniformed Secret Service agents with powerful flashlights and inspection
mirrors conducted a thorough search of the car's wheel wells and the
underside of the chassis, working smoothly from the front of the car
toward the rear. The men moved with determination and precision, not
letting the pouring rain deter them, or hurry their procedures in the
dightest.

When their visual inspection was finaly complete, the Secret Service
personnel backed away from the limousine and took up positions near the
inner gate. One of them raised his right wrist to his mouth and spoke
quietly into a microphone concealed in his Sleeve.

A few seconds later, another pair of Secret Service agents stepped out
of the guardhouse. Each of these men carried a device that looked like a
cross between a lunch box and a vacuum cleaner. They were smaller than
the models in use at the Chinese Embassy, but Tian had no trouble
recognizing them through the rain-blurred window. They were ion-
spectrometers. machines that sucked in air and sniffed it for the specific
trace molecules given off by explosive chemicals. It was the electronic
equivalent of adog’'s nose.

Tian hoped that the smaller American spectrometers were smarter than
the Chinese models. The ones at the embassy had a tendency to sound
their alarms upon detecting the nitroglycerin in Tian’ s heart medication.

Despite the downpour, the Secret Service agents went to work at once,
letting their machines sniff the exterior of the car, in a pattern that closely
duplicated the visua inspection that their fellow agents had just
completed. And, like their fellow agents, they gave no hint of even
noticing the rain that pounded down on them from the dark Washington
sky. Tian could not help but admire their patience and determination.

Satisfied at last, the Secret Service agents retreated into the guardhouse.
The Marine guard took a step backward, came to attention, and saluted.
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As if in response, the inner gate did open, alowing Tian's limousine
access to the White House grounds.  With barely a nod of
acknowledgment, Tian's silent driver steered the car into the White House
driveway and turned toward the famed West Wing.

Tian reached across the seat for his diplomatic pouch, pulled it to him,
and held it in his lap. The esteemed members of the Politburo could not
seem to grasp the fact that the Americans were different now. Theterrorist
attacks on New York and Washington had changed them, hardened
them—as fire hardens steel. They were less trusting now and a good deal
less naive about world affairs. And—after decades spent trying to broker
peace at nearly any price—they had become awfully eager to reach for
their guns. Surely the American invasions of Afghanistan and Irag were
ample evidence of that.

Tian tightened his grip on the diplomatic pouch, rubbing the largest,
most familiar nick in the old leather with the ball of histhumb. He had not
been told why he was being called to task, so he was reduced to
guessing—a thoroughly uncomfortable situation for an international
diplomat to find himself in. If the Americans were truly angry, it might
well be over his country’s most recent ballistic missile test. Based on that
as yet untested assumption, his staff had drafted extensive notes on
potential arguments that he might employ. His diplomatic pouch
contained twenty-two pages of Chinese pictographs in the neat calligraphy
of his deputy chief of mission. Tian did not anticipate having to refer to
those notes. He had read and re-read them until he could nearly recite
them from memory. S$till, there was a vague comfort in the knowledge
that they were available to him if needed—the same sense of sufficiency
that came from knowing that your vehicle carried a spare tire, even if you
did not expect to need it, or know how to changeit.

His staff had done their work well, and Tian intended to score some
points—provided that the missile test did, in fact, prove to be the subject
of this meeting. Despite his preparations, he had no desire to argue this
point. Unfortunately, he had no choice—his orders from the Politburo
were unmistakable. If the Americans raised the issue of the missile test, he
was to give no ground. The words of Premier Xiao had been quite clear on
this: Bu huan er san—to part on hard terms—was acceptable. He was not
to bend, or even appear to bend on this matter.

Tian shifted in his seat and hoped fervently that he had guessed wrong.
This was an issue on which it was not even remotely wise to anger the
Americans. They had become quick to react to anything they percelved as
athreat, and these days it was difficult to predict what would fall into that
category.
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Despite his hopes to the contrary, he had little doubt that the missile
test would be the topic of this meeting. He would know in a few seconds.
The Laws of Protocol were about to give him afind clue. He would be
able to take a reading on the disposition of the Americans according to
who was waiting to meet him at the entrance to the West Wing. If tempers
were reasonable, he would be greeted by David Spiros, the National
Security Council country officer assigned to China. If the Americans were
pleased with China, or if they wanted to ask a favor, they would send
Gregory Brenthoven, the national security advisor himself. If they were
truly angry, they would send a minor functionary from the NSC, probably
someone whom Tian would not recognize.

The limousine pulled out of the rain under the curved overhang of the
West Wing portico and stopped opposite the marble steps that led into the
White House. The rhythmic whunk-whunk of the wipers swept the
windshield uselessly a few times before the driver shut them off. Heart in
his mouth and lips pressed tightly together, Tian peered through the
steamy window toward the door at the top of the steps. It was guarded by
apair of United States Marinesin full dress uniforms. Aswas the custom,
one of the Marines came to attention and honored the Chinese Embassy’s
vehicle with acrisp salute. Then the guard dropped his salute and marched
down the stepsto open the rear door of the limousine.

Able to learn nothing further from his vantage point in the back seat,
Tian uttered a sigh and, clutching his leather diplomatic pouch, pulled
himself from the automobile. Then, as Tian stood and straightened his
suit, the Marine came to attention again, and rendered a second salute.

Tian acknowledged the salute with a nod and started walking up the
steps. The damp night air enveloped him like an evil spell; he felt flares of
arthritic pain in his knees and hips, echoed dully by an ache of anxiety in
his chest. He concentrated on keeping his steps even and his face
implacable. One did not show weakness in the face of a potentia
adversary.

The Marine remaining at the top of the steps opened the door, and Tian
caught sight of the person assigned to greet him. It was a youngish
woman, and Tian did not recognize her at all.

“Bao tian tian wu,” he said under his breath. Literally a reckless waste
of grain, but in this context it meant an ill omen. This was not going to go
well. He smiled and extended his hand for the woman to shake.

Thiswas not going to go well at all.



CHAPTER 3

DEUTSCHE MARINE NAVAL ARSENAL
KIEL, GERMANY

MONDAY; 07 MAY

0951 hours (9:51 AM)

TIME ZONE +1 ‘ALPHA’

Dirty-looking clouds scudded across an iron-colored sky. In a few
hours, the spring sun would burn away the overcast, but for now, the damp
remnants of winter hung over the harbor. The water that |apped up against
the rusting steel pilings seemed oily and dark, its froth the color of a dead
fish’sbelly.

Kapitan Stefan Groeler leaned against the dock railing and watched the
huge yellow ammunition crane lift the last of the torpedoes off the
ordnance barge. Suspended from the crane’'s heavy cable by a four-way
ding, the weapon swung dowly out to hover above the aft deck of
Groeler’s submarine, the U-307. Crewmen in gray coveralls grabbed the
dangling weapon’s tag-lines and began to guide it into the proper attitude
for lowering through the main hatch. The men worked in near silence, as
they should have, with the Team Leader watching closely and issuing brief
commands. “Hold fast on the forward line,” or “Bring the nose down
farther,” or “Check the crane,” or “Watch your deck clearance!”

Groeler nodded almost imperceptibly. They were good men—a good
crew.

His eyes lingered on the weapon suspended above the deck. It hung
nose down and tail high, close to the thirty-seven—degree angle needed to
lower it through the weapons hatch.

The Team L eader issued another command, and the nose dropped a few
more degrees. Satisfied, he turned, made eye contact with the crane
operator, and opened and closed the fingers of his right hand several times
like the quacking of aduck: the hand signal for lower slowy.

The polymerized coating of the Ozeankriegsfiihrungtechnologien
DMAZ3Y torpedo gave the weapon a shiny green look, as though it were a
child’s toy made of plagtic. In comparison, the rounded profile of the
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Type 212B submarine seemed especially menacing: a sleek, dark-skinned
predator floating low in the water. It was a fase impression; both
machines were dangerous. The quietest, most capable diesel submarine
ever built, paired with one of the most sophisticated and lethal undersea
weapons that modern military science could devise.

The morning sun found its way through a hole in the clouds, and
Groeler squinted dightly. The skin around his eyes was crosshatched with
heavy crow’s feet. Not laugh lines, but rather a cumulative network of
wrinkles caused by thousands of hours spent peering through periscopes
and attack-scopes.

He was a short, solidly built man, with ice-blue eyes that moved
quickly and missed very little. Behind his back, the men called him das
Armkreuz—the spider. Under another circumstance, the nickname might
have been disparaging. But Groeler knew that his crew considered it a
compliment. It signified their respect for his skill as a hunter. He moved
quietly, worked meticulously, and killed quickly.

He rummaged in the pocket of his gray Deutsche Marine coverallsfor a
cigarette. Smoking was forbidden at the ammunition piers, but he was in
command here. It was his submarine, they were his torpedoes, and the
gray-coverdled crewmen working down on the deck were his to
command. He lit the cigarette with a dender butane lighter made of good
German steel. Hedrew alung full of smoke. It was a stupid rule anyway.
The plasticized-hexite explosive used in the torpedoes was incredibly
stable. Without a precisely measured electrica charge from an arming
mechanism, it was just so much harmless chemical modeling clay. With
the proper initiating charge ... well, that was a different matter. But ten
cartons of smoldering cigarettes and a hundred butane lighters couldn’t
hope to set one of those weapons off.

He took another hit off the cigarette, exhaling fiercely through his
nogtrils.  Still, it was good to have such rules. They gave the men
direction: road signs for separating acceptable behavior from unacceptable
behavior. And it was good for the men to see their kapitan breaking such
rules. They needed to be reminded that his was the fina word on al
subjects.  As commanding officer of the wolfpack, his orders were not
subject to question. He, and he aone, would decide when to follow
regulations and when to break them.

He looked at his watch. They would finish with the torpedoes shortly,
and then they could begin loading the missiles. It was obvious that his
crew would finish ahead of schedule. He stepped away from the railing,
executed a precise turn to the right, and began walking with a crisp,
deliberate stride.
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It was time to inspect the other three submarines under his command
and check the status of their weapons on loads. No doubt they would also
be ahead of schedule, but probably not so far as his own crew. He had,
after all, personally selected every one of his men. They were, quite
literally, the best that the German Navy had to offer. And after six months
of intensive pre-mission training, they meshed like the proverbial well-
oiled machine.

As he waked, Groeler pulled off his officer's cap and rubbed his
fingers briskly through his blond crew cut. There was more than a little
gray in his hair now. That too was a good thing. The other wolves in the
pack should be reminded that the lead wolf was the oldest and wisest, as
well as the strongest.

He pulled his cap back on and straightened it with a practiced gesture:
no wasted motion. Let his men see the outward evidence of his self-
assurance. Let them note the steadiness of his hands and the easy grace of
his movements. They would take confidence from these things, and they
were going to need that confidence, aong with every scrap of advantage
they could get.

The mission was achievable; he was certain of that. 1t would require
exceptional skill and more luck than he cared to think about, but it could
be done. He knew the tactics of the American Navy and the capabilities of
their hardware. He could bluff the Americans. Avoid them. And if he
couldn't ...

It wasn't failure that worried him. He had made every possible
preparation. His men were handpicked and expertly trained. His boats
were in superb condition. All of the necessary support mechanisms were
in place. The plan could work. He would make it work.

But what about afterward? Would the Americans really react as the
Bundeswehr’s military Security Council predicted? Did his superiors
really understand the Americans at al? Groeler certainly didn’t, and he'd
been studying them and their military tactics for his entire adult life.

The Japanese had critically migudged the Americans in 1941, hadn't
they? Their attack on Pearl Harbor had devastated the U.S. Pacific Fleet.
The mission had succeeded. But the Americans had not sued for peace, as
the expert strategists and tacticians had assured the Japanese High
Command. The carnage inflicted at Pearl Harbor had enraged the
normally placid Americans in ways the Japanese psyche could not even
comprehend. The Americans had risen from the wreckage of the attack
and crushed Japan like an insect. Finally, it had taken the nuclear
extermination of over a quarter of a million Japanese citizens and the utter
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destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki to slake the American thirst for
revenge.

Japan had nearly been destroyed as a result of wishful thinking on the
part of its leaders. And now, the chancellor and his cronies in the
Bundeswehr seemed to be poised to make the same mistake. They were
gambling the fate of Germany on their projections of how the Americans
would react. What if their guesses were wrong? What if the American
response was military instead of political?

Groéeler shook his head. He had spent his entire life in submarines. He
didn’t know much about international poalitics, but this whole thing struck
him as the worst sort of wishful thinking. The kind by which nations were
destroyed.

He had nearly turned the mission down. For thefirst timein hislife, he
had come within a centimeter of refusing to obey his orders. Only one
thing had stopped him—the knowledge that the Bundeswehr would find
someone else to carry out the plan. Someone less capable. Success might
bring consequences that the Bundeswehr and the chancellor had not
foreseen. But, if the mission was botched, the consequences would be
ungodly.

Groeler shook his head again. Either his superiors had forgotten their
history, or they hadn't noticed the date. The seventh of May. The
anniversary of the Nazi High Command’s unconditional surrender to the
Allies at the end of the Second World War. Germany had lain in ruins
then, Berlin still burning from the American fire bombs, the countryside
torn by the boots of soldiers and the treads of tanks. And the Bundeswehr
had selected this date to launch their operation. Had they done so out of
blind ignorance? Or was their choice of dates intentional? Some delusion
that Germany was destined to recapture its former glory? Groeler couldn’t
decide which idea was more frightening.

He sucked alast lung full of smoke from the cigarette and thumped it
over the rail into the water. In the split-second before the butt left his
fingers, he caught a glimpse of the brand name: Ernte 23.

The name brought a bitter smile to Kapitan Gréeler's mouth. Ernte
meant harvest. And, if the mission didn’t go as planned, there would be a
harvest al right. A harvest of blood and fire. He looked down at the piers
where the young Sailors were rushing to carry out his orders and wondered
if any of them would surviveit.



CHAPTER 4

WASHINGTON, DC
SUNDAY; 06 MAY
8:45 PM EDT

President Francis “Frank” Chandler swiveled his chair afew degreesto
the left and stared out the window across the White House grounds. It was
realy coming down out there tonight, the rain driving across the
manicured lawn in torrents. Occasionally the wind would manage to whip
a burst of raindrops far enough under the edge of the colonnade to splatter
on the marble flagstones of the covered walkway. But even those violent
bursts fell well short of the windows.

Some small part of him wished that the wind would pick up enough to
drive the rain against his windows. He loved the sound of rain on glass; it
conjured up memories of boyhood summers in lowa cornfields and of the
clatter of a good spring rain on a corrugated tin roof. Of course, he
probably wouldn’'t have been able to hear it anyway; the windows were
triple-paned bulletproof glass.

He watched for a few seconds in silent fascination. There was
something strange about seeing the rain without hearing it; something
vaguely disconnected: a little like the feeling that came from watching
television with the sound turned down.

He leaned a little farther back, rested his elbows on the padded leather
arms of the chair, and wondered for the thousandth time at the strange
chain of events that had led him to the Oval Office. The thought, as
always, brought an odd half-smile to hislips. There were men—powerful
and influential men—who spent their entire lives fighting for a chance to
St in this office. Struggling one rung at a time up the twin ladders of
politics and public opinion—waiting for a chance to sit in this chair,
behind this desk. But the job had very nearly fallen into Frank’s lap. He
sure as hell hadn’t planned hislife around it, anyway.

23
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He was alatecomer to politics, and he had entered the political arena by
the back door. (Some of his more vocal critics preferred to say he had
tunneled under the back fence.)

The son of an lowa corn farmer, he had inherited three mgjor things
from his father: a passion for the land, an iron-hard work ethic, and the
shambling big-boned frame of a farmhand. Six foot four and broad
shouldered, he had a roughness about him that spoke more of flannel shirts
and work-scuffed blue jeans than of suits and neckties.

His love of the land had not led him to the farm, as it had his father and
grandfather before him, but to the laboratories of the University of lowa.
Armed with a master's degree in organic chemistry, he had climbed
through the ranks of the lowa Department of Agriculture and Land
Stewardship, where his fierce determination to improve the lot of the
American farmer had eventually earned him an appointment as the state
secretary of agriculture.

With the appointment had come the redlization that the future of the
farmer was being decided not in the fields or in the laboratory, but in the
boardrooms and on the floors of the legislature. Frank had decided to
throw his hat into the political ring. After an extremely successful term as
the state secretary of agriculture, he had made a dark-horse bid for
governor of lowa. He'd never redly expected to win. At best, he had
hoped to drag the plight of the farmer into the forefront of lowa s political
system. To raise important issues in the hopes that more viable
gubernatoria candidates would have to deal with them.

But his plain-talking grassroots campaign had resonated with the voters
of lowa, and they had surprised him (and everyone else in the state
political machine) by electing him governor.

Four years later, he had entered the race for the presidency, running a
distant second to Martin Bridgewater: an archly conservative senator and
the fair-haired boy of the Republican Party. Bridgewater was a
charismatic speaker and a political heavyweight. The cameras loved him,
and so did the crowds. He had started with a thirty-point lead over Frank
inthe CNN, USA Today, and Gallup polls, and had widened it quickly.

Frank had been poised to lose the election by the widest margin in
history, when fate dropped another surprise in his lap. Martin
Bridgewater’ s pregnant nineteen-year-old mistress had decided to take her
story to the media. Bridgewater had lost twenty polling points in the first
forty-eight hours. Even so, he might well have weathered the storm. After
the predictable outcry, his supporters had settled down pretty quickly.
They seemed prepared to forgive him for his transgressions. Other
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powerful men had succumbed to the temptations of the flesh, after all.
Some of them had even been presidents.

But Bridgewater's girlfriend had sold six cassette tapes to one of the
more sensational cable news programs. The young woman had recorded
many of her private phone conversations with Bridgewater. The news
anchors had apparently delighted in playing sound bytes of the more lurid
parts, bleeping out questionabl e choices of language in a manner that made
the tapes seem even more sordid than they actually were. At the climax of
the exposé had come the most damning revelation of al: Senator
Bridgewater—a rabid pro-lifer—had tried to convince his mistress to have
an abortion. He had offered the girl a quiet cash settlement to get rid of
the baby and disappear into the woodwork.

Bridgewater’s campaign had disintegrated in a matter of days. The
resulting backlash of public opinion had hurled Frank Chandler, the
hayseed candidate, into the highest officein the land.

President Chandler's eyes were dill locked on the rain falling
soundlessly outside the bulletproof windows. His odd little smile faded
dowly. He'd been sitting in the big chair for thirty-nine months and
sixteen days, and he till couldn’'t believe he was here. In the few quiet
moments that the job afforded him, the surreal quality of the entire
situation filtered back to the surface of his mind, leaving him with a
digointed feeling. Disconnected. Like the strangely silent rain.

He sighed and, for a brief second, entertained the notion of opening one
of the French doors that led to the columned walkway. That way, at least
he' d be able to hear the occasional spatters of rain on the flagstones.

“Mr. President?” The voice belonged to the White House chief of staff,
VeronicaDoyle.

The president snapped his mind back to attention and swung his chair
around. “Yes?

“They’re ready for you, sir.”

“Good,” the president said. He rubbed his eyes and blinked severd
times. “Where isthe ambassador?’

“In a holding pattern in the West Wing lobby.”

The president nodded. “Show our peoplein. We'll give them aminute
to get settled before we cal for the ambassador.”

Doyle nodded to the Secret Service agent standing by the door to the
office of the president’s secretary. The agent opened the door, and the
team for the China meeting began to filter into the Oval Office.
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The president beckoned them into the room and waved them toward the
rectangle of couches and chairs at the end of the room opposite his desk.
“Have a seat in the bullpen. Make yourselves comfortable, I'll be with
you in acouple of seconds.”

He turned back to his chief of staff. “What el se have we got tonight?”’

The chief of staff flipped open the lid of her pam-top computer and
scanned the small LCD screen.  “At nine-thirty, you've got a phone
conference with the assistant secretary of state for Eastern European
affairs. The Russians are asking for increased wheat subsidies. Assistant
Secretary Chernja thinks it's a bad idea, but she wants your permission
before she shuts the door on this one. You aso promised the vice
president you would sit down with him and look a his numbers on the
handgun bill.”

The president nodded. “Move the vice president up to nine-thirty and
bump Assistant Secretary Chernja to tomorrow morning. The Russian
thing isn't going to self-destruct any time soon, and I'd much rather hit it
when my brainisfresh.”

Doyle nodded and made rapid notes on the input screen of her pam-
top. “Good idea, Mr. President. I'm starting to fade myself, sir.”

Her appearance belied her words. Her short black hair was flawlesdy
styled, her turquoise silk business suit was immaculate, and if there was
any fatigue behind her flint-gray eyes it certainly wasn't visible to mere
mortals.

The president stood up. “All right. Send for the ambassador. Let' s get
this over with.”

The bullpen consisted of two couches and four chairs, laid out in a
rough rectangle around a low-topped French Empire bureau that served as
a coffee table. The table was an authentic piece from the President
Monroe collection, burnished ebony with curving saber-style legs that
were chased with gold leaf. The source of aminor point of contention, the
date of the table’'s manufacture could be set at either 1827 or 1830, and a
fairly good case could be made for either date. The chairs and couches—
which appeared to be matching French Empire pieces—were actualy
excellent reproductions, crafted by the famed Kittinger Furniture, suppliers
of White House furnishings for nearly a hundred and fifty years.

The president had given the bullpen its name during his first week in
office. In baseball, the bullpen was a designated area of the ballpark
where the pitchers warmed up before they trudged out to the pitcher's
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mound, where the real work began. The nickname had not proven to be
very accurate, because he generally accomplished more serious work in
the bullpen than he did at his desk—which (according to the metaphor)
should have been the pitcher’s mound. But, apropos or not, the nickname
had stuck.

The president walked over to the bullpen and spent a few minutes
greeting the members of his meeting team and shaking hands. Not
counting himself and his chief of staff, Veronica Doyle, the team consisted
of Secretary of State Elizabeth Whelkin; National Security Advisor
Gregory Brenthoven; Assistant Secretary of State for Southeast Asian
Affairs William Collins; and a designated note taker, Marine Corps
Lieutenant Michad Summers, on loan from the National Security Council.
There would be no need for an interpreter, as the Chinese ambassador
spoke excellent English.

The halway door opened and the ambassador was ushered in by a
deputy assistant to somebody-or-other in the National Security Council.
The young woman, who probably didn’t know that she had been selected
on the basis of her obscurity, was visibly nervous over what was obviously
her first visit to the Oval Office. Despite her nervousness, she made her
announcement flawlessly. “Mr. President, may | present Ambassador
Shaozu Tian, minister plenipotentiary of the People' s Republic of China.”

The president smiled and stepped forward to shake the ambassador’s
hand. “Good evening, Ambassador Shaozu. Thank you for coming on
such short notice.”

The ambassador returned his smile. “I am honored to be of service,
Mr. President. And | bring you greetings on behalf of the citizens and
government of the People' s Republic of China.”

The next few moments were dedicated to handshakes and pleasantries
as the ambassador was introduced to the rest of the team.

When the members of the team took their seats, they fell silent. In
accordance with the dictates of protocol, the president would speak as the
sole representative of the United States—just as the ambassador would
speak as the sole representative of his own government. The other
members of the team were there to watch, gather information, and
formulate ideas for the discussion that would immediately follow the
meeting. During the meeting itself, they might pass the president notes or
documents, but they would not contribute directly to the conversation.
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There was an additional point to having so many non-speaking
members in the room. Few people are comfortable under close scrutiny.
Having a room full of people watch your every gesture and listen to your
every word—all without speaking themselves—can be highly unsettling.
It is difficult for even the most accomplished of diplomats to concentrate
properly under such circumstances. In Washington circles, the technique
has often been likened to a low-intensity version of Psychologica
Warfare.

When everyone was finaly seated, the president said, “1 hope you will
forgive meif | come directly to matters of business.”

The ambassador smiled dightly. “An excellent idea, Mr. President. |
am an old man, and | must confess that the passage of years has somewhat
blunted my taste for polite small talk.”

“Good,” the president said. “I would like to discuss the matter of your
country’ s most recent ballistic missile launch.”

The ambassador's eyebrows went up dightly. “l see. Is there a
problem?’

“Yes,” the president said. “Thereisaproblem, or rather—there are two
problems. The first is with the trgjectory of the missile, and the second is
with the timing of the launch.”

“Oh? And why should either of those pose difficulties? To my
understanding, the launch was conducted safely, without incident or threat
to life.”

“Without incident—yes,” the president said. “It’s the ‘threat to life
part that we are not so certain about.”

“How so?’

“The missile in question was a DF-21C, designed to carry the NV-6
nuclear warhead; is that correct?’

“| believethat is so.”

“Does the DF-21C have the capability to carry any non-nuclear
payloads?’

The ambassador’'s hand stole down to the black leather diplomatic
pouch in hislap. He made no move to open it. His fingers began to play
over the creased leather, amost as though the pouch were some sort of
worry stone, or talisman. “I ... cannot speak on thisissue,” he said. “That
is, | am not an expert on the subject of ballistic missile systems.”

The national security advisor scribbled something on a slip of paper,
folded it, and passed it to the president. The president read it and then
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paused for a second before continuing. “1I’'m sure that it will come as no
surprise to you that | have numerous ballistic missile experts at my
disposal, some of whom are quite knowledgeable on the subject of the
weapons systems of your People's Liberation Army. My experts assure
me that the DF-21C has no conventional warhead capability.”

The ambassador tilted his head dightly to the side. “If your experts
are—as you say, expert—then | am sure that their assessments are correct.
May | now ask the point of this question?”

“The point is this,” the president said. “Your military fired a balistic
missile directly over Taiwan, less than a week before the Taiwanese
national election—an election in which the front-running candidate just
happens to be a strong proponent of Taiwanese independence. The missile
in question is designed solely for offensive nuclear strikes. You have to
admit, that sounds an awful lot like deliberate intimidation. What my
grandfather used to call strong-arm politics.”

The Chinese ambassador shot to hisfeet, his black leather pouch falling
to the carpet. “You accuse my country of playing politics with nuclear
weapons?’ His voice was a near shout. Then he seemed to realize where
he was and sank slowly to his seat, groping around the floor for a few
seconds before he recovered his diplomatic pouch and set it in his lap
again.

President Chandler raised his eyebrows a fraction. “What would you
cal it?

The ambassador paused for a few seconds before speaking. His tone
was much camer now. “I would cal it ... | believe ... a routine test-
launch of an unarmed missile. A launch, | might add, that traveled entirely
through Chinese airspace, passed over only Chinese territory, and landed
safely in Chinese national waters. As for the timing? | would call that a
coincidence.”

The secretary of state passed afolded dip of paper to the president. He
scanned it before continuing. “A coincidence,” he said slowly. “Would
that be the same sort of coincidence that led your government to launch
three missiles into Taiwanese territoria waters on the eve of their first
national election in 1996? Was it also coincidence that your country
moved several hundred CSS-6 and CSS-7 missile systems into Fujian
province—directly across the straits from Taiwan—in the weeks just prior
to their election in 20007’

Ambassador Shaozu stiffened. “Mr. President, are you now suggesting
that the defensive deployment of the Peopl€e's Liberation Army within our
own bordersis somehow the business of the United States?’
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“Perhaps not,” the president said. “But firing a ballistic missile directly
over Taiwan is an overtly hostile act.”

“Hostile to whom, Mr. President?”

“To Taiwan, the Democratic Peopl€e' s Republic of China.”

The ambassador smiled. “Mr. President, there is no Democratic
People' s Republic of China. It does not exist. It never has existed.”

“l understand that your government holds such an opinion,” the
president said. “But you must realize that the United States does not share
your view.”

“There is only one China, Mr. President—a simple truth that even the
United Nations acknowledges. There are two chairs for Korea in the
Genera Assembly, one for South Korea and another for North Korea
That is because there are two Koreas.

“You will note that there is only one chair in the United Nations
Genera Assembly for China. That is because there is only one China. If
there were two Chinas, there would be two chairs, would there not? The
citizens of our troublesome idand province may style themselves as
renegades, but they are Chinese citizens nonethel ess.”

“The citizens of Taiwan have a democratically elected government,”
the president said. “They have their own laws, their own currency, their
own national identity. They do not wish to be part of your country.”

The ambassador sighed. “We cannot let the wishes of a few million
miscreants threaten the integrity of our sovereign nation. Their desires are
irrelevant.”

“How can the wishes of millions of people beirrelevant?”’

“Perhaps my memory for American history is a little fuzzy,” the
ambassador said, “but | seem to recall that your country was faced with a
similar situation in the latter half of the nineteenth century. A number of
your Southern provinces ... excuse me ... you call them states, do you
not? A number of your Southern states decided to secede from your
Union. If | am not mistaken, your government used military force to
repatriate the renegade states. | believe the casualties from that war totaled
something just short of seven hundred thousand people. Y et, your citizens
seem to regard the loss of nearly three-quarters of a million lives as a
reasonable price to pay for reacquiring the lost territories and reabsorbing
the inhabitants.”

“A fair point,” the president said. “But we are in the twenty-first
century, not the nineteenth. The world is a different place. The tools and
attitudes that served us well a hundred and fifty years ago have no place in
the modern age.”
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“Perhaps things have not changed as much as you would like to
believe,” Ambassador Shaozu said. “What if the situation arose again
tomorrow? Suppose that the citizens of your island state of Hawaii decide
next week that they are disillusoned with the direction that your
government is taking. Suppose they elect their own president, draft their
own constitution, and print their own money. Will your country let them
peacefully secede, merely because they wish it?’

The president didn’t say anything.

“It's not such an easy question when the problem is in your backyard,
isit, Mr. President?”’

The president leaned back and made a steeple of his fingers. “An
interesting argument, Ambassador, but it fails to take into account the two
enormously powerful effects in the evolution of nations. Time ... and
acceptance.”

The ambassador’s eyes narrowed. “I do not understand.”

“Consider your hypothetical example,” the president said. “Suppose
the people of Hawaii did declare their independence and form their own
government. Then suppose that the United States chose to wait a while
before acting to repatriate Hawaii. If Hawaii were self-governing and self-
sufficient, a what point would they cease to be a renegade state and
actually become an independent country?’

The ambassador frowned. “I am not following your argument.”

“Your People's Republic of China and our own United States have
much in common,” the president said. “Both of our nations were given
birth by revolution. Each of our countries managed to fight its way out
from under the yoke of a repressive government. Both of our countries
began as renegade states. And yet, today, China and America exist as two
of the most powerful nations on Earth, due—in large part—to the passage
of time and the acceptance of other nations. 1'm sure you will agree that
far too much time has passed for Great Britain to recoup the United States
as logt territory. Similarly, far too many nations have acknowledged the
existence of your own People’'s Republic of China for the Kuomintang or
the descendants of the Empress Dowager to attempt to regain your citizens
asoutlaw rebels.”

The ambassador did not speak.

“Time has passed for Taiwan, Mr. Ambassador,” the president said.
“You haven’'t made a serious move to repatriate them in over sixty years.
In that time, they have become self-governing, and they have gained the
acceptance of many nations. Taiwan now enjoys formal diplomatic ties
with over thirty countries and maintains trading partnerships with over a
hundred and fifty countries. At last count, they were the fourteenth largest
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trading nation in the world. It is true that they do not hold a seat in the
United Nations General Assembly, but we both know that your country
has blocked every attempt to formally admit them to the UN.” He smiled
gently. “Rebd republics are transformed into nations by time and
acceptance. And the Democratic People’s Republic of China on Taiwan
has had both.”

The ambassador did not speak for several seconds. When he did, his
voice was tight and low. “You are welcome to accept the make-believe
sovereignty of our renegade province, if you so choose. The People's
Republic of Chinais under no obligation to do so.”

The president nodded. “I understand your position. And |
acknowledge that it's likely that our countries will continue to agree to
disagree on matters concerning Taiwan—at |east for the foreseeable future.
In the meantime, the United States is willing to support whatever
diplomatic overtures your government wishes to make toward peaceful
reunification with Taiwan. | must caution you though; the U.S. cannot and
will not sit back and allow military threats to Taiwan to go unchallenged.
Our policy on this matter dates back to 1950, when President Truman
deployed the entire U.S. Seventh Fleet in defense of Taiwan. Please
convey this message directly to your premier: we are willing to give you
the benefit of the doubt on this recent missile launch. You say that it wasa
routine test, and we will accept your word for that, despite the evidence to
the contrary.”

He leaned over the coffee table and flipped open a heavy leather-bound
book to a premarked page. A glossy color image of mainland China
covered two pages. “My world atlas tells me that your country has about
eighty-seven hundred miles of coastline.” He flipped to another marked
page. The map of Taiwan took up a haf-page. “It aso tells me that
Taiwan is about two hundred and thirty-seven miles in its longest axis.”
He closed the book with a thump. “If we add a tweve-mile buffer to the
north and south of the isand, to account for Taiwanese territorial waters,
we discover that your country has over eight thousand four hundred miles
of coastline to fire missile tests from—without impinging on the airspace,
territory, or seas of Taiwan.” Hisvoice hardened. “I suggest you consider
using another piece of ocean for your next missile test.”

“l object to your tone,” the ambassador said. “I have given you my
assurances that the launch was aroutine test, yet you insinuate that it was a
deliberate act of ... what did you call it? Strong-arm politics?’

The president beckoned to his secretary of state, Elizabeth Whelkin,
who leaned over far enough to hand him a folded newspaper. It was an
English-language edition of the Tokyo Times.
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“The Japanese press has picked up on a rumor that your missile launch
was code-named Tongyi De Zhongguo,” the president said. He unfolded
the paper and laid it on the coffee table with slow, deliberate motions.
“My Mandarinisalittle rusty, Ambassador Shaozu. Could you refresh my
memory? How does Tongyi De Zhongguo trandate into English?’

The ambassador’s cheeks reddened. His fingers seemed to spasm as
they roamed the surface of his old diplomatic pouch. “I give you my
assurance, Mr. President; | have no knowledge of any such code name.”

The president nodded. “I'm relieved to hear that. Perhaps you'd be
kind enough to trandate the phrase anyway, for the benefit of those of us
who do not speak the language of the Middle Kingdom.”

“Of course,” the ambassador said in aquiet voice. “It means ... United
China.”

The words hung in the air for several seconds before the president
spoke again. “United China,” he said. “Used in the context of a nuclear
missile launch, might that phrase be interpreted to mean that your country
is prepared to use any sort of force necessary to achieve a United China?
That isto say, the return of Taiwan to Chinese control?’

“That might be one interpretation,” the ambassador said slowly.

“If you have a different interpretation to offer, | would be interested in
hearing it,” the president said.

Ambassador Shaozu said nothing.

The president allowed the silence to drag on for nearly a minute. He
was tempted to rake the ambassador over the coals again, but there wasn't
anything to be gained by it. He had gotten his message across, and the
rules of protocol required diplomatic meetings to end with pleasantries and
handshakes.

“Thank you for coming,” he said finally. He climbed to his feet and
extended his hand. “Please convey my greeting to Premier Xiao and the
esteemed members of the Politburo.”

The ambassador got to his feet and shook the president’s outstretched
hand. “1 will, Mr. President.”

The ambassador shook hands with the other members of the meeting
team before taking his leave. The note taker, Lieutenant Summers,
escorted him from the room.

The president waited nearly a minute after the door had closed behind
the ambassador before he clapped his hands together. “Tak to me,
people.”
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The secretary of state spoke first. “Did you notice his eyes, sir? He
was blowing smoke the entire time, and | don’t think he was at al happy
about it.”

The president waved ahand in acircle. “Continue.”

“The diplomacy game is sticky,” she said. “An ambassador is
sometimes forced to present his government’s position, even when he
thinks his government is screwing up. Thisis especidly true of diplomats
who represent communist governments; they have little or no latitude to
deviate from the officia party line.”

The president leaned back in his chair. “You think Shaozu disagrees
with the Politburo’ s position on this missile launch?”’

“Maybe, sir,” the secretary of state said.

“Something is definitely bothering him,” added William Collins, the
assistant secretary of state for Southeast Asian affairs. “I’ve worked with
Tian for years, and | have to agree. Tian put on a good show tonight; he's
too good a diplomat not to put his best into every session, but his heart
wasn’'t in it tonight.”

“All right,” the president said. “He was distracted, and that threw his
game off alittle. The next obvious question is: what's got him rattled? Is
it just frustration over having to spout Party rhetoric? Or is he worried
about something?’

“If 1 had to guess,” Assistant Secretary Collins said, “I'd say Tian is
worried.”

“About what?’ the chief of staff asked.

Gregory Brenthoven, the nationa security advisor, loosened his tie.
“We' ve got two good possibilities. On the one hand, he may be worried
about our response to the missile launch—possible military reprisals,
diplomatic or economic sanctions—hell, he may even be worried that this
will goad us into extending formal diplomatic recognition to Taiwan. On
the other hand, it may be his own government he's worried about. Either
something they’ ve done, or something they’ re about to do.”

“That doesn't exactly narrow the field,” the president said. “Do you
have any sense for what it might be? At the moment, I'll settle for a
hunch.”

“l have no ideg, sir,” Brenthoven said. “But it’s liable to be something
we'rereally not going to like.”

Veronica Doyle looked around at the members of the team. “Anybody
got any idea how far the Chinese might go?’

“They just launched a ballistic missile over Taiwan,” said Secretary
Whelkin. “I'd say they’re feeling pretty bold.”
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“And in this case,” the president said, “bold might equate to stupid.”
He nodded slowly and then turned to his nationa security advisor. “Greg,
round up the Joint Chiefs; | want an aircraft carrier off the coast of Taiwan
by the time the sun comes up tomorrow, and a second carrier on scene as
S0on as we can manage it.”

The national security advisor frowned. “Two carriers, Mr. President?
We've only got four deployed. That's going to spread us pretty thin. If
we're trying to show the Chinese that we' re not happy with them, | should
think one carrier would more than do the job.”

The president shook his head. “I don’t want China to think we're
unhappy. | want them to know that we' re mad as hell and not interested in
playing games where Taiwan is concerned. Besides, the people of Taiwan
have an election coming up in a few days. If we let the Politburo have
their way, that election will take place in the shadow of a Chinese sword.
Let’s show the Taiwanese people alittle of the American shield instead.”

He looked up. “Okay guys, dl we've got are guesses. |If the Chinese
are planning some kind of move, we're going to need a lot more than that.
Get out there and beat the bushes. We need numbers on the Chinese
economy, readiness assessments on their military, and trend analyses on
their logistics. If they’'re stockpiling anything—I don’t care if it’s rice,
bullets, or canned peaches—| want to know about it.” He stood up.
“That'sal.”

The members of the team began filing out the door. In afew seconds,
only the president, his chief of staff, and the national security advisor
remained.

“Something | can do for you, Greg?’

“Yes, gir. | do have one moreitem I'd like to run by you, if you have a
couple of minutes.”

The president nodded.

Brenthoven reached into the inside breast pocket of his jacket and
retrieved a small leather-bound notebook. He opened it and read for a
couple of seconds before looking up at his boss. “February of last year,
Niedersachsen Six, the nuclear reactor outside Hanover, Germany, had to
be shut down because of a primary coolant leak. There wasn't agreat deal
of contamination, but the European media had afield day with it anyway.”

“lI remember,” the president said. “They trotted out every China
Syndrome reference they could lay their hands on, from Three Mile Idand
to Chernobyl.”

“Taken by itself, | wouldn’t assign it much importance,” Brenthoven
said. “But Niedersachsen Six was the third significant incident in the
German nuclear power program in less than two years.”
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“1 read awhite paper on Niedersachsen,” Doyle said. “They shut down
the reactor for inspection and repair. They're going to restart it at the end
of this month.”

Brenthoven shook his head. “No, they’'re not. The Green Party has
cobbled together a sort of ecologist’s coalition to block the restarting of the
reactor. In fact, they managed to whip up enough public backlash to force
their case al the way up to the Bundestag for aformal vote. It's officia:
they’re shutting them all down. Every reactor on German soil.”

Doyle pursed her lips for a half-second. “Germany was moving in that
direction anyway. Now they'll haveto do it alittle faster.”

“Not alittle faster,” Brenthoven said. “A lot faster. In lessthan ayear,
the Germans are going to have one hell of an energy crunch. Nearly
thirty-five percent of their electricity comes from nuclear power, and their
per capita usage is through the roof. Over six thousand kilowatt-hours per
person, per year.”

“How bad isit going to get, Greg?’ the president asked.

Brenthoven checked his notebook again. “Bad, sir. Catastrophic. We
could conceivably be looking at the collapse of the entire German
economy.”

Doyle curled a finger under her chin. “That doesn't make any sense.
Why would the German people vote for a plan that could bankrupt their
economy?’

“It's a classic argument,” the president said. “The pro-Earth lobbies
push for environmental safety at any and all cost; they try to frighten
people with dire predictions of impending ecological disasters. The pro-
industrial lobbies counter with their own brand of scare tactics. Factory
shutdowns, loss of jobs, and the crippling economic impact of tighter
environmental restrictions. Both sides run around screaming that the sky
is falling, and the only way to stop it is to vote the way they tell you to.”
He smiled. “And the irony of it is, both sides are probably right. We are
poisoning our planet at an alarming rate. And the cost of stopping this
catastrophe-in-progress may well be higher than we can afford to pay.”

He sighed. “It comes down to a tug-of-war between the tree huggers
and the polluters. Most of the time, industry wins out. People have a hard
time picturing ecological catastrophe; but they can picture themselves
unemployed. It's hard to get the man on the street to see past his job.
Usually, the only way to do it at al isto scare the hell out of him. | would
guess that the Green Party has been capitalizing on the recent spate of
accidents in the German nuclear power industry.”

“1 would call that an understatement, Mr. President,” Brenthoven said.
“A group called Leben Zuerst, Life First, has blitzed the German media
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with gridy commercials. One of them, the so-called Dance of the
Condemned, uses movie-quality special effects to morph a playground full
of laughing children into a pile of smoldering corpses, with a voice-over of
German children reading the names of people killed in and around
Chernobyl.” He shuddered. “Nasty stuff, sir. The more so because
there’'sagran of truthinit.”

“1 get the picture,” the president said. “But | have to admit that I'm a
little puzzled by your sudden interest in German politics.” He stared at his
national security advisor. “There's moreto this, isn’t there?’

Brenthoven nodded. “Y esterday morning, British military intelligence
intercepted what they believe to be an internal memorandum from German
Chancellor Shoernberg to his chief attaché officer. The memo alludesto a
letter-of-intent from the German government to Abdul a-Rahiim, the
president of Sirg). The CIA and British MI-5 are trying to get their hands
on a copy of the letter itself. If the Brits are right, the letter formalizes a
secret deal between Germany and Sirg).”

The president leaned forward slowly. “What kind of deal?’

“British intelligence thinks it's an exchange: military hardware for oil.
The boys at Langley think the Brits could be right.”

“Shoernberg will never be able to get the UN Security Council to lift
the standing embargo against Sirgj,” Doyle said. “Abdul a-Rahiim may
call himself president of Sirgj, but everyone knows he's a dictator and a
thug. His regime can be linked to half the terrorist organizations in the
Middle East. The last thing anybody wants to do is arm the bastard. If
Germany brings this up before the UN, there's going to be a very loud
splat when it hitsthe floor.”

“1 agree,” Brenthoven said. “The Office of Naval Intelligence thinks
the Germans might just sidestep the embargo.”

“You mean ignoreit?’ the president asked.

Brenthoven nodded. “Yes, sir. They may just try to deliver the goods
in broad daylight and dare anyone to do anything about it.”

“l don't see that happening,” the president said. “But we'll worry
about that part later. Do you have any details on this supposed deal ?’

The national security advisor shook his head. “Not anything concrete,
Mr. President. But ONI has thrown together a rough projection, mostly
based on production figures from the German military-industrial complex.
Recently, quite a bit of hardware has been earmarked for sale to the
German military. | asked State to have a look a the German federal
budget and any recent appropriations bills. They couldn’t find any sign at
all that the German government has plans to allocate money for upcoming
major military purchases.”
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The president’s eyebrows furrowed. “So the German military never
intended to buy al this new hardware they’re building?’

“Not asfar aswe can tell, Mr. President.”

“What's ONI’s best guess on this?’ the president asked. “How much
hardware, and when does it get delivered?’

The national security advisor tugged at his collar. “Uh ... again, |
remind you that these are rough figures, sir. But right now, we're looking
at something like four Type 212B diesel submarines, to be followed by at
least three Type 214s when those start rolling off the block.”

The president frowned. “Obviously we don’t want any new military
hardware going into Sirgj at all, but why are we getting so bent out of
shape over diesel submarines? Nuclear subs | could understand ...”

“With al due respect, Mr. President,” Brenthoven said, “your
information is about a half a century out of date.”

The president whistled through his teeth. “I’ve been accused of being
behind the times before, but never ahalf century.”

Brenthoven smiled. “Sir, when | say diesel sub, you're picturing
something out of an old black-and-white war movie—back when diesel
subs had no real speed or endurance, and they were easy prey for surface
ships. But those days are ancient history.

“Over the past three decades, there have been about a hundred quantum
leaps in diesel submarine design and engineering. The new boats are
equipped with air-independent propulsion systems and hydrogen fuel-cell
technology straight out of the aerospace industry. They can run
submerged for weeks without having to snorke or come up for air. Their
hull metalurgy is incredibly advanced, giving them operating depths
comparable to our nuclear subs.

And the new Austenitic steels are non-magnetic, making the most
advanced diesel subs difficult or impossible to detect with magnetic
sensors. To top it al off, nearly all of the new diesel subs are capable of
firing Exocet anti-ship cruise missiles, as well as highly advanced acoustic
homing torpedoes.”

The national security advisor looked at the president. “Sir, | could go
on for an hour.”

“You make them sound better than our nuclear attack subs,” the
president said.

Brenthoven shook his head. “Not better, sir. Nuclear subs can ill stay
down longer. But when you're chasing a diesel boat that can stay
submerged for a month at a time, the difference starts to seem academic.
And in a reasonably confined body of water, like the Persian Gulf, an
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advanced diesel submarine is every bit as deadly as one of our nuclear
fast-attack subs.”

“Jesus,” Doyle said softly. “The Germans are actually thinking about
selling these things to Sirg? Abdul a-Rahiim has stirred up enough
trouble with obsolete Soviet hardware. | don't even want to think about
what a madman like that can do with cutting-edge submarines. What little
stability thereisin the Middle East will go right down the toilet.”

“I'm afraid that subs aren’t all of it.” The national security advisor
swallowed before continuing. “It looks like the deal may include
somewhere between thirty and fifty of the new Joint European Strike
Fighters.”

The president took a breath and let it out owly. “Are we certain about
this weapons deal 7’

“Not yet, Mr. President. The CIA and ONI are both out shaking the
trees for independent corroboration.”

“So this whole thing could turn out to be apig in a poke?’

Brenthoven nodded. “It’s possible, sir. But the intelligence boys don’t
think so, and neither do I. Do you want me to bring the Joint Chiefsin on
this?’

“Not yet,” the president said. “Let’s push this one onto the back burner
until we get some sort of corroboration. Right now, Germany rates about a
zero-point-nothing on my threat scale. 1I'm worried about China.  Those
boys have stuck their dick out, and I've got a bad fedling that they’re not
going to be really happy until they’ve stepped on it.”



CHAPTER 5

BRITISH EMBASSY
WASHINGTON, DC
MONDAY; 07 MAY

2:14 PM EDT

Sarah Bexley leaned on the sink basin and rested her eyes for a
moment. Here, in the quiet coolness of the ladies toilet, her throbbing
headache seemed to recede to something approaching a bearable level. It
had to be the flu—some nasty little American variety of the virus with a
particular taste for fair English flesh. At least it seemed that way, since
everyone in the office appeared to be catching it. A third of the staff had
aready gone homeiill.

Sarah felt for the handle of the cold-water tap and turned it on, cringing
instantly at the sound of the water cascading into the marble basin. Her
head was killing her. The two Motrin she had taken had done a bit to ease
the body aches, but they weren’t doing much for the pounding symphony
of pain behind her temples. Why couldn’t the Yank pharmacies stock a
decent painkiller, like Nurosen? Oh they said it was al ibuprofen, didn’t
they? But it wasn't really the same, now was it? A couple of Nurosen
would have had this headache on the run by now, whereas the bloody
Motrin wasn't doing a thing.

She opened her eyes and looked at her reflection in the mirror. It took
a few seconds to force her eyes to focus. She barely recognized the face
staring back out of the glass; it was flushed, puffy looking, and inhumanly
tired. Her eyes were the worst: red-rimmed and bloodshot. There were
dark circles under them that her makeup couldn’t disguise.

Sarah was twenty-eight, and she prided herself on having inherited
something of her mother’s Anglican beauty. Not that you could see it at
the moment. The face in the mirror might have belonged to a forty-year-
old barfly after amonth or two of pub crawling.

She pulled a hand towd from the neat stack next to the wash basin,
moistened a corner of it under the running water, and then folded it and
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dabbed it against the back of her neck. The cool wethess felt good against
her overheated skin.

She swallowed with a painful effort. Her throat felt raw and swollen.
Thiswas ridiculous. She couldn’t work like this. She needed to go home
and curl up on the couch with a blanket and a cup of tea. Maybe she
would go home. She sighed, and something rattled deep in her chest, a
burbling, phlegmy sort of sound. She really couldn’t go home, could she?
Sir Anthony had the economic conference on Wednesday, and his
presentation materials weren't ready yet. Or rather, they were ready, but
Mr. Nitpicky-Hammersmith wasn’t through fussing over them yet. She
could aready hear his voice ... “Nothing reaches the ambassador’s desk
until it is letter perfect. Let-ter per-fect. England’s hopes ride on Sir
Anthony’ s shoulders, and his hopes ride on our shoulders.”

Hammersmith was a grumpy old bastard. If shetried to leave before he
was happy with her presentation materials, she might as well pack up her
desk and move back down to the second floor.

She sighed again. Back to the desk, old girl. Don’'t give Hammersmith
an excuse to shuttle you back to the administrative pool.

Her bleary eyes came to rest on the delicate curves of the marble sink
basin with its sculpted supporting column and the elegant fluting of the
water spout and tap handles. It had taken her five years to make it to the
fourth floor—up here, where the desks were polished mahogany, the floors
were tiled with exquisite mosaics, and the fluffy hand towels were
emblazoned with the Roya Crest. Up here, where Sarah’s opinion
mattered, where influential people depended upon her work and listened to
her words with interest. Up here, where men found her ideas more
compelling than her breasts.

She laid the towel on the countertop and turned off the water tap. She
stood up straight, doing her best to ignore the surge of pain her movements
sent coursing through her aching muscles. She nearly had to lean on the
sink again as her knees trembled and threatened to give way. But the
weakness passed after a few seconds—most of it anyway. She could
tough it out. Another hour or two, at least. Perhaps long enough for Mr.
Hammersmith to admit that her economic presentation was ready for the
ambassador’s desk. Or at least long enough for Hammersmith to throw in
the towel himself and go home sick. He looked even worse than Sarah
did. She suspected that he was running more on his stiff upper lip than he
was off of any internal reserves of strength.

WEéll, if he could do it, Sarah could do it. She squared her shoulders
and turned away from the sink.
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She pulled the door open, stepped into the corridor, and immediately
tripped over a heavy bundle of rags lying on the floor. Shelost her footing
and pitched forward, just managing to turn her face to the side as she half-
stumbled, half-fell into the far corridor wal. Her shoulder banged
painfully into sculpted plaster and she nearly fell down entirely. Still
swaying and half-dazed, she looked over her shoulder at the bundle of
rags.

But it wasn't abundle at all. It wasaperson ... A young woman, lying
on her side with her aams and legs sprawled limply in impossible
directions, like arag doll dropped on the floor and forgotten. She wasn't
moving. Was she breathing?

Sarah tried to bend over the woman, but the pain in her head ramped up
so violently that she thought she was going to lose consciousness. Her
blood roared in her ears, and her vision seemed to shift and waver. A hot
flash swept over her likeagust of air from ablast furnace.

She slumped against the wall, panting and praying for the pain in her
head to subside just a little. Through the nauseous fog of her pain, she
could see the young woman’'s face. The woman's eyes were open, staring
vacantly into the distance. Her lips were parted, and a trickle of blood-
tinged saliva dropped from the corner of her dack mouth to a spreading
pool on the floor. Another trickle ran from her right nostril and down her
cheek.

Oh god! What was wrong with this woman? Was she ... dead? Sarah
opened her mouth to scream, but all that came out was a hoarse croak. She
looked around for help. Someone. Anyone. She was alone in the corridor
with the dying woman.

Sarah began staggering toward the door of the closest office. She
couldn’'t remember whose office it was, but it didn’'t really matter. She
needed to call someone. Call for help.

The door couldn’t have been more than seven or eight meters away, but
the distance appeared to stretch and then contract in a dizzying manner that
seemed to be keeping rhythm with the pounding in Sarah’s head. Leaning
against the wall, Sarah made for the door, step after trembling step, her
knees becoming weaker with every movement. The door ... the ... door
... She stumbled and nearly went down. It was becoming difficult to
breathe.

There was something in her throat. Some sort of hard knot. She tried
to swallow and tasted something strange but distantly familiar. Her nose
was running. She swiped at it blindly with one hand. Her fingers came
away red. She was bleeding ... Oh God ... What was happening to her?
What was happening to all of them?
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She reached the door, fought with the knob for a desperate second, and
then stumbled through. “Help me ...” Her voice sounded feeble in her
ears, guttural and strangely distant. “Help ... me...”

It took a few seconds for her eyes to focus on the contents of the room.
It was a charnel house. Bodies lay scattered about like so much
wastepaper. Men. Women. In chairs; collapsed on the floor; umped
over desks. Sightless eyes staring into infinity, blood streaming from
noses, ears, and mouths.

Sarah stood in the doorway, her lungs laboring for ar, her mind
refusing to take in the reality of what she was seeing. They couldn’'t al be
dead. They couldn't ...

Her legs gave way, and she collapsed to her knees. “Somebody ... help

A man was lying face up on the carpet, his head afew centimeters from
her left knee. An older man, his lower face a mask of blood and sputum.
In some dark recess of Sarah’s brain, the man’'s face connected with a
name. Hammer ... smith.

And then Sarah did scream, the sound wrenching itself free from
somewhere deep in her chest, clawing its way up her tortured and swollen
throat like awild beast rending flesh. She screamed until the last of the air
was gone from her lungs.



CHAPTER 6
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WASHINGTON, DC
MONDAY; 07 MAY
2:46 PM EDT

The president finished the article and dropped the newspaper on his
desk with asigh. What did the Sirgjis think they stood to gain by making
up stories like this? Did they think there was some political edge to be
had? Woasiit just the need to see their names in the paper? Or were they
just full of shit?

The door opened and Agent Allain LaBauve walked in. “Excuse me,
Mr. President, we have a Condition Firestorm.” LaBauve s voice was cool
and professional. The two agents who had followed him into the room
stood behind him without speaking.

President Chandler glanced up at LaBauve. The Secret Service agent’s
poker face was firmly in place. Hisneutral expression gave no clue that he
had just barged into the Oval Office without knocking, dragging a pair of
agentsin hiswake. “Say again, Alan?’

LaBauve was the head of the President’s Personal Security Detall, his
so-called body man, because he was never more than an arm’s length away
when the president was in a non-secure location. The president called the
big Cajun man Alan, LaBauve's preferred version of hisfirst name.

LaBauve had a talent for languages, he spoke French, German, and
Russan—all with near-perfect accents. He had a master's degree in
criminal justice from the University of Virginia, and double bachelors in
systems theory and political science. His speech was clipped, precise, and
bore no trace of his dirt-poor southern Louisiana upbringing. And still he
couldn’t escape nicknames like Swamp Thing and Gator. The last came
from a persistent rumor that LaBauve—in his young and wild days—had
once beaten an aligator to death with a haf-empty jug of moonshine.

“Mr. President, we have a confirmed Condition Firestorm,” LaBauve
said again. “We need to evacuate you immediately, sir.”

The president pushed back his chair and stood up. “Evacuate? What’'s
going on?”’

LaBauve shook his head. “The British Embassy has been attacked,

sr.”
A surge of ice water rushed through the president’s veins. His mind
immediately started dreaming up worst-case scenarios. His brain was
suddenly flooded with images of burned and mutilated bodies. He shook
his head and blinked rapidly. “What? A bomb?’

“l don't know, sir,” LaBauve said. “1 don't have any details.”
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The president hesitated for afew seconds and then nodded. “All right.
Where are we going? Down to the bunker?’

“Negative, Mr. President. We don't yet know how the attack was
carried out, or whether or not more attacks are imminent. Command
Post’ s assessment says you'll be safer outside of the White House until we
can be certain that the residence is not a target.” He walked toward the
French doors to the West Wing col onnade and opened the nearest one.

The president followed him, with the two other Secret Service agents a
half-step behind. Hislegs seemed heavy, his steps stiff, asif the news had
somehow weighed him down. He forced himsalf to think. “If the White
House was atarget,” he said, “we would have been hit first.”

“CP concurs with your reasoning, Mr. President,” LaBauve said. “But
we can’'t rule out the possibility that somebody jumped the gun and
attacked the embassy ahead of schedule. It's still possible that the
embassy isjust one of a series of coordinated attacks.”

The president walked out onto the colonnade. LaBauve did smoothly
past him into the point position, and the other agents took up positions
behind the president’s left and right shoulders, putting the president in the
center of atight triangular formation. LaBauve's position in front of the
president was a clear sign of how seriously the Secret Service was taking
thethreat. Asarule, the president walked in front, and the agents assigned
to his protection walked to the side and dightly behind.

LaBauve raised his right wrist to his mouth and spoke quietly into the
microphone concealed in the cuff of his black suit jacket. “Eagle is
moving.”

A rhythmic thumping in the sky announced the approach of Marine
One, the presidential helicopter. The president stared up into the clouds,
trying to spot it. He could hear sirens in the distance now. But that must
have been hisimagination. Massachusetts Avenue wastoo far away.

“Where' smy family?’ he asked.

“Susan and Nicole are till in school, sir. Their agents have been
alerted, and CP is preparing to evacuate them by motorcade. Thefirst lady
isat Bradford Hall, speaking to the Daughters of the American Revolution.
Her agents have aso been derted, and CP has a scramble squad and
evacuation team in route to her position. They’ll meet us at the Marine
Barracks at Eighth and 1.”

The president nodded. “Good.” Marine One appeared as a dark speck
againgt the blue sky and grew rapidly as it dropped toward the White
House lawn. He couldn’'t help wondering how many people were dead.
How many might be dying right now? “What about the vice president?’

“His security detail is evacuating him from OEOB now, sir.”
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The vice president’s regular office was in the Old Executive Office
Building.

“They’ re moving him to the emergency response bunker?”

“Yes, sr.”

The president nodded. “Good. Any word on casualties at the British
Embassy?’

“CP didn't brief me on the details of the attack, sir,” LaBauve said.

“Of course,” the president said. His words were lost in the thundering
winds churned up by the helicopter’s rotors as the big machine settled
gently on the lawn.

LaBauve began shepherding the president toward Marine One the
second the helicopter’s wheels touched the grass. A door swung down
from the side of the helicopter and then unfolded itself into a set of stairs.
A young Marine lieutenant trotted down the stairs, stopped to ensure that
they were properly extended and locked, and then snapped to attention and
saluted.

As the president and his security detail walked into the downwash of
the helicopter’ srotors, LaBauve sidestepped to the left and slowed his own
pace for a second or so, putting the president in the lead position for the
last few stepsto the stairs.

The president returned the Marin€e' s salute and climbed the short metal
stairsinto the interior of the helicopter.

He was belting himself into his seat when LaBauve climbed into the
cabin, followed by his two flanking agents and then the Marine lieutenant.
Thirty seconds later, the pitch of the rotors climbed an octave, and they
lifted off the ground.

LaBauve spoke into his deeve again. “Eagleisairborne.”

The Marine lieutenant’ s chair was mounted backward from all the other
chairs in the cabin, which left him facing the president. His eyes traveled
quickly around the interior of the cabin, making sure that everyone was
properly seated and belted in. He turned his eyes to the president. “Sir,
Lieutenant Charles Donahue, Marine One in-flight Tactical Officer,
standing by to report.”

The president stared out the window as the ground dropped away.
“Make your report.”

“Sir, the disposition of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is as follows. The
chairman of the Joint Chiefs, J1, J4, and J6 are at the Pentagon. J2 is a
Langley. J3isinthe White House Situation Room. J5 ison an inspection
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tour in San Diego. J7 is aboard USS Mobile Bay in the Sea of Japan, and
J8 is currently unlocated. The national security advisor is at Fort Meade.”

“Got it,” the president said, without looking at him. “What else have
you got for me?’

Lieutenant Donahue held out a red satellite phone. “I have the
secretary of homeland security patched in on thisline, sir. He'sin his car.
He has a secure-capable phone, but he can't get his crypto to sync up, so
this call is not secure.

The president accepted the phone and held it up to hisear. “Where are
you, Clark?’

“On the beltway, Mr. President,” said Secretary of Homeland Security
Clark Chapman. “In route to the Pentagon. ETA about fifteen minutes.
Maybe ten if thistraffic lets up.”

“All right,” the president said. “How much can you tell me over a non-
secure line?’

“1 can sketch in the basics, sir, and then fill you in on the details when |
get to a secure phone that actually works.”

“Fair enough,” the president said. “Give me what you’' ve got.”

“Sir, the British Embassy has been hit with some kind of biologica
warfare agent.”

Theice water was back with avengeance. “Oh God. Isit anthrax?”

“We don't know yet, sir. But whatever it is, it's nasty as hell. We'll
have to get ateam in there to look around. But the initial report seemed to
indicate that nearly everyonein the embassy is either dead or dying.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Excuse me, Sir?’

The president sighed. “Nothing, Clark. Please, continue with your
report.”

“Well, sir, the initial stages of this thing are al pretty much standard
operating procedure.”

The president interrupted him. “We have an SOP for this?’

“Yes, sir,” Chapman said. “At least we have one for a biologica or
chemical attack on a U.S. government building. We're following that plan
until the British are ready to take over. The British deputy chief of
mission has assumed temporary duties as ambassador. He's given us the
green light to drive the containment and response until they can fly their
own peoplein.”

“l take it the British deputy chief of mission wasn't a the embassy
during the attack.”
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“No, sir. He's in Sedttle for the latest round of World Trade
Organization negotiations. At least, he was in Seattle. He's probably in
the air by now, on hisway back here.”

“I'm sure heis,” the president said. “Okay, we' re following our SOP,
for the moment at least. Isit any good?”’

Chapman sighed. “We don't really know, sir. It looks great on paper,
and it's played pretty well in training exercises. | guess we're about to
find out how well it worksin real life.”

“Lookslikeit,” the president said. “What have we done so far?’

“Sir, step one is to notify the U.S. Army Medical Research Institute of
Infectious Diseases and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
That's already been done. USAMRIID is working on airlifting in a
biohazard response team from Fort Detrick, and CDC is sending us a
couple of advisors. No ETA on either team yet, but they’ re shaking aleg.”

“Okay,” the president said. “What’s step two?’

“Emergency Services evacuates a three-block radius around the attack
ste. That's aready in progress. As soon as the initial evacuation is
complete, they will extend the evacuation zone to five blocks in the area
downwind from the attack site, to create a buffer zone for wind-borne
contamination.

“Step three is to get a medical team into the embassy—in biohazard
suits, of course—to rescue and treat survivors. The British deputy chief of
mission has already given us permission to enter the building.”

“We have amedical facility standing by to receive the victims?’

“Yes, gr. The infectious disease isolation units at Walter Reed are
equipped and trained for this sort of scenario. They’ll have to ramp up
their staff, but they're aready recaling off-duty personnel. [I've
authorized them to draw from other military medical facilities in the area
to augment as needed.”

The president looked out the window. The flight to the Marine
barracks at Eighth and | was little more than a hop. They were aready
descending toward the helicopter pad. “1’ll be on the ground in a couple of
minutes,” he said. “I’m going to have to cal the prime minister before too
much longer to extend my condolences and to make a formal offer of
support. | don't envy whoever did this.”

“l don't either, Mr. President,” Chapman said. “Prime Mingter Irons
isn’'t going to rest until she tracks down every last one of them and nails
themto atree.”

The president nodded. That wasn’t much of an exaggeration. Emily
Irons, better known to political satirists as “Iron-Balls Emily,” was widely
regarded as the least tolerant and most volatile prime minister Britain had
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seen since Margaret Thatcher. Very quick to anger, she was utterly
unforgiving of anyone she considered to be an enemy of her country.

Someone had just poked a stick into a hornet's nest. And if Frank knew
anything at al about Emily Irons, there would be hell to pay.



CHAPTER 7

TORPEDO: THE HISTORY AND EVOLUTION OF A KILLING MACHINE

(Excerpted from an unpublished manuscript [pages 84-87] and
reprinted by permission of the author, Retired Master Chief Sonar
Technician David M. Hardy, USN)

It is an axiom in both philosophy and politics that a single determined
person can change the world. Anyone who dares to argue the point is
likely to face an exhaustive litany of famous names—Louis Pasteur,
Robert Goddard, Sir 1saac Newton, Thomas Edison, Ferdinand Magellan,
Albert Einstein, Marie Curie, Alexander the Great, Henry Ford, Grace
Hopper, Adolf Hitler, Alan Turing—some of whom have changed the
world for the better, and some of whom have changed it for the worse, but
all of whom have inarguably |eft an imprint on the pages of history.

As citizens of the human race, we are well prepared to accept the idea
that human beings can ater the fate of mankind. But we are far less likely
to consider the effect of non-human influences on the course of world
events. Perhaps it is a sort of species-centric conceit that blinds us to the
effect of the inanimate object—the thing—on history.

And yet, through the sharply focused lens of hindsight, we can see that
objects—tools, devices, or weapons—have often become the axis on
which history itself has turned. Some of these incidences are easy to spot.
On a cold December morning in 1903, a crude biplane clawed its way into
the air over Kill Devil Hill at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. The homemade
aircraft’s maiden flight lasted only three and a half seconds, but it carried
the future of aviation on its spruce and cotton muslin wings. And after that
nothing would ever be the same.

Forty-two years later, a single bomb (with the innocuous nickname of
Little Boy) devastated the Japanese city of Hiroshima. In a single instant
of fire and destruction, the world was catapulted into the nuclear age.

At just before 1:00 PM on November 22, 1963, arifle bullet killed John
F. Kennedy. The president was struck by at least one other bullet
(conspiracy buffs count a third), but medical opinions are virtually
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unanimous in saying that Kennedy would have survived his other injuries
if not for the head shot. Popular theories argue for a second, or even a
third gunman in the shooting, but no one seriously disputes the fact that a
single 6.5mm bullet ended John F. Kennedy’s life. It's impossible to
know if the world was changed for the better or the worse in the wake of
JFK’s assassination. But there's no doubt that Lyndon Johnson’s vision
for American was different from Kennedy’s. LBJ had different views on
Vietnam, human rights, and the future of the space program. And he led
the most powerful nation on Earth down different paths than Kennedy
might have taken.

Are these examples proof of the concept that inanimate objects can
drive the forces of history? To verify the validity of the assertion, we must
work the problem in reverse, in the same manner that we can check our
answer to a mathematical equation by working backward from the answer.
To determine if the bullet that killed Kennedy was truly responsible for
altering human events, we can ask two simple questions: If that particular
bullet had misfired, or gone astray, would the world be a demonstrably
different place than it is today? And, in natural corollary to the first
guestion, would JFK have made different decisions as president than did
his successor, Lyndon Johnson? If the answer to either question is yes, we
must conclude that a single 6.5mm rifle bullet seized control of the destiny
of the most powerful nation on Earth, and therefore the destiny of
mankind.

The same sort of reverse check can be run on the atomic bomb
guestion. If the bomb at Hiroshima had failed to detonate (for whatever
reason), would the world be a different place? Would the nuclear arms
race have ever come to pass? Would mankind have ever been forced to
live under the threat of nuclear annihilation?

These examples are relatively easy to recognize: the airplane, the A-
bomb, the bullet that killed a president. But there are other instances, other
objects or machines that have shaped the fate of our planet.

One particular device has been the engine of history on numerous
occasions, and yet its impact is aimost entirely overlooked. The torpedo.
On at least five verifiable instances in recorded history, the torpedo has
become the lever of Archimedes. the machine that moved the world.

To examine the influence of the torpedo, we must examine the history
of the torpedo itself. When was the torpedo invented? How did this
influential and deadly device come into being?

Some military historians trace the origins of the torpedo back to the
Roman Empire, and the fire ships that the ancient Romans would send
drifting amongst the fleets of their enemies. Others prefer to attribute the
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invention of the torpedo to a sixteenth-century Italian inventor named
Zambelli, who used a drifting boatload of explosives with a delayed fuse
to destroy abridge in 1585.

But the actual word torpedo was first applied to naval warfare in the
late eighteenth century by a young coloniad American named David
Bushnell. Graduating from Y ale University at the dawn of the American
Revolution, Bushnell was inspired to use his engineering expertise to
support the fight for American Independence. With the help of fellow
Y ale graduate Phineas Pratt, Bushnell designed an underwater bomb with
a clockwork-delayed flintlock detonator. By modern standards, the device
would be more properly classified as alimpet mine, but Bushnell chose the
name torpedo—in reference to the harm-less-looking (but dangerous)
torpedo ray. A member of the electric ray family (Torpedinidae), the
torpedo ray can deliver a crippling eectrical shock to its prey and its
enemies alike. Bushnell hoped to emulate the torpedo ray’'s nasty
underwater surprise by attaching his clockwork bomb to the bottom of one
of the British warships that were currently blockading New Y ork harbor.

The blockade gave the British control of the Hudson River Valley,
alowing them to effectively split the colonial forcesin two. The situation
was becoming increasingly desperate for the Americans. If the blockade
remained unbroken, the revolution would likely fail.

Without a navy of their own, the colonials could not challenge the
blockade. Although generally unrecognized by scholars and students of
history, Bushnell’s torpedo—as crazy and as unproven as it must have
seemed—nheld the only real hope for American independence.

Shortly after midnight on September 7, 1776, a young Army sergeant
named Ezra Lee climbed into a tiny one-man submarine, pulled the hatch
shut over his head, and submerged beneath the waters of New York
harbor. His target was HMS Eagle, a sixty-four—-gun man-of-war that
served as the flagship of the British fleet. (In a tiny stroke of irony, the
British Admiral Lord Howe had anchored Eagle within a few hundred
yards of Bedlo€'s Island, which would one day be renamed Liberty
Isand—the site for the Statue of Liberty.)

The submarine used in the attack was another of David Bushnell’s
inventions. Constructed from curved oaken planks and strengthened with
iron bands, the little one-passenger craft was shaped very much like a
peach. Bushnell called his submarine the Turtle, and he equipped it with
hand-operated propellers, balast tanks, and a pair of hand-pumps that
enabled the vessdl to submerge or surface.

The torpedo was carried near the top of the little submarine, just above
the rudder. Built into the top of the submarine was a vertically mounted
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auger, which the operator could use to screw the torpedo to the bottom
planking of the target ship.

Without eectricity, the only illumination inside the Turtle came from
the glowing foxfire moss that surrounded the compass and depth gauge.
Battling unfamiliar tides and physical fatigue from manually powering the
submarine through the water, Ezra Lee had only about thirty minutes of air
with which to conduct his attack and make his escape. Laboring,
sweating, and—perhaps—grunting and swearing in the darkened confines
of the tiny vessel, Lee managed to maneuver the Turtle under the hull of
HMS Eagle. He set to work with the auger, but several minutes of
unproductive drilling convinced him that he could not penetrate the hull
planking of the British ship. He rested for a few minutes and then tried
again, still without success. With his air supply running low, Lee was
forced to abandon the attack.

Nearly exhausted and starving for breathable air, Lee pumped out his
ballast tanks shortly after he was clear of Eagle’s hull. He was probably
hoping that the darkness would hide the top of his strange little craft as it
protruded from the water.

Luck was not with him. The British spotted his craft almost
immediately and sent out a boat to capture it.

Lee jettisoned the torpedo in the hopes of lightening his vessel enough
to escape the pursuing boat. His tactic worked. Gaining speed, he
managed to out-distance the British long enough for them to lose his tiny
craft in the darkness. Lee escaped, with the Turtle intact.

To al appearances, the first torpedo attack was a failure. But the night
was hot yet over. Lying forgotten on the bottom of the river, the torpedo’s
clockwork detonator continued its countdown. One hour after Lee
jettisoned it, David Bushnell’s weapon went off. The resulting explosion
was huge, throwing an enormous plume of spray into the air and
illuminating the darkened harbor like a flash of underwater lightning.

Not one British ship was damaged, but Admira Howe was shaken by
it. Strange machines were prowling about beneath the waters of New
York harbor—and the next underwater attack might well succeed where
this one had failed. Admira Howe moved his ships. The blockade was
broken.

Thanks (in part) to a crude weapon, with an even cruder delivery
system, America became a nation. And, from the very moment of its
infancy, the torpedo began to shape world events.



CHAPTER 8

MARINE BARRACKS AT EIGHTH AND |
WASHINGTON, DC

MONDAY; 07 MAY

7:03 PM EDT

“First off, Mr. President, it looks like the British Embassy was the only
target.” The secretary of homeland security’s voice warbled sightly over
the secure phone. “The Pentagon, the Capitol Building, and the White
House are till under security lockdown, but there don’'t seem to be any
follow-on attacks. We've issued warnings to al of the other embassies,
and they’re taking whatever precautions they deem appropriate. We'll be
releasing the lockdowns shortly, but I've directed all federal and military
facilities to remain at an increased threat condition for the next seventy-
two hours, just to be safe.”

“Good cdl,” the president said. “Continue.”

“Sir, we've got four biohazard teams working the embassy: one
forensic survey team and three rescue teams. We're concentrating on
survivorsfirst. We can start thinking about moving bodies after we're sure
nobody else is left alive in there. We don't have aformal casualty report
yet, but we' ve got a head count from the initia rapid sweep. Forty-two
dead, so far, and about sixty survivors, nearly al unconscious or
comatose.”

“1 seg,” the president said.

The secretary’ s voice changed. “I'm afraid that Sir Anthony is among
the dead, sir.”

“1 seg,” the president said again. He stared across the conference room
that had become his temporary Situation Room. The wall on the far side
of the long oak table was dominated by a floor-to-ceiling bas relief of the
Marine Corps emblem—the globe, eagle, and anchor, topped by a banner
proclaiming Semper Fidelis (Always Faithful)—the words by which the
U.S. Marines lived and died. Proud words, symbolizing the honor,
courage, and sacrifice of men and women who were both warriors and
keepers of the peace.
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But where was the honor in killing an embassy full of civilians? He
had no doubt that the attackers considered themselves warriors. Whoever
they were, whatever their agenda was, they were probably congratulating
themselves on their bravery and declaring their attack a victory for their
cause. But it wasn't a victory, and it wasn't the act of warriors. It was
murder.

“Sr?

The president flinched. It took a second to remember that Chapman
was still on the phone. “Huh? What?' The president tightened his grip on
the receiver and jerked his mind back to the phone conversation. “I'm
sorry, Clark. What were you saying?’

“Sir, we can go over thislater.”

“No,” the president said. “Now. Go ahead.”

“We dtill don't know very much about the bio-warfare agent, except
that it's a powerful hemorrhagic—the victims al show signs of bleeding
from the nose, ears, and mouth. We aso know that it works quickly, in
hours rather than days. And that eliminates a lot of agents, including
Ebola, plague, Q-fever, botulism, Hantavirus, anthrax, smallpox, and most
of the other commonly weaponized bugs.”

“Do we know how the attack was carried out?”’

“Yes, sir. The attack vector appears to have been the carpet.”

The president’ s eyebrows arched. “Say that again?’

“Sir, | know how crazy that sounds,” Secretary Chapman said. “The
bio-survey team can't identify the agent—that’s going to take some lab
work—Dbut they can detect it. There are traces of the agent all throughout
the building, but the highest concentrations by far are in the carpeting.
Apparently, the carpet was pretty much saturated by the agent.”

“How in the hell did that happen?’

“Wedon't know, sir. Not yet.”

“All right,” the president said. “What's our next move?’

“WEell, sir, there are going to be victims outside the embassy. Personnel
who went home sick at the first sign of symptoms. Visitors, couriers,
reporters, people who passed through the embassy but don’t work there.
We'll find some of them in clinics and emergency rooms. Some will be at
homein bed. Some of them are probably dead by now.”

The president sucked air through his teeth. “How contagious is this
thing?’

“We don't know, sir,” Chapman said. “We won't know that until
we' ve identified the agent that was used.”

“Or when the hospitals start filling up with sick people,” the president
said.
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“CDC and USAMRIID don’t think that’s going to happen, sir”

“How can they possibly know that?’

“It's an educated guess, sir,” Secretary Chapman said. “The agent
concentration levels are massive. If this bug was redly toxic in low
concentrations, the attackers wouldn’t have had to use nearly as much to
achieve the desired effect. They could have dropped an aerosol spray can
in a bathroom trashcan, instead of saturating the carpets.”

“Sounds like a reasonable assumption,” the president said. “But bear in
mind that the people who did this are not reasonable. We don’t know what
motivates them, or even what their goal is, short of murdering British
diplomats.” Hesighed. “Anything else?’

“Not at the moment, Mr. President.”

“Okay,” the president said. “When can | go home?’

“The Secret Service should be giving the all-clear on the White House
any time now. If you go ahead and whistle for your helicopter, the
residence should be clear by the time you get there.”

“Good,” the president said. “I’ve got work to do.”



CHAPTER 9

USS TOWERS (DDG-103)
NORTHERN ARABIAN GULF
WEDNESDAY; 09 MAY

1826 hours (6:26 PM)

TIME ZONE +3 ‘CHARLIE’

Standing on the port side main deck of USS Towers, Captain Bowie
was just about as hot as he could ever remember being—and for a man
born and raised in San Antonio, Texas, that was no smal feat. He was
facing west, into the setting sun, but the sky was still painfully bright.
Behind him, the coast of Iran was only a few miles over the horizon, and
the winds blowing in from the Iranian desert showed no signs of cooling
down. The back and armpits of his blue coveralls were dark with sweat.
The bill of his USS Towers ball cap drooped across his forehead like some
dead—nbut still soggy—sea creature.

He propped a steel-toed boot on a Kevlar life rail and looked out across
the five hundred or so yards of water that separated his own ship from the
merchant ship that was causing all the trouble.

The motor vessel Lotus Blossom wallowed uneasily on the water,
bulling her way through the waves rather than cleaving them cleanly. She
was an ancient rust-bucket of a freighter, probably built in the postwar
shipbuilding boom of the mid-1950s, and she had not aged gracefully.

Bowie watched the old cargo ship bob and roll. The seas were calm,
the waves low and almost lazy under the fierce Arabian sun, but the MV
Lotus Blossom hedled alarmingly with each swell that passed under her
keel. To Bowie€'s trained eye, it was obvious that the old ship’s weight
was not properly trimmed; in all probability, her cargo was not distributed
evenly. Such an obvious oversight spoke of doppiness and neglect. Not
that Bowie needed any clues to tell him that the aging vessel was poorly
maintained (and probably poorly manned). The ship’'s appearance told
that story all by itself.

The Lotus Blossom was a Type-3 freighter, with her superstructure
situated well aft. The forward three-quarters of her deck were dominated

58



SEA OF SHADOWS 59

by two large cargo hatches and the V -shaped booms of a cargo crane that
had once lowered crates and pallets into the twin cargo holds. The crane
was gone now, or mostly gone. At some time in the past—possibly in the
1970s, when containerized shipping had become the cargo industry
standard—the old ship had been converted from a bulk cargo carrier to a
container ship. The conversion had been none too neat. The crane, which
had obvioudy been too light to handle the standard twenty-foot—ong steel
shipping containers, had been hacked off with welding torches, leaving
two truncated stubs sticking out of the winch housing like the stumps of
poorly amputated arms.

The ship’s superstructure had been white once, and the hull had been
green, but the colors were nearly masked by the scabrous orange and
brown of new rust over old. The ship’s name, painted across the stern in
two-foot—high capital letters, had faded into near invisibility.

Bowie looked at the ship and exhaled dowly through his teeth. Lotus
Blossom. What an utterly inappropriate name. He had trouble associating
the battered old tub with any sort of flower. To his mind, it required a
liberal stretch of imagination to call the damned thing a ship—never mind
aflower.

The Lotus Blossom looked harmless enough, though. Even from five
hundred yards away, the old girl looked tired to the bone, as though she
might decide to give up the ghost in a minute or two, and slip beneath the
waves for some long overdue rest. And, for al Bowie knew, the old
freighter might do just that, which certainly didn’t make the ship any less
dangerous to his crew. The Lotus Blossom was a suspected smuggler, and
Bowi€' s Vigit, Board, Search, and Seizure teams were preparing to board
the ship to search for contraband cargo. Histeams would have their hands
full confronting and controlling a potentialy hostile crew, and trying to
worm their way through every nook and cranny of an unfamiliar vessel
while covering each other’'s backs. They didn't need the added angst of
worrying about whether or not the ship was going to sink beneath their
feet.

From a tactical standpoint, Bowie wasn't crazy about being this far
away from the ship that his crew would be searching. His teams would be
armed, but that didn't make them invulnerable if things turned ugly over
there. His gun crews were standing ready to rake the freighter with
machine gun fire, or even the 5-inch deck gun, but Bowie couldn’t very
well order them to shoot at the ship if his own crew members were aboard.

If he could bring the Towers in closer, his gun crews would be able to
see the tactical situation clearly and pick their own targets. For years, that
had been the standard operating procedure for Visit, Board, Search, and
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Seizure teams. Buit the terrorist attack on USS Cole had demonstrated the
folly of alowing any unknown vessel to get too close to a warship. The
Navy had learned the hard way that the most powerful warship afloat is
vulnerable to a close-in suicide attack.

Captain Bowie gave the MV Lotus Blossom another careful once-over
with hiseyes. The crew of the old freighter probably had some small arms
aboard, possibly quite a few—if they really were smugglers. But he was
ninety-eight percent certain that the old tub was not crammed to the
gunwales with explosives and rigged for a suicide attack on a U.S.
warship.

Odds were he could order his ship in nice and close to the old girl so
that his gun crews could give good cover to his VBSS teams as they
boarded. Unfortunately, he was not one hundred percent certain. And,
like it or not, it was tactically smarter to risk some of his crew by
maintaining a stand-off distance, than to risk all of his crew (and the ship)
by getting in closer.

A watertight door opened behind Bowie, and he looked over his
shoulder in time to see a small group of junior ensigns file out onto the
deck. Therewere five of them: three men and two women. They stood for
a moment, blinking and shielding their eyes against the unexpected
brilliance of the setting sun.

Bowie looked them over. They were a good crop of kids. Y oung,
physicaly fit, and so desperately eager that their enthusiasm nearly shone
out of their eyes like the beams of searchlights.

Bowie had been ajunior ensign himself once, and he had a pretty fair
idea of what was racing around in their minds. Each of them had spent the
last four years having his or her head crammed full of information on a
dizzying array of subjects: naval history, tactical doctrine, theory of
leadership, uniform regulations, military custom and law, formal dining
etiquette, shipboard firefighting, and damage control. And now, they were
itching to put al that knowledge to good use.

In their own eyes, they were educated and dedicated professionals,
ready to seize the reigns of authority and prove themselves as warriors and
leaders of men. To the men and women who served under them, they were
sea puppies—no experience, no common sense, and prone to sticking their
little puppy dog noses where they didn’t belong.

It was Bowi€'s job, with the assistance of his officers and chief petty
officers, to turn these sea puppies into by-God nava officers. Hands-on
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training would do some of the work. So would practical experience and
the time-honored school of hard knocks. The majority would be well on
the way to becoming useful officers by the end of this deployment. The
rea trick would be making sure they didn’t get anybody killed along the
way.

The hardest part for most of them would be the eventua realization that
they would never master the technologies under their command. It would
be a difficult and painful lesson for them to learn. They were intelligent,
educated, highly motivated, and hungry for the respect of their peers and
subordinates. It was natural and predictable that they would want to
become experts on the equipment and procedures under their control. And
many of them would spend their first sea tours trying to do just that. But
Bowie knew from experience that it was an impossible task. The
equipment and tactics involved were so complex that a person could spend
half a career mastering one warfare area, and the other half of that career
studying and working to stay on top of the rapid changes brought on by
evolving technologies.

An effective nava officer had to be the proverbia jack-of-all-trades
and master of none. He or she needed a strong working knowledge of
radar systems, sonar systems, cruise missiles, anti-aircraft missiles,
communications systems, combat support logistics, torpedoes, turbine
engines, firefighting systems, chemica warfare defense systems,
navigation technologies, ship-handling techniques, weather patterns,
electrical power generation, naval gun systems, infrared sensors, and about
a hundred other disciplines, each of which required years to master. It
simply wasn't possible to become an expert in al of them, so a good
officer had to be satisfied with becoming a capable leader for his
subordinates. the enlisted men and women who were the Navy's real
experts.

Successful officers learned to accept the limitations of the human brain
and concentrated on knowing enough about each discipline to command
effectively. Nava aviators tended to learn that lesson quickly. You didn't
need to know how to field-strip an F-18 engine in order to fly the aircraft.

But some junior officers never quite got the message. They drove
themselves unmercifully, trying to learn everything about everything,
piling more and more pressure on themselves to achieve the impossible,
until they either burned out or snapped.

Bowie scanned the faces of his latest crop of junior officers. How
many of them would not make it over the hump? How many of these
bright young men and women would resign their commissions and limp
home with their spirits in tatters, never realy understanding where they
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had failed? One of them, probably. Perhaps eventwo. But wouldn't it be
grest if, just once, all of them could make the cut?

“If wishes were fishes,” Bowie said under his breath. He turned his
attention back to the motor vessel Lotus Blossom. He would do everything
in his power to help these puppies along, but only time would tell.

“Gather round, ladies and gentlemen,” he said over his shoulder.
“School isnow in session.”

Still blinking as their eyes adjusted to the sunlight, the young officers
collected around him in aloose semicircle.

“Let's start with your assessment of the tactical situation,” he said.
“And then we'll go from there.” He looked at Ensign Patrick Cooper, the
ship’s Undersea Warfare Officer. “Why don’t you kick us off, Pat? Take
alook at our problem child out there and tell us what you see. Throw in
anything you think might be tactically useful.”

Cooper nearly flinched at the sound of his name, and then stood up
straighter and squared his shoulders. “Yes, sir.” He looked out at the
Lotus Blossom for severa seconds. “Aft superstructure,” he said slowly.
“So she's a Type-3 freighter. It looks like she's a converted bulk carrier.
From here it doesn’'t look like the ship fitters did avery clean job.”

Captain Bowie smiled. “Is that a tactical observation, or are you just
offended by soppy work?’

Ensign Carol Harvey snickered until Bowie caught her eye, then she
chopped it off ingtantly.

Ensign Cooper reddened. “It’s... uh ... atactical observation, sir.”

Bowi€' s eyebrows went up. “Explain your thinking.”

“Well, sir,” Cooper began, “it seems to me that those old cranes make
for a lot of deck clutter. They'll provide good concealment for anyone
who wants to hide from our search teams. It probably wouldn’t take much
for someone to stage an ambush from one of those old cable housings. On
another note, | wouldn’t be surprised if our guys run into that same sort of
crappy workmanship in other parts of the ship. Bare electrical wires,
rusted ladder rungs, leaky steam pipes, missing deck plates—that sort of
thing. A lot of opportunities for our people to get hurt over there,
especially with the sun going down.”

The captain nodded again. “All good points, Pat. These are the kinds
of things you have to think about before you send your people into atight
spot.” He shifted his eyes to Ensign Harvey. “Let’stak about the sunset
issue for amoment. Carol, why are we sending our teams out to board a
potentialy hostile vessel while the sun is going down? More specificaly,
why don’t we order the Lotus Blossom to heave-to and drop anchor? Then



SEA OF SHADOWS 63

we could sit here and keep an eye on her until the sun comes up and send
our boarding teams over in daylight.”

Ensign Harvey cleared her throat. “I can see two reasons for boarding
tonight, sir. First, if the Lotus Blossom really is a smuggler, any
contraband cargo she's carrying is going to get tossed over the side as soon
as the sun goes down. The only way to prevent that is to seize the ship
now and post a guard on the crew while we search the cargo.”

“Good,” the captain said. “What’s your second reason?”’

Ensign Harvey grinned. “I just came from Combat Information Center,
sir. The Lotus Blossom is till ignoring all attempts to establish contact.
They won't respond to our signal flags or our flashing light, and they
refuse to answer on bridge-to-bridge radio channel 16, which international
law requires all major vessels to monitor a all times. In other words,
Captain, they're ducking our calls. And we can't very well order them to
heave-to and drop anchor if we can’'t even establish communication with
them.”

“True,” Captain Bowie said. “I’ll bet ten dollars against a month’ s pay
that—when we do finally establish contact—we'll discover that their
bridge-to-bridge radio is broken, and somehow they just didn't see our
signa flags or our flashing light.”

“By the looks of things,” Ensign Elliot La Roche said, “they haven't
noticed us at all. Personally, | think if | had a ninety-seven hundred—ton
destroyer cruising a few hundred yards off my starboard beam, I'd
probably notice.”

“l agree,” the captain said. “And that brings up another point of
discussion. Why did we position ourselves on her starboard beam? This
puts us close to Iranian territorial waters, and the Iranians do not like
foreign warships in their water. If we crowd the line too closely, they’ll
send a couple of missile boats out to keep us company. Wouldn't it have
been smarter for us to come in on Lotus Blossom's port side? That would
have kept us farther away from Iranian waters and less likely to provoke a
nasty international incident, or—worse—a missile attack.”

Ensign L& Roche rubbed his chin. “It might have been alittle safer to
do it that way, sir, but it definitely wouldn’'t have been smarter.”

The captain nodded once. “Go on.”

“When we first picked the Lotus Blossom up on radar,” La Roche said,
“she was well east of the established shipping lanes and hugging the
territorial waters of Iran. According to our TACMEMOs, that's a tactic
favored by smugglers who are trying to penetrate the naval blockade
againgt Sirgj. It givesthe smugglers a chance to dart into Iranian waters if
they think they’re about to be intercepted. As | understand it, Iran has no
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particular interest in harboring smugglers, especially ones who are
bringing aid to Sirgj, but the Iranians are fiercely protective of ther
national waters. If we go in there, even in pursuit of a known smuggler,
we're going to get shot at. By coming in on Lotus Blossom's starboard
side, we cut off her escape route 