Kilo Class

Admiral Arnold Morgan, #2

by Patrick Robinson, 1940-

Published: 1998

A5 A5 AT AS AS 28 28 28 28 2%

Table of Contents

Preface
Cast of Principal Characters
Author’s Note

Prologue
Ay



Chapter 1 ... thru ... Chapter 14

Epilogue

Yo

oN

Afterword

Acknowledgements

* * * * *

Illustrations

Maps attached.
1 NW Kerguelen.
3 The First Two.
6 The Russian Waterway.

11 The Two Choke Points.

12 The Polar Route.

13 Bering Sea to Kurils.

13 COLUMBIA meets the Convoy.
14 Kerguelen Approaches.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the
author’s imagination and are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any
resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

A5 A5 AT AS S 28 28 28 28 2%

This book is respectfully dedicated to the
US Navy’s Submarine Service—
to the men who wear the dolphins
and who operate in the deepest waters

Cast of Principal Characters

Senior Command
The President of the United States (Commander in Chief US Armed Forces)
Vice-Admiral Arnold Morgan (National Security Adviser)
Admiral Scott F. Dunsmore (Chairman of the Joint Chiefs)
Harcourt Travis (Secretary of State)
Rear-Admiral George R. Morris (Director, National Security Agency)



US Navy Senior Command
Admiral Joseph Mulligan (Chief of Naval Operations)
Vice Admiral John F. Dixon (Commander Atlantic Submarine Force)
Rear Admiral John Bergstrom (Commander, Special War Command, SPECWARCOM)

USS COLUMBIA
Commander Cale “Boomer” Dunning (Commanding Officer)
Lieutenant Commander Mike Krause (Executive Officer)
Lieutenant Commander Lee O’Brien (Marine Engineering Officer)
Chief Petty Officer Rick Ames (Lieutenant Commander O’Brien’s Number Two)
Petty Officer Earl Connard (Chief Mechanic)
Lieutenant Commander Jerry Curran (Combat Systems Officer)
Lieutenant Bobby Ramsden (Sonar Officer)
Lieutenant David Wingate (Navigation Officer)
Lieutenant Abe Dickson (Officer of the Deck)

US Navy SEALs
Lieutenant Commander Rick Hunter (SEAL Team Leader and Mission Controller)
Lieutenant Junior Grade Ray Schaeffer
Chief Petty Officer Fred Cernic
Petty Officer Harry Starck
Seaman Jason Murray

US Air Force B-52H Bomber
Lieutenant Colonel Al Jaxtimer (Pilot, Fifth Bomb Wing, Minot Air Base, North Dakota)
Major Mike Parker (Copilot)
Lieutenant Chuck Ryder (Navigator)

Central Intelligence Agency
Frank Reidel (Head of the Far Eastern Desk)
Carl Chimei (Field Agent, Taiwan Submarine Base)
Angela Rivera (Field Agent, Eastern Europe and Moscow)

Military High Command of China
The Paramount Ruler (Commander in Chief, People’s Liberation Army)
General Qiao Jiyun (Chief of General Staff)
Admiral Zhang Yushu (Commander in Chief, People’s Liberation Army-Navy, PLAN)
Vice Admiral Sang Ye (Chief of Naval Staff)
Vice Admiral Yibo Yunsheng (Commander, East Sea Fleet)
Vice Admiral Zu Jicai (Commander, South Sea Fleet)
Vice Admiral Yang Zhenying (Political Commissar)
Captain Kan Yu-fang (Senior Submarine Commanding Officer)

Russian Navy
Admiral Vitaly Rankov (Chief of the Main Staff)
Lieutenant Commander Levitsky
Lieutenant Commander Kazakov

Russian Seamen
Captain Igor Volkov (Master of the Tolkach)
Ivan Volkov (his son and for’ard helmsman)
Colonel Borsov (former KGB staff, senior officer on the Yuri Andropov)



Pieter (wine steward)
Torbin (head waiter)

Passengers on Russian Tour Ships
Jane Westenholz (from Greenwich, Connecticut)
Cathy Westenholz (her daughter)
Boris Andrews (Bloomington, Minnesota)
Sten Nichols (his brother-in-law)
Andre Maklov (White Bear Lake, Minnesota)
Tomas Rabovitz (Coon Rapids, Minnesota)
Nurse Edith Dubranin (Chicago)

Russian Diplomat
Nikolai Ryabinin (Ambassador to Washington)

Taiwan Nuclear Planning Group
The President of Taiwan
General Jin-chung Chou (Minister for National Defence)
Professor Liao Lee (National Taiwan University)
Chiang Yi (construction mogul, Taipei)
Commander Taiwan Marines (Head of Security, Southern Ocean)

Officers and Guests Yonder
Commander Dunning (CO)
Jo Dunning (his wife)
Lieutenant Commander Bill Baldridge (Kansas rancher and navigator)
Laura Anderson (his fiancée)

Ship’s Company CUTTYHUNK
Captain Tug Mottram (Senior Commanding Officer, Woods Hole Oceanographic
Institute)
Bob Lander (Second in Command)
Kit Berens (Navigator)
Dick Elkins (Radio Operator)

Scientists CUTTYHUNK
Professor Henry Townsend (Team Leader)
Professor Roger Deakins (Senior Oceanographer)
Dr. Kate Goodwin (MIT/Woods Hole)

Newspaper Reporter
Frederick J. Goodwin (Cape Cod Times)

Author’s Note

SHE WAS ONCE A FAMILIAR SIGHT ON THE ocean waters surrounding the
European coastline—the 240-foot-long Soviet-built Kilo Class patrol submarine.
Barreling along the surface, her ESM mast raised, she was a jet black symbol of
Soviet sea power.



Throughout the final ten years of the Cold War, the Kilo was deployed in all
Russian waters, and sometimes far beyond. She patrolled the Baltic, the North
Atlantic, the White Sea, the Barents Sea, the Mediterranean, the Black Sea, and
even the Pacific, the Bering Sea, and the Sea of Japan.

At three thousand tons dived, the Kilo was by no means a big submarine—the
Soviet Typhoons were twenty-one-thousand-tonners. But there was a menace
about this robust diesel-electric SSK because, carefully handled, she could be as
quiet as the grave.

Stealth is the watchword of all submarines. And of all the underwater warriors,
the Kilo is one of the most stealthy. Unlike a big nuclear boat, she has no reactor
requiring the support of numerous mechanical subsystems, which are all potential
noisemakers.

The Kilo can run, unseen, beneath the surface at speeds up to seventeen knots,
on electric motors powered by her huge battery. At low speeds, the soft hum of her
power unit is almost indiscernible. In fact the only time the Russian Kilo is at any
serious risk of detection—save by active sonar—is when she comes to periscope
depth to recharge her battery.

When she executes this operation, she runs her diesel engines—a process
known as “snorkeling,” or, in the Royal Navy, “snorting.” At this point she is most
vulnerable to detection: she can be heard; she can be picked up on radar; the ions
in her diesel exhaust can be “sniffed”; and she can even be seen. And there is little
she can do about it.

Just as a car engine needs an intake of oxygen, so do the two internal
combustion diesel generators in a submarine. She must have air. And she must
come up to periscope depth, at least, in order to get it. A patroling Kilo, in hostile
waters, will snorkel only when she must. She will snorkel only at night—to reduce
the chance of being seen—and for the shortest possible time—to minimize the
chance of being heard and pinpointed for attack.

Running slowly and silently, the Kilo has a range of some four hundred miles
before she needs to recharge. She can travel six thousand miles “snorkeling”
before she needs to refuel. It takes a crew of only fifty-two, including thirteen
officers, to run her as a front-line fighting unit. She carries up to twenty-four
torpedoes, as well as a small battery of short-range surface-to-air missiles. Two of
the torpedoes are routinely fitted with nuclear warheads.

Today the Kilo is rarely seen on the world’s oceans. At least she is rarely seen
anymore flying the Russian flag. Since the shocking demise of the Soviet Navy in
the early 1990s, the Kilo has mostly been confined to moribund Russian Navy
yards. There are only two Kilos in the Black Sea, two in the Baltic, six in the
Northern Fleet, and some fourteen in the Pacific Fleet.

And yet this sinister little submarine still serves her country. She is now being
built almost entirely for export, and no warship in all the world is more in
demand. The huge income derived from the sale of the Kilo pays a lot of bills for a
near-bankrupt Russian Navy and keeps a small section of the Russian fleet
mobile.

The Russians, however, have demonstrated a somewhat alarming tendency: to
sell the Kilo Class submarine to anyone with a large enough checkbook—they cost
$300 million each.



While no one particularly minded when Poland and Romania each bought one,
nor indeed when Algeria bought a couple secondhand, a few eyebrows were raised
when India ordered eight Kilos. But India is not seen as a potential threat to the
West.

It was Iran that caused worry. Despite a bold attempt at intervention by the
Americans, the ayatollahs managed to get ahold of two Kilos, which were
mysteriously delivered by the Russians. Iran immediately ordered a third, which
has arrived in the Gulf port of Bandar Abbas.

This buildup, however, pales when compared to the activities of a new and
deadly serious player in the international Navy buildup game. This nation built the
world’s third largest fleet of warships in less than twenty years—a nation with
250,000 personnel in her Navy yards, and an unbridled ambition to join the
superpowers.

This is a nation with a known capacity to operate submarines, and a known
capacity to produce a sophisticated nuclear warhead small enough to fit into a
torpedo.

A nation that suddenly, against the expressed wishes of the United States of
America, ordered ten Russian-built Kilo Class diesel-electric submarines.

China.

Prologue

September 7, 2003

THE FOUR-CAR MOTORCADE SCARCELY SLOWED as it turned into the West
Executive Avenue entrance to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. Guards waved the cars
through, and the four Secret Service agents in the lead automobile nodded curtly.
Behind followed two Pentagon staff limousines. A carload of Secret Service agents
brought up the rear.

At the entrance to the West Wing, four more of the thirty-five White House duty
agents were waiting. As the men from the Pentagon stepped from the cars, each
was issued a personal identification badge, except for the Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs himself, Admiral Scott F. Dunsmore, who has a permanent pass. From the
same limousine stepped the towering figure of Admiral Joseph Mulligan, the
former commanding officer of a Trident nuclear submarine, who now occupied the
chair of the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO), the professional head of the US Navy.
He was followed by Vice Admiral Arnold Morgan, the brilliant, irascible Director of
the super-secret National Security Agency in Fort Meade, Maryland.

The second staff car contained the two senior submarine Flag Officers in the US
Navy—Vice Admiral John F. Dixon, Commander Submarines Atlantic Fleet, and
Rear Admiral Johnny Barry, Commander Submarines Pacific Fleet. Both men had
been summoned to Washington in the small hours of that morning. It was now
1630, and there was a semblance of cool in the late afternoon air.



It was unusual to see five such senior military officers, fully uniformed, at the
White House at one time. The Chairman, flanked on either side by senior
commanders, exuded authority. In many countries the gathering might have given
the appearance of an impending military coup. Here, in the home of the President
of the United States, their presence merely caused much subservient nodding of
heads from the Secret Service agents.

Although the President carries the title of Commander in Chief, these were the
men who operated the front line muscle of United States military power: the great
Carrier Battle Groups, which patrol the world’s oceans with their air strike forces
and nuclear submarine strike forces.

These men also had much to do with the operation of the Presidency. The Navy
itself runs Camp David and is entrusted with the life of the President, controlling
directly the private, bullet-proof presidential suite at the Bethesda Naval Hospital,
in the event of an emergency. The Eighty-ninth Airlift Wing, under the control of
Air Mobility Command, runs the private presidential aircraft, the Boeing 747 Air
Force One. The US Marines provide all presidential helicopters. The US Army
provides all White House cars and drivers. The Defense Department provides all
communications.

When the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs arrives, accompanied by his senior
Commanders, they are not mere visitors. These are the most trusted men in the
United States, men whose standing and authority will survive political upheaval,
even a change of president. They are men who are not intimidated by civilian
power.

On this sunlit late summer afternoon, the forty-third US President stood before
the motionless flags of the Navy, the Marines, and the Air Force to greet them with
due deference as they entered the Oval Office. He smiled and addressed each of
them by first name, including the Pacific submarine commander whom he had not
met. To him he extended his right hand and said warmly, “Johnny, I've heard a
great deal about you. Delighted to meet you at last.”

The men took their seats in five wooden captain’s chairs arrayed before the
great desk of America’s Chief Executive.

“Mr. President,” Admiral Dunsmore said as he sat down, “we got a problem.”

“l guessed as much, Scott. Tell me what’s going on.”

“It’s an issue we've touched on before, but never with any degree of urgency,
because basically we thought it wouldn’t happen. But right now it’s happening.”

“Continue.”

“The ten Russian Kilo Class submarines ordered by China.”

“Two of which have been delivered in five years, right?”

“Yessir. We now think the rest will be delivered in the next nine months. Eight
of them, all of which are well on their way to completion in various Russian
shipyards.”

“Can we live with just the two already in place?”

“Yessir. Just. They are unlikely to have more than one operational at a time.
But no more. If they take delivery of the final eight they will be capable of
blockading the Taiwan Strait with a fleet of three or even five Kilos on permanent
operational duty. That would shut everyone out, including us. They could retake
and occupy Taiwan in a matter of months.”



“Jesus.”

“If those Kilos are there,” said Admiral Mulligan, “we wouldn’t dare send a
carrier in. They’d be waiting. They could actually hit us, then plead we were
invading Chinese waters with a Battle Group, that we had no right to be in there.”

“Hmmm. Do we have a solution?”

“Yessir. The Chinese must not be allowed to take delivery of the final eight
Kilos.”

“We persuade the Russians not to fulfill the order?”

“Nossir,” said Admiral Morgan. “That is unlikely to work. We’ve been trying. It’s
like trying to persuade a goddamned drug addict he doesn’t need a fix.”

“Then what do we do?”

“We use other methods of persuasion, sir. Until they abandon the idea of
Russian submarines.”

“You mean...”

“Yessir.”

“That will cause an international uproar.”

“It would, sir,” replied Admiral Morgan. “If anyone knew who had done what, to
whom. But they’re not going to know.”

“Will I know?”

“Not necessarily. We probably would not bother you about the mysterious
disappearance of a few foreign diesel-electric submarines.”

“Gentlemen, I believe this is what you describe as a Black Operation?”

“Yessir. Nonattributable,” replied the CNO.

“Do you require my official permission?”

“We need you to be with us, sir,” said Admiral Dunsmore. “If you were to forbid
such a course of action, we would of course respect that. If you approve, we will in
time require something official, however. Right before we move.”

“Gentlemen, I trust your judgment. Please proceed as you think fit. Scott, keep
me posted.”

And with that, the President terminated the conversation. He rose and shook
hands with each of his five senior commanders. And he watched them walk from
the Oval Office, feeling himself, as ever, not quite an equal in the presence of such
men. And he pondered again the terrible responsibilities that were visited upon
him in this place.

Chapter 1

CAPTAIN TUG MOTTRAM COULD ALMOST FEEL the barometric pressure
rising. The wind had roared for two days out of the northwest at around forty
knots and was now suddenly increasing to fifty knots and more as it backed. The
first snow flurries were already being blown across the heaving, rearing lead-
colored sea, and every forty seconds gigantic ocean swells a half-mile across
surged up behind. The wind and the mountainous, confused sea had moved from
user-friendly to lethal in under fifteen minutes, as it often does in the fickle



atmospherics of the Southern Ocean—particularly along the howling outer
corridor of the Roaring Forties where CUTTYHUNK now ran crosswind, gallantly,
toward the southeast.

Tug Mottram had ordered the ship battened down two days ago. All watertight
doors were closed and clipped. Fan intakes were shut off. No one was permitted on
the upper deck aft of the bridge. The Captain gazed out ahead, through snow that
suddenly became sleet, slashing sideways across his already small horizon. The
wipers on the big wheelhouse windows could cope. Just. But astern the situation
was deteriorating as the huge seas from the northwest, made more menacing by
the violent cross-seas from the beam, now seemed intent on engulfing the 279-foot
steel-hulled research ship from Woods Hole, Massachusetts.

“Decrease speed to twelve knots,” Mottram said. “We don’t wanna run even one
knot faster than the sea. Not with the rear end design of this bastard.”

“You ever broached, sir?” the young navigation officer, Kit Berens, asked, his
dark, handsome features set in a deep frown.

“Damn right. In a sea like this. Going just too fast.”

“Christ. Did the wave break right over you?”

“Sure did. Pooped her right out. About a billion tons of green water crashed over
the stern, buried the rear gun deck and the flight deck, then flooded down the
starboard side. Swung us right around, with the rudders clear out of the water.
Next wave hit us amidships. I thought we were gone.”

“Jesus. What kind of a ship was it?”

“US Navy destroyer. SPRUANCE. Eight thousand tons. [ was driving her. Matter
of fact it makes me downright nervous even to think about it. Twelve years later.”

“Was it down here in the Antarctic, sir? Like us?”

“Uh-uh. We were in the Pacific. Far south. But not this far.”

“How the hell did she survive it?”

“Oh, those Navy warships are unbelievably stable. She heeled right over, plowed
forward, and came up again right way. Not like this baby. She’ll go straight to the
bottom if we fuck it up.”

“Jesus,” Kit said, gazing with awe at the giant wall of water that towered above
CUTTYHUNK’s highly vulnerable, low-slung aft section. “Were just a cork
compared to a destroyer. What d'we do?”

“We just keep running. A coupla knots slower than the sea. Stay in tight control
of the rudders. Keep ’'em under. Hold her course, stern on to the bigger swells.
Look for shelter in the lee of the islands.”

Outside, the wind was gusting violently up to seventy knots as the deep, low-
pressure area sweeping eastward around the Antarctic continued to cause the
daylong almost friendly northwester to back around, first to the west, and now, in
the last five minutes, to the cold southwest.

The sea was at once huge and confused, the prevailing ocean swells from the
northwest colliding with the rising storm conditions from the southwest. The area
of these fiercely rough seas was relatively small given the vastness of the Southern
Ocean, but that was little comfort to Tug Mottram and his men as they climbed
eighty-foot waves. CUTTYHUNK was right in the middle of it, and she was taking a
serious pounding.



The sleet changed back to snow, and within moments small white drifts
gathered on the gunwales on the starboard bow. But they were only fleeting; the
great sea continued to hurl tons of frigid water onto the foredeck. In the split
second it took for the ocean spray to fly against the for’ard bulkhead, it turned to
ice. Peering through the window, Tug Mottram could see the tiny bright particles
ricochet off the port-side winch. He guessed the still-air temperature on deck had
dropped to around minus five degrees C. With the windchill of a force-ten gale, the
real temperature out there was probably fifteen below zero.

CUTTYHUNK pitched slowly forward into the receding slope of a swell, and Tug
could see Kit Berens in the doorway to the communications room, stating their
precise position. “Right now, forty-eight south, sixty-seven east, heading
southeast, just about a hundred miles northwest Kerguelen Island...”

He watched his twenty-three-year-old navigator, sensed his uneasiness, and
muttered to no one in particular, “This thing is built for a head sea. If we have a
problem, it’s right back there over the stern.” Then, louder and clearer now,
“Watch those new swells coming in from the beam, Bob. I'd hate to have one of
them slew us around.”

“Aye, sir,” replied Bob Lander, who was, like Tug himself, a former US Navy
lieutenant commander. The main difference between them was that the Captain
had been coaxed out of the Navy at the age of thirty-eight to become the senior
commanding officer at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute. Whereas Bob, ten
years older, had merely run out his time in dark blue, retiring as a lieutenant
commander, and was now second in command of the CUTTYHUNK. They were
both big, powerful men, natives of Cape Cod, lifelong seamen, lifelong friends.
CUTTYHUNK, named after the most westerly of the Elizabeth Islands, was in safe
hands, despite the terrifying claws of the gale that was currently howling out of
the Antarctic.

“Kinda breezy out there now,” said Lander. “You want me to nip down and offer
a few encouraging words to the eggheads?”

“Good call,” said Mottram, “Tell ’em we’re fine. CUTTYHUNK’s made for this
weather. For Christ’s sake don’t tell ’em we could roll over any minute if we don’t
watch ourselves. This goddamned cross-sea is the worst I've seen in quite a while.
There ain’t a good course we can heave-to on. Tell ’em I expect to be behind the
islands before long.”

Down below, the scientists had ceased work. The slightly built bespectacled
Professor Henry Townsend and his team were sitting together in a spacious guest
lounge that had been deliberately constructed in the middle of the ship to
minimize the rise-and-fall effect of a big sea. Townsend’s senior oceanographer,
Roger Deakins, a man more accustomed to operating in a deep-diving research
submarine, was already feeling a bit queasy.

The sudden change in weather had taken them all by surprise. Kate Goodwin, a
tall, thoughtful scientist with a doctorate from the joint MIT/Woods Hole
Oceanography Program, was belatedly dispensing tablets for seasickness to those
in need.

“I’ll take a half-pound of ’em,” said Deakins.

“You only need one,” said Kate, laughing.

“You don’t know how I feel,” he replied.



“No. Thank God,” she said, a bit wryly. Their banter was interrupted by an icy
blast through the aft door and the dramatic appearance of a snowman wearing
Bob Lander’s cheerful face.

“Nothing to worry about, guys,” he said, shaking snow all over the carpet. “Just
one of those sudden storms you get down here, but we should find shelter tonight.
Best stay below right now, till the motion eases. And don’t worry about the
banging and thumping you can hear up front—we’re in a very uneven sea, waves
hitting us from different directions. Just remember this thing’s an icebreaker.
She’ll bust her way through anything.”

“Thanks, Bob,” said Kate. “Want some coffee?”

“Christ, that’s a good idea,” he said. “Black with sugar, if it’s no trouble. Can I
take one up to the Captain, same way?”

“Yessir,” she said. “Why don’t I give you a pot of it? I'll clip it down, save you
throwing it all over the deck.”

Bob Lander chatted to Professor Townsend for a few minutes while he waited for
the coffee, but he wasn’t really listening to the American expert on the unstable
southern ozone layer. He was preoccupied with the grim Antarctic storm and by
the thumps against the bow, the dull, shuddering rhythmic thud of the big waves.
There were too many of them. And a couple of times Bob sensed a more hollow
clang, although the sound was mulffled in this part of the ship. It was the pattern
that bothered him, not the noise. He quickly excused himself, telling Kate he’d be
right back, and stepped out into the gale, making his way up the companionway
toward the bridge.

Outside he could really hear the shriek of the storm, the wind slicing through
the upperworks, moaning across the great expanse of the water, then rising to a
ghastly higher pitch with each thunderous gust. The sound of CUTTYHUNK
lurching forward into the waves had an eerie beat of its own: the big thump of the
bow, followed by the slash of the spray across the ship, and the staccato clatter-
clatter-clatter of a steel hawser from a topping lift whacking against the after mast.
Bob Lander could see ice forming along the tops of the rails and on the winch
covers. If this had been winter the ice would soon have required men with axes to
hack it off before it became too heavy for the plunging foredeck. But at this time of
year the temperature would rise when the storm passed.

“One heck of a summer day,” Bob muttered as he shoved his way through the
bridge door, listening carefully for the odd noise he had heard below. Tug Mottram
had also heard something. He turned to face Lander and spoke formally in the
terse language of the US Navy. “Go and check that out will you, Bob. It’s for’ard I
think. And for Christ’s sake be careful. Take a coupla guys with you.”

Bob Lander made his way down to the rolling deck and rounded up a couple of
seamen from the crew dormitory. All three changed into wet suits and pulled on
special combination fur-lined Arctic oilskins, sea boots, and safety harnesses.
They clipped onto the steel safety lines and fought their way across the foredeck,
where the noise grew louder. Every time the ship rode up, there was a mighty
thump against the bow.

“FUCK IT!” roared Bob Lander above the wind. “It’s that FUCKING anchor again.
Worked loose just like it did in that sea off Cape Town.” And now he yelled across
to Billy Wrightson and Brad Arnold, “WE’LL TIGHTEN UP ON THAT BOTTLE



SCREW STOPPER AGAIN. THEN LET’S GET DOWN INTO THE PAINT SHOP AND
CHECK FOR DAMAGE.”

Just then a huge wave broke almost lazily over the bow. All three men were
suddenly waist deep in the freezing water and were saved from going over the side
only by the harnesses, which held them to the safety lines. For the next five
minutes they heaved and tugged at the crowbar, tightening the stopper. They then
struggled back to the bulkhead door and bumped and lurched their way to the
paint shop. Bob Lander was secretly dreading the damage caused by the swinging
half-ton anchor crashing against the hull.

As he opened the door to the forepeak area, tons of seawater surged out from
the shop, sending all three men flying as it rushed through the lower deck.
Lander, back on his feet, ordered Wrightson to have the engineer activate the
pumps. Then he moved forward into the paint shop. The gaping hole on the
starboard side two feet above the deck told him all he needed to know. The huge
anchor had worked its way loose and had bashed a jagged rip into the steel plating
of the hull. Worse yet, the seam between two plates had given way. “God knows
how far down that rip might travel in a sea like this,” he thought.

Bob Lander knew two things had to be done. Fast. The hole had to be
temporarily patched, and Cuttyhunk had to run for cover, out of this dangerous
weather to the nearest safe anchorage, and make a proper repair.

He shouted to Brad Arnold to get together a group of six men, including the
engineer, to go for’ard and shore up the bow inside the paint room and shut it off
securely. “The anchor’s secure for the moment, so get to it, Brad. I don’t want that
split to get one inch bigger, and I want the water confined to the one compartment.
When you’ve done, set a watchkeeper at the bulkhead door.”

Bob Lander returned to the bridge and told Tug Mottram what the Captain had
already guessed. “Bottle screw again, Bob?” Mottram asked.

“Yessir. We have the anchor back tight on the screw and properly wired down.
But we have to find some good shelter. There’s a lot of water getting into the paint
shop. You can see daylight through a big crack in the hull. Brad’s shoring up
around the hole, but we need to weld it, real soon, otherwise I'm afraid it’ll run
right down the seam. We can’t do that kinda job out here.”

“Okay, KIT! How far to Kerguelen?”

“Just about eighty miles, sir. At this speed we ought to be in there sometime
around 0400.”

“Okay, check the course.”

“Present course is fine, we’ll come in past Rendezvous Rock, twelve miles north,
then we can run down the leeward side into Choiseul Bay and hopefully get out of
this goddamned weather.”

“This ain’t gonna get any better for a day or two. I guess we’ll have to cope with
a beam sea, Kit, but if we stay to the east side of the Ridge, it should be a bit
calmer. I don’t suppose the eggheads will be too happy altering course away from
their research area.”

“Guess not, sir. But they’'d probably be a lot less happy if the bow split and we
went to the bottom.”



“This is not a life-threatening situation, Kit,” said Bob Lander quietly. “Just a
nuisance we don’t want to get any worse. I'll go below and check the patch-up
operation in the paint shop, sir.”

At 1957 Tug Mottram ordered a short satellite communication to the command
center at Woods Hole—“Position 48.25S 67.25E... intended movement 117-12
knots. Going inshore. Proceeding to inspect and repair minor bow damage caused by
heavy weather.”

At 1958 he adjusted course for the northwestern headland of the island of
Kerguelen. At the end of the earth, and virtually uninhabited, Kerguelen’s
icebound terrain is untrammeled by the feet of man, save for a few Frenchmen at
their weather station at Port-aux-Francais in the remote southeast corner of the
island.

No ships pass by this godforsaken rocky wasteland for months on end. No
commercial airlines fly overhead. No military power has any interest in checking
out the place. As far as anyone knows, no submarine has passed this way in more
than half a century. Not even the all-seeing American satellites bother to cast an
eye upon this craggy wilderness, which measures eighty miles long from west to
east, and fifty-five miles north to south. Save for the huge rookeries of king
penguins, and a plague of rabbits, Kerguelen may as well be on the moon. It is a
huddle of frozen rocks rising out of the Southern Ocean, perhaps the loneliest
place on this planet. It stands stark on the 69 degree easterly line of longitude,
latitude 49.30 south. Gale-swept almost nonstop for twelve months of the year,
Kerguelen is in fact an archipelago of much smaller islands set into a great uneven
L-shaped mainland, and represents the tip of a vast underwater range of
mountains that stretches for 1,900 miles, due southeast from latitude 47S right
down to the eastern end of the Shackleton Ice Shelf. To the west of this colossal
range, known as the Kerguelen-Gaussberg Ridge, the ocean is more than three
miles deep. On the other side it falls away to more than four miles.

The whole concept of the place made Tug Mottram shudder. But he knew his
job, and he knew how important that unseen range of subsurface mountains was
to the Woods Hole scientists aboard his ship.

Vast clouds of tiny shrimplike creatures known as krill, a critical ingredient to
the Antarctic food chain, swim in the craggy underwater peaks of the Ridge. The
krill are devoured by a large network of deep-sea creatures: fish, squid, seals, and
several species of whale, including the humpback. In turn the killer whale eats
other whales and seals. Penguins feed on the small fish and squid that eat the
krill. Flying birds also eat the krill, the fish, and the squid. The krill are so critical
the ecosystem would collapse without them.

The Woods Hole scientific teams had discerned a sharp reduction in the krill
population for several years. Professor Townsend believed that the krill were being
wiped out by the ultraviolet rays streaming through the hole in the ozone layer
that appears over the Antarctic in September. Furthermore his research studies
suggested that the problem was worsening, and he now believed the ozone hole
was growing steadily larger, much like the tear in CUTTYHUNK’s hull.

Townsend’s conclusions had lent a new urgency to this expedition. He planned
to take krill samples off the Ridge for around six days and then proceed to the US
Antarctic Research Station on McMurdo Sound for another month of tests. He



hoped to determine if the phytoplankton on which the krill feed were being harmed
by the radiation and endangering entire species of sea creatures. Another sharp
reduction of the krill population would signify to Professor Townsend that the
ozone hole was increasing. The New York Times had been reporting extensively on
Townsend’s research, and the eyes of the world’s environmental agencies were now
fixed firmly on the CUTTYHUNK scientists.

Tug Mottram’s eyes were fixed on the raging sea now rolling across his
starboard beam, the white foam whipping off the wave tops by the gale making
grotesque lacy patterns in the troughs.

The anchor was secure, but the men in the forepeak were having a hell of a time
trying to stop the sea from coming in. Two big mattresses were jammed over the
hole, held in place by heavy timbers cut to length for such an emergency. Three
young crewmen, almost waist-deep in the freezing water, were trying to wedge the
beams into place with sledgehammers, but it was so cold they could manage only
three minutes at a time. When the ship pitched forward the water rose right over
them. The job of plugging the tear in the hull would have taken ten minutes in
calm waters, but it was more than an hour before the ship was watertight.
Another ten minutes to pump the water out. Two hours to thaw out the shivering
seamen.

At midnight the watch changed. Bob Lander came on the bridge, and the
Captain, who had ridden out the worst of the storm, headed to his bunk,
exhausted. At forty-eight years old, Tug was beginning to feel that he was not quite
as indestructible as he had been at twenty-five. And he missed his wife, Jane, who
awaited him in the Cape Cod seaport of Truro. In the small hours of an Antarctic
morning he found it difficult to sleep and often spent much time reflecting on his
divorce from Annie, his first wife, and the terrible, cruel half-truths he had told in
order to break free and marry a much younger woman. But when he thought of
Jane he usually persuaded himself that it had been worth it.

Outside, the weather was brightening a little, and although the wind still howled
at around fifty knots, the snow had stopped falling and there were occasional
breaks in the cloud. The worst of the cold front had passed.

On the bridge, Bob Lander would occasionally catch a glimpse of the sun, a
fireball on the horizon as CUTTYHUNK shouldered her way forward making
seventeen knots on southeasterly 135. They would soon be in sight of the great
rock of Ilot Rendezvous, which rises 230 feet out of the sea, a rounded granite
centurion guarding the northwestern seaway to Kerguelen. It is sometimes referred
to as Bligh’s Cap, so named by Captain Cook in 1776 in honor of his sailing
master in RESOLUTION during his fourth and final voyage—William Bligh, later of
the BOUNTY. However, maritime law decreed that the French named the rock
first, and the official charts reflect this.

Bob Lander spotted Ilot Rendezvous shortly before 0300, almost a half mile off
his patched-up starboard bow. He called through to Kit Berens, who had returned
to the navigation office at 0200. “Aye, sir,” he replied. “I have a good radar picture.
Stay on one thirty-five and look for the point of Cap D’Estaing dead ahead forty
minutes from now. There’s deep water right in close, we can get round a half mile
off the headland. No sweat.”

“Thanks, Kit. How ’bout some coffee?”



“Okay, sir. Let me just finish plotting us into Choiseul. I'll be right there. The
chart is showing there’s a few kelp beds in the bay, and I think we ought to give
‘’em a damned wide berth. I hate that stuff.”

“So do I, Kit. You better keep at it for a bit. Don’t worry about me. I'll just stand
here and die of thirst.”

Kit Berens chuckled. He was loving his first great ocean voyage and was deeply
grateful to Tug Mottram for giving him a chance. Tug reminded him of his own
father. They were both around six feet three inches tall, both easygoing men with a
lot of dark curly hair and deeply tanned outdoor faces. Tug’s was forged on the
world’s oceans, Kit’'s dad’s was the result of a lifetime spent in south Texas oil
fields working as a driller. In Kit’s opinion they were both guys you could count
on. He liked that.

INW Kerguelen
The icy bays and fjords of the island at the end of the earth—
where CUTTYHUNK sought shelter.

The young navigator pressed his dividers onto the chart against a steel ruler.
“There’s a damn great flat-topped mountain on the headland,” he called to Bob.
“It’s marked right here as the Bird Table. It’s probably the first thing we’ll see.
We’ll change course a few degrees southerly right there. That way we’ll see straight
up into Christmas Harbor. I don’t think it’ll give us enough shelter from the wind,
though. We’ll have to run on a bit farther.”

“What the hell’s Christmas Harbor? I thought the whole place was French. Why
isn’t it called Noél Pointe or something?”

“My notes say it was named by Captain Cook. He pulled in there on Christmas
Day, 1776. The French named it Baie de ’Oiseau around that same time.
Shouldn’t be surprised if no one’s been there since. I'm telling you, this place is
des-o-late.”

At 0337 Bob Lander steered CUTTYHUNK around Cap D’Estaing. They were in
daylight now, but the wind was still hooting out of the Antarctic, and it swept
around the great northwestern headland of Kerguelen. Fifteen minutes later Kit
Berens was gazing up at the turmoil of white-capped ocean swirling through
Christmas Harbor.

“Forget that,” he said. “I’'d say the wind was blowing right around D’Estaing but
somehow it’s also sweeping round that damn great mountain and into the harbor
from the other direction. It’s like a wind tunnel in there. The katabatics are gonna
give us a problem. We’re gonna have to run right up into one of the fjords.”

“Fjords?” said Bob. “I thought they were more or less a northern thing.”

“According to this chart, Kerguelen’s got more fjords than Norway,” said Kit.
“I've been studying it for hours now. The whole place must have been a succession
of glaciers once. The fjords here cut so deep back into the land I can’t find one
spot on the whole island more than about eleven miles from saltwater. I bet if you
measured every inch of the contiguous coastline it’d be about as long as Africa’s!”

Lander laughed. He liked the adventurous young Texan. And he liked the way
he always knew a lot about where they were, not just the position, course, speed,



and distances. It was typical of Kit to know that Captains James Cook and William
Bligh had sailed through these waters a couple of hundred years ago.

Just then Tug Mottram returned to the bridge, bang on time, as he always was.
“Morning men,” he said. “Is this goddamned wind ever gonna ease up?”

“Not yet, anyway,” said Lander. “The cold front is still right here. I guess we
should be thankful the darned blizzard’s gone through. Wind’s still sou'westerly,
and it’s freezing out there.”

“Kit, you picked a spot for us?” asked the Captain.

The Texan stared at his chart. “Kind of,” he said slowly, without looking up.
“About another eight miles southwest there’s a deep inlet called Baie Blanche—a
fjord really, ten miles long. A mile wide and deep, up to four hundred feet. At the
end it forks left into Baie de Francais, which I think will be sheltered. But it also
turns right into another fjord, Baie du Repos. This one’s about eight miles long,
narrow but very deep. The mountain range on the western side should give some
shelter. The swells shouldn’t come in too bad, not that far up, and I don’t see any
kelp marked. I'm recommending we get in there.”

“Sounds good to me. Oh, Bob, on your way to your bunk tell the engineers to be
ready to start work on the hull at around 0800, will you?”

“Okay, sir. I'm just gonna catch an hour’s sleep. Then I'll be right back for a bit
of sightseeing.”

Kit Berens finally looked up and informed the Captain he was about to put a
message on the satellite, stating their position and describing the minor repairs
that would delay them for less than a day.

In the communications room, positioned on the port side of the wide bridge,
Dick Elkins, a former television repairman from Boston, was talking to a weather
station when Kit Berens dropped his message on the desk. “Intercontinental.
Direct to Woods Hole,” Kit said.

And now, at last, they were getting a lee. The water was flatter, and Cuttyhunk
steadied, sheltered by the rising foothills on the starboard side as they ran down
to the Baie Blanche.

Kit Berens was back hunched over his charts, his steel ruler sweeping across
the white, blue, and yellow sheets. He finally spoke. “Sir, I wanna give you three
facts.”

“Shoot,” said the Captain.

“Right. If you left this island and headed due north, you would not hit land for
eight thousand five hundred miles and it would be the south coast of Pakistan. If
you went due west you’d go another eight thousand five hundred miles to the
southern coastline of Argentina. And if you went east, you’d go six thousand miles,
passing to the south of New Zealand and then six thousand five hundred more to
the coast of Chile. My assessment is therefore that right now we’re at the ass-end
of the goddamned earth.”

Tug Mottram laughed loudly. “How about south?”

“That, sir, is a total fucking nightmare. Five hundred miles into the West Ice
Shelf, which guards the Astrid Coast. That’s the true Antarctic coastline. Colder
and more windswept even than here. But they do have something else in common,
Kerguelen and the Antarctic.”

“They do? What’s that?”



“No human being has ever been born in either place.”

“Jesus.”

At 0600 they swung into the first wide fjord, Baie Blanche, and immediately
became aware that the wind had stopped and that the water was calm and
tideless. There were four hundred feet below the keel. Tug Mottram cut the speed
back because in these very cold, deep Antarctic bays, you could blunder into the
most dangerous kind of small iceberg—the ones formed of transparent meltwater
ice, which float heavily below the surface, absorbing the somber, morose shades of
the surrounding seas. To the eye they look bluish black, and unlike white glacier
ice, they are almost impossible to see.

After four miles, Bob Lander took the wheel while the skipper went outside into
the freezing but clear air and gazed up at the rugged sides of the waterway. Ahead
he could see the lowish headland of Point Bras where the fjord split. Beyond that,
rising to a height of a thousand feet, was the snow-covered peak of Mount
Richards. Through his binoculars Tug could see gales of snow being whipped from
the heights by the still blasting wind.

This lee would be fine for a while, but should a gale swing suddenly out of the
north, it would blast straight down Baie Blanche. That was why Kit Berens had
advised running right down into the deeply sheltered Baie du Repos before they
brought out the welding kit.

They turned into the long continuing fjord of Repos at 0655 and made their way
over almost seventy fathoms of water around the long left-handed bend, which led
to the protected dead-end waters below Mount Richards.

Bob Lander slowed to below four knots while they searched for an anchorage.
Tug Mottram caught sight of two old, rusting, gray buoys spaced about four
hundred feet apart, some fifty yards off the rocky western lee shore. “That’ll do just
fine,” he muttered, at once wondering if it had been Captain Cook who had left
them there in the first place. But then, still looking through his glasses, he spotted
something beyond both his imagination and comprehension.

Speeding toward them, at about fourteen knots, was the unmistakable shape of
a US-made Naval assault craft, one of the old 130 LCVP’s, complete with two
regulation 7.62mm machine guns mounted on the bow. What was really
disconcerting to Tug was the line of big red and white dragon’s teeth painted about
two feet high across the shallow bow. Worse yet, there were ten men standing on
the deck, each wearing white military-style helmets. Tug could see the sun glinting
off the ones worn by the for’ard gunners.

“Where the hell did they come from?” asked Captain Mottram standing stock-
still on the deserted deck. He could only guess they were French, but he called out
for Kit and Bob to take a look. Lander was thoughtful. “That’s an old Type 272,” he
said. “Haven’t seen one of them for a few years.”

But young Berens, sharper by nature and a frontier Texan by heritage, took one
look, grabbed for a set of keys, and announced he was headed for the arms
cupboard, “RIGHT NOW!”

The Captain pulled his loaded sidearm from his drawer, and Bob Lander slowed
the ship to a halt. Moments later the assault craft pulled alongside, and the leader
requested permission to board. To Tug’s eye he looked Japanese beneath his big
helmet.



Eight of the armed military men on board the LCVP climbed over the rails.
Captain Mottram offered his hand in greeting, but this gesture was ignored.
Instead the visitors trained their guns on Captain Mottram and his crew. The
Captain and Bob were ordered flat against the bulkhead, arms outstretched.
Mottram did not reckon his pistol would be much of a match for the Kalashnikovs
the raiders carried.

Bob Lander turned to ask by whose authority this action was being undertaken
and was felled by a blow to the head from a machine-gun barrel. At just this
moment Kit Berens swung around the corner with a loaded submachine gun and
opened fire.

Inside the communication room, Dick Elkins heard two bursts of machine-gun
fire. He raced to the bridge window and tried to assess the situation. He knew
there was little time, and he charged back into his office and slammed both locks
home. A half-minute later, the first ax crashed through the top of the door.

Dick had only split seconds. He opened up his satellite intercontinental link,
punching out a desperate message... “MAYDAY... MAYDAY... MAYDAY!!...
CUTTYHUNK 49 south 69... UNDER ATTACK... Japanese...”

At which point the message to the Woods Hole command center was interrupted
by an ax handle thudding into Dick Elkin’s head.

Nothing, repeat, nothing, was ever heard from the US Oceanographic Institute
research ship again. No wreckage. No bodies. No communication. No apparent
culprit. Not a sign.

And that was all eleven months ago.

* * * * *

At forty-one years of age, Freddie Goodwin was resigned to remaining a local
newspaper reporter for the rest of his days. He had always wanted to be either a
marine engineer or a marine biologist, but his grades at Duke University were not
good enough to gain him a place in the MIT/Woods Hole Oceanographic doctorate
program.

Which more or less wrapped it up, deep-seawise, for Freddie. He decided that if
he could not conduct scientific research on the great oceans of the world, he would
write about them instead. And he would leave the academics to his much cleverer
first cousin Kate Goodwin, with whom he had always been secretly and privately
in love since he first met her, when she was just nineteen, after the death of her
father... and his uncle.

Freddie set off into the rougher, more competitive path of journalism and was
offered a place on his local newspaper, the Cape Cod Times, after submitting an
incisive interview with a Greek sea captain who had been sufficiently thoughtless
during a storm to dump a twenty-thousand-ton sugar freighter aground on Nauset
Beach near Freddie’s family home.

He attracted the editor’s attention because of his somewhat nifty turn of phrase,
and his obdurate tenacity in running the captain to ground in the back room of a
Cypriot restaurant in south Boston. The purple pen, which had unhappily proved
to be an insufficient weapon to impress the MIT professors, with their tyrannical
insistence on FACTS, was just fine for the Times.



The news department in Hyannis also liked facts, but not with the furtive
missionary fervor of the scientists. Within a very few years Freddie Goodwin
became the lead feature writer on the paper and could more or less pick his own
assignments, unless something really big was happening over at the Kennedy
compound in Hyannisport, where he was always a welcome visitor.

He was a bit of a hell-raiser by nature, a striking-looking man, and talented,
and he probably could have made it in Boston or New York had he been able to
tear himself away from Cape Cod. As it was he felt contented enough when his
feature stories were syndicated to other papers, including the Washington Post. On
reflection, he preferred to live along the humorous, unambitious edges of
journalism.

Cape Cod, the narrow land of his youth, his family’s headquarters for four
generations, would always be home. He had never married—some said because no
one quite measured up to his beloved, unobtainable Kate—but he had his boat, he
even had a lobsterman’s license, and he had a stream of girlfriends. In the
summer he crewed in the Wianno Senior racing class, and he watched the Cape
Cod Baseball League, supporting the Hyannis Mets. In the winter, when the
population of the Cape crashes by about 80 percent, he tended to drink too much.

On occasional assignments “off-Cape,” as the locals referred to the world
outside their sixty-five-mile-long peninsula, Freddie Goodwin quickly missed the
sight of his homeland—not just Mulligan’s bar up in Dennisport, but also the great
saltwater ponds, the marshes and the sweeping sandy coastline, the shallow,
gentle waters of Nantucket Sound, and the soft warm breezes of the Gulf Stream,
which wrap themselves around the western reaches of the Cape for six months of
the year.

He particularly missed those gentle breezes as he stood alone in the shadow of
the great windswept icy cliffs that surround Christmas Harbor on the island of
Kerguelen. And he wept helplessly again for his lost Kate, and for all of the twenty-
three Cape Cod seamen and six scientists who had vanished off the face of the
earth on that fateful December morning almost a year previously.

He had known many of them, especially Bob Lander. Freddie’s entire family had
gone to the funeral of Bob’s wife just two years ago. The Landers had lived within a
mile of Freddie’s parents in Brewster for almost fifty years, and the Goodwins were
grief stricken by her death from cancer. Freddie wondered how the Landers’ three
children were coping with this latest tragedy.

Through Kate, he knew big Tug Mottram, and Henry Townsend, and Roger
Deakins, and Kate’s two assistants, Gail and Barbara. The Woods Hole
oceanographic community was as tight-knit as any law firm despite the vast size
of the waterfront complex, the 1,400 employees, and the 500 students. Those who
make long and perilous ocean voyages to the Arctic and the Antarctic in pursuit of
deep scientific research are often bound together for all of their days.

Freddie Goodwin could not bring himself to believe the entire ship’s company of
the CUTTYHUNK was dead. For months he had used the columns of the Cape Cod
Times to rail against the government investigation of the ship’s disappearance. He
was emotionally and intellectually unable to accept the official report:



There is no evidence to suggest that CUTTYHUNK is still floating. It must be
presumed that she has gone to the bottom of the Southern Ocean with all hands.
The chances of finding any survivors in these inhospitable waters is plainly zero.

At various times Freddie had demanded to know in both his newspaper and in
letters to various Washington government departments how anyone could explain
away CUTTYHUNK’s last message: the assertion that the ship was under attack
and that the Japanese were responsible. The Pentagon repeatedly pointed out that
the CUTTYHUNK had been the subject of an extensive sea search conducted by
the US Navy over a period of three months, and that the President himself had
ordered a frigate from the Seventh Fleet into the area within hours of the last
message from the research ship.

Other government officials had written Freddie back in the self-interested,
lethargic tones of the bureaucrat, explaining that “exhaustive inquiries from the
State Department to the Japanese minister and indeed to their military High
Command, had left everyone in a state of bewilderment.”

“The Japanese,” wrote one official, “are denying any involvement in the
incident.”

Freddie had replied by telephone after a couple of good-size glasses of winter
bourbon. “Well, what about the goddamned Chinese, or the Vietnhamese or any of
those other guys out there who look a bit the same to the American eye?”

No one had been able to help, and Freddie now stood beneath these dark,
menacing cliffs, staring at the gray, icy waters of Choiseul Bay, shivering despite
his heavy foul-weather gear, pondering the tragic loss of Kate Goodwin and the
crew of the CUTTYHUNK.

Throughout the long ordeal of the past year, his editor, Frank Markham, had
been completely supportive. Frank had suggested that it might be a good idea for
Freddie to get down to Kerguelen, at the newspaper’s expense, and write a series
of features about the island at the end of the world, using the loss of the
CUTTYHUNK as its centerpiece.

“You find a way to get there, we’ll pay and help you get organized, and then you
can have a darned good snoop around and see if anything shakes loose.”

Frank had put his arm around Freddie and told him that if he found one thing,
it would be a huge story, and that the experience would be cathartic. “Maybe help
you lay your Kate to rest, at least in your own mind.”

And now the star feature writer from the Cape Cod Times stood alone on this
blasted shoreline, trying to wipe the freezing tears from his face, and he stared out
forlornly at another research ship, waiting with engines running a hundred yards
out, the one that had carried him from Miami to Kerguelen.

His final destination was the McMurdo Station, from where he would be airlifted
out by helicopter and eventually flown back to Boston. Frank Markham had paid
the ship’s owners the sum of $4,000 to hang around for two or three days while
the reporter gathered his material.

As it happened they would probably have done it for nothing. Everyone liked the
writer from Cape Cod, and he had regaled the crew throughout the long southern
voyage with stories about CUTTYHUNK and those who sailed in her. By the time
they arrived off Christmas Harbor, no one aboard that research ship believed that



the whole truth about the ship’s disappearance had yet emerged. Freddie had
convinced them all that his cousin might still be alive.

Today, with the sea calm for once, he had been permitted to go ashore alone in
a rubber Zodiac, which he had driven into the beach, raised the outboard, and
dragged ashore—it was an exercise he had been carrying out in somewhat warmer
waters since he was old enough to walk.

Alone with his thoughts and memories, he stared in turn at the landscape and
at his chart of the island. A lifelong devotee of Agatha Christie’s Belgian detective
Hercule Poirot, Freddie kept telling himself that the answers lay in the “little gray
cells.” He had jotted down the known final positions of CUTTYHUNK, and looking
at his charts he could see they must have run down to Kerguelen’s northwestern
headland, right past Bligh’s Cap.

He knew the bow of the ship had been damaged, and he knew the CUTTYHUNK
had been in heavy weather and was running for cover. The question was, where?
Christmas Harbor? Not a chance. In a big wind, they’d have gone farther down.
Even in the light November breeze that surrounded him, Freddie could feel the
wind backing round in the cliffs. “I bet this place is a gopddamned disaster area in
a big westerly,” he thought. “It’d come howling round that point out there. What’s
it called? Yeah... here we are... D’Estaing. There’s no way Tug would have put into
here. He’d have gone farther down the bay, looking for something a bit more
sheltered. No doubt in my mind.”

High overhead he could identify the majestic flight of a big wandering albatross.
Toward the east in the more exposed area of the harbor, he could see a flight of
storm petrels fluttering low over the water. As far as he could tell, nothing else
stirred. Christmas Harbor was the most silent place Freddie Goodwin had ever
been. Large ice floes, swollen and split by the searing cold, littered the long, rocky
beach. Aside from the seabirds, it was a world of total lifelessness.

Standing around Christmas Harbor was not going to help anyone, he knew.
Freddie would have liked to walk to the end of the southern headland and take a
look at the bays that lie beyond. But he was worried about the boat and the fact
that the weather here changed with such terrifying swiftness. So he walked down
to the shore and shoved the boat out, jumping expertly onto the bow without even
getting his seaboots wet.

He lowered the engine, started it the first time, and chugged out to the harbor
entrance, where he swung right. He knew it was about two miles in reasonably flat
water over to Pointe D’Aniere, and in those two miles he would cross the mouths of
two other bays, both of which he guessed would be even more exposed than
Christmas Harbor. He was right. There was no possibility Tug Mottram would have
gone in there.

The next bay, beyond the point, was a thirteen-mile-long fjord called Baie de
Recques. His chart showed it narrow and deep, heading so far into the rock face it
came within three thousand yards of the other side of the island. Its sides were
steep, sloping granite walls, and Freddie, who fancied himself a bit of an expert on
seabirds, could see through his binoculars a group of shearwaters wheeling fifty
feet above the water. He did not consider that this place would have been much of
an idea for the stricken CUTTYHUNK either, because Recques Bay ran dead
straight, due southwest, with nothing between its cold waters and the open ocean.



“Even with a westerly,” he murmured, “I bet a gale finds a way into this great
streak of a place. Probably round that mountain at the far end. What do they call
it... yeah... Mount Lacroix right on the west coast, eight hundred feet above the
shore.”

He circled the Zodiac at the mouth of the bay then pushed on around the
corner, where he was greeted by huge, black, forbidding cliffs set between a
headland called Pointe Pringle and Cap Feron, a mile and a half distant.

Most high-ranging cliffs look grimly impressive from below, as does a great ship
from a rowing boat. But to Freddie Goodwin’s eye, this rock face looked nothing
short of evil. And he thought of the awful consequences of CUTTYHUNK running
headlong into them and smashing herself to pieces in the dark, in the howling gale
of that far-lost night. “Katie...” he said, shaking his head, and feeling tears yet
again well up in his eyes, as they had been doing for as long as he could now
remember.

But that scenario didn’t seem likely. And he told himself sternly that if
CUTTYHUNK had hit the cliffs there would certainly have been wreckage found,
and none ever had been. Tug Mottram would have given such a rock face a very
wide berth even in these deep waters; and that Texan kid, Berens, was supposed
to have been one of the best navigation officers Bob Lander had ever worked with.

The Zodiac was getting a bit low on gas, so Freddie turned away from the black
backdrop of Cap Feron and roared back to his floating base at full throttle. He
wanted to write up his notes before dinner. Even if he failed to find the
CUTTYHUNK, he still had a series of feature articles to write. The next fjord, which
lay beyond Feron, would have to wait till morning. Freddie stared at his chart.
“Here we are,” he thought. “Christ! It runs down there for nearly twenty miles.
What’s it called... right here... Baie Blanche.”

The time was 1938 when he finished recording his observations about the
seabirds, the seascape, the rising mountains above the fjords, and the
unfathomable dark waters in which CUTTYHUNK had sailed. He did not believe
she was sunk.

He poured himself an heroic-size glass of Kentucky bourbon, splashed in the
same amount of tap water, and swigged deeply. He then kicked off his seaboots
and sat in the warm cabin in slacks, shirt, and light sweater. He felt the glow of
the amber-colored spirit immediately, and, as he did, he saw again in his mind the
face of the tall, willowy Kate Goodwin, her soft slow smile, her tawny, long hair,
and her unusual, tranquil good looks.

For several months now, he had seen her face when he took his first drink of
the day, perhaps in memory of the many evenings they had shared together on the
Cape. He seemed unable to cast aside this secretive, utterly unworldly obsession
for a girl he could never have, and who may very well not be alive. The perfect
daughter of his own father’s long-dead brother.

There were times over the past few months when Freddie thought he might be
losing his grip. But the frozen, loathsome place in which he now found himself had
grounded him in the present. He took another long mouthful of bourbon and
announced to the deserted cabin, “If you’re alive, I'm gonna make sure someone
finds you, even if it’s not me.”



Putting his drink down he picked up his notebook and wrote in block capitals
as he had done so many times: WHY WOULD THE CUTTYHUNK RADIO
OPERATOR SAY HE WAS UNDER ATTACK IF HE WASN'T? AND IF THE SHIP WAS
SUNK IN A FJORD WHY HAS NOTHING EVER FLOATED TO THE SURFACE?

“Beats the shit out of me,” he added poetically. “But I think CUTTYHUNK is still
floating. And I think someone knows where her crew and passengers are.”

That night, at dinner, Freddie planned his morning attack, persuading the
Captain to take him for a run down Baie Blanche. “Not all the way—just three or
four miles, or maybe down to where the fjord splits. I don’t think Captain Mottram
would have gone farther than that point. If there’s anything to be found, we’ll find
it. And if there’s nothing I'll go take a shot at that sheltered anchorage on the Ile
Foch directly east. You move us on down Choiseul a bit in the afternoon, I'll just
run the Zodiac through those narrows between the islands, if the weather’s okay.”

No one had any objection to the plan, and they all settled into a dinner of coq au
vin, prepared especially for the ship’s officers by one of the French scientists on
board, who had poured the entire contents of a bottle of Margaux Premier Reserve
’86 into the pot. There was no objection from anyone when the chef came up with
three more bottles of the Margaux, and Freddie proposed a solemn toast to Kate
Goodwin, in which they all joined, with much sadness.

“The thing about it is,” said Freddie, with the careful deliberation that invariably
pervades that no-man’s-land before serious drunkenness sets in, “you can’t sink
ships without a lot of stuff coming to the surface. You take a big steel vessel like
CUTTYHUNK, you wanna put her on the floor of the ocean, you gotta blow a
fucking hole in her below the waterline. You need either a torpedo, in which case
you need a submarine. Or you need a fucking great hunk of TNT, which is noisy,
messy, and dangerous.

“Things break up when you scuttle a ship, the whole upper deck is full of stuff
that can break away—rubber life rafts, winch covers, life buoys, stuff that floats.
All through the interior of the ship there’s clothes, wooden fittings and furniture,
plastic bathroom fittings, suitcases. Not to mention about a billion gallons of oil
and gasoline. SOMETHING MUST HAVE COME UP IF SHE WAS SUNK,” he said
emphatically.

He twirled his wine around in his glass. Then he looked up and added much
more slowly, “But nothing did. Not a trace was found. And we had the US Navy
down here searching the waters with every possible modern device for locating
stuff in the ocean. What did they find? FUCK ALL, that’s what they found.
Gentlemen, I'm going to bed now, thanks for indulging me...” And he wandered
somewhat unsteadily back to his cabin, to sleep the deeply troubled, dreamless
sleep of the unfulfilled detective.

He awoke early the following morning, profoundly regretting the last couple of
glasses of Margaux. He understood that the skill of Kentucky’s bourbon distillers
very possibly equaled that of the Bordeaux wine makers, but he was unsure that
those separate talents were meant to share the same evening. At least not in
abundance.

The ship was still anchored in shallow water behind Pointe Lucky, south of
Feron. The Captain had taken the standard precaution of leaving two men on



watch throughout the night in the event another capricious Antarctic front arrived
and sent the barometric pressure crashing.

Freddie took a couple of Alka-Seltzer tablets, declined breakfast, and prepared
himself for Baie Blanche. They were under way before 0700, rounding the jutting
ice-encrusted headland and turning hard right into the long waters of the fjord.
The Captain killed the speed to four knots and placed two lookouts on the
starboard side, with one other seaman joining Freddie on the port-side lower deck
facing the coast of Gramont Island. All four men were carrying binoculars, which
they used to scour every inch of the shoreline, hoping for the telltale piece of
wreckage that would betray the former presence here of the CUTTYHUNK.

They ran slowly, south-southwest for six miles, and saw nothing but rock and
ice. The sun cast light but no heat, and the temperature was just below freezing.
The Baie Blanche yielded no secrets.

When they rounded the point at Saint Lanne they could clearly see the
headland of Pointe Bras; the Captain thought that was about as far as they
needed to go, since he could not believe Tug Mottram would have required more
shelter for a simple welding job. Freddie looked at his chart and noticed that there
was a small bay inset into the Loranchet Peninsular, about two miles into Baie du
Repos on the right, bang on the forty-ninth parallel. “That’s as far as Tug Mottram
would ever have needed to go,” he said. “I'd like to scoot down there in the Zodiac,
just to take a quick look. Would you mind hanging around for an hour?”

The Captain agreed, and Freddie set off alone, gazing around the still, silent
waterway and wondering inevitably if Kate too had looked at the frozen cliffs. He
opened the throttle and flew up into the bay, then slowed and carefully searched
the shoreline at the slowest possible speed. Only the soft beat of the engine, and
the light, gurgling bow wave broke the devastating silence. Freddie gazed up at the
peak of Mount Richards four miles distant and irrationally wished that it could
talk. But there was absolutely nothing.

Back at the ship, he suggested they might exit the fjords through Baie de
Londres on the far side of Gramont. They continued to travel at four knots, still
searching. Still nothing. At the northeast tip of the island they were forced to
swing wide to avoid a murderous kelp bed two miles wide. Standing on the bow as
they went past the bed in clear water, the island to port and the jutting, eerie
Cox’s Rock fifty yards to starboard, Freddie Goodwin spotted it. They were almost
by. He was late. But he saw it clearly. Something faded but red, modern Day-Glo
red, jammed into the stones at the base of the Rock.

“What’s that?” he yelled, pointing out over the gunwales and racing aft.

“Where? Where? Freddie? Whereabouts?” Everyone was anxious to help, and
suddenly everyone could see the red in the rocks. The first mate put the ship into
reverse, and they lowered the Zodiac. Freddie Goodwin sped across the short
distance to Cox’s accompanied by three crewmates. The water was deep,
dangerous, and freezing cold, and they could each see the red crescent shape was
a part of one of those hard styrene modern life buoys. It was jammed into the
rocks and would have crumbled had they gone at it with a boat hook. Instead they
decided to pry the rocks apart. Forty yards farther the helmsman maneuvered
them in close to a flat dry ledge, shoving the reinforced rubberized bow into a
corner and holding it there on the engine. Freddie clambered out with the two



other crewmen and made his way back over the rocks to the red life buoy. It took
ten minutes to wrest the buoy free. When he turned it over, the three big black
letters were like a knife to Freddie Goodwin’s already broken heart... C-U-T.

Worse yet, his seaman’s instinct was telling him the prevailing west wind was
no longer on his face. The broken life buoy had been swept onto the windward side
of the Rock, which meant it had not come in from the open sea. It had been swept
out from one of the fifty-odd miles of fjords that surge around this small part of
Kerguelen. In a flash, Freddie now realized that Cuttyhunk had almost certainly
gone to the bottom in one of the deep, sinister waterways. He had been saying for
so long that no wreckage meant the CUTTYHUNK was still floating. But here was
wreckage from the ship’s upper deck. He was holding it in his hand for Christ’s
sake. Suddenly, he had no more tears to shed. Kate was gone. He was now
certain.

It would take him three days to change his mind. The red life buoy was proof
that the CUTTYHUNK had sunk unless some really fast-thinking member of the
ship’s crew had secretly heaved the life buoy over the side during the attack, as a
last signal to the outside world. The notion was so remote it took another week to
fully germinate and for Freddie to accept it as a potential truth. And it did so, just
before Freddie sat down in Hyannis to write the first of an outstanding series of
syndicated articles centered around the menacing, frozen island at the end of the
world.

Chapter 2

VICE ADMIRAL ARNOLD MORGAN, AT AGE FIFTY-eight, was wryly amused by
the opulence of his new office at the White House. For a man whose background
was nuclear submarines, and the functional operations rooms of the National
Security Agency in Fort Meade, Maryland, the carpeted hush of his well-appointed
quarters in the home of the President was a culture shock. Also, people were apt
to look a bit startled when he yelled at ’em.

After a lifetime in the US Navy, the burly, five-foot-eight-inch Texan had been
extremely circumspect about taking off the dark blue for the last time and
accepting the exalted Presidential post of National Security Adviser. But he
respected and admired the southwestern Republican President who had appointed
him. Where some presidents seek to dissociate themselves politically from the
military, this well-educated ex-Harvard law professor from Oklahoma had always
embraced the armed forces and had drawn admirals and generals into the heart of
his administration.

Arnold Morgan and the President had worked closely together during a
particularly disagreeable Black Operation the previous year. Less than three weeks
after its conclusion, the President had confessed to some of his closest staff
members that he really missed talking regularly to Morgan. “He’s such a
cantankerous old bastard,” he said. “Doesn’t trust any foreign country except the
UK, and them no further than he can kick ’em; calls people up in the small hours
of the morning and is mostly too bad-tempered even to say good-bye on the phone.



But a truly impressive mind. And a walking encyclopedia on world naval power.”
Robert MacPherson, the Secretary of Defense, was also an admirer of the Admiral,
and despite a few misgivings by the rather more refined Harcourt Travis, the
Secretary of State, it was agreed that Admiral Morgan should be brought into the
White House. Travis had raised no serious objection, stating drolly that he had to
admit that Britain’s Neville Chamberlain “would have been considerably better off
if he’d taken Admiral Morgan with him to meet Hitler in Munich in 1939.” It took
almost a year to disentangle the Admiral from the front line of the US intelligence
service, but he was now firmly established in the deeply carpeted inner sanctum of
the West Wing.

The Admiral did not, by instinct, trust the Beijing government, and he trusted
foreign submarines even less. The fact that the Kilos were being constructed in
Russia, a nation he bitterly mistrusted, had the effect of accelerating his irritation
with the current situation to the third power.

“Fuck ’em,” he growled. “We’re not having it.”

He stood up and pulled on his new dark gray civilian suit jacket, which had
been cut for him by a military tailor. He strode out of his office, his black lace-up
shoes gleaming, the brisk, unmistakable gait of a senior Naval officer betraying his
past. That and his severely cut gray hair, and his way of staring straight ahead as
he went forward. When Admiral Morgan set sail from his White House office he
looked as if he were about to head into battle.

“Goddamned Chinese,” he snapped as he passed a new portrait of President
Eisenhower, who he considered would probably have understood. And he
continued muttering irritably. “Napoleon said it. And he said it right: when the
Chinese giant awakens, the world will tremble. I'm not sure who’s going to be
doing the trembling, but it’s not going to be the US of A.”

At the West Wing entrance, Morgan’s car and driver awaited him. “Morning,
Charlie,” he said. “Pentagon. CNO’s office. Gotta be there at 1030.”

“SIR,” Charlie snapped back, like a cowed midshipman. He had never before
driven a senior military man until the Admiral’s arrival, and he had not yet
recovered from their very first meeting. Charlie had shown up two minutes late on
Morgan’s first day in the office and could hardly believe his ears when Arnold
Morgan had growled in menacing tones, “You are adrift, late, AWOL, slack, and
useless. If anything like this ever happens again, you are fired. Do you understand
me, asshole? My name is Admiral Arnold Morgan, and I have a goddamned lot on
my mind, and I will not abide this kind of bullshit from anyone, not even if he
works in the fucking White House.” Charlie Patterson nearly died of shock. A
month later, he was still afraid of the Admiral. From that first encounter, he was
inclined to show up twenty minutes early for all of his assignments with the new
National Security Adviser. The story of his confrontation with the tyrant from Fort
Meade had whipped around the White House like a prairie fire. Even the President
knew about it.

Charlie Patterson gunned the big limousine through the streets of Washington,
heading east along the waterfront and picking up 1-395 at the Maine Avenue
entrance. They crossed the Potomac and made straight for the United States
military headquarters.



Admiral Morgan was well used to the familiar route, but for the past four years
he had usually driven himself. A chauffeur was just one aspect of his new life to
which he had to become accustomed. The others were the more relaxed office
hours and the more regular social obligations. If he missed anything, it was the
time he had once spent prowling around in his Fort Meade headquarters, in the
small hours of the morning, checking the signals from America’s surveillance
posts around the world. He now believed it was entirely possible he might have to
locate a new lady to run his life. The years in submarines and then in Naval
intelligence had wreaked havoc with both of his marriages. As far as he could tell
neither of his two ex-wives, nor even his two grown-up children, were speaking to
him at present, the result of years of neglect. With his highly salaried position, he
was regarded, alongside the President, as one of the most interesting middle-aged
bachelors on the Washington circuit. Dangerous waters for an unarmed former
commanding officer, who was having to relearn any vestige of real charm he may
once have had as a young lieutenant.

Not that he had time for a romantic involvement now. For years the Navy’s most
fearless, and feared, seeker after truth, Admiral Morgan was trying to string
together facts that seemed unconnected and incompatible. In the next few hours
he was going to sort them out and almost certainly initiate drastic action against
two of the world’s most powerful nations.

Charlie slid the car down into the Pentagon’s subterranean garage. The
limousine came to a halt outside the private elevator, which ran to the offices of
the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Admiral Scott Dunsmore, the former Chief of
Naval Operations. Admiral Morgan would spend fifteen minutes having a cup of
coffee there and then head for the headquarters of the new CNO, Admiral Joseph
Mulligan, the former Commander of the Atlantic Submarine Force.

Two US Marine guards were waiting to escort Morgan to the CJC offices. Before
the Admiral stepped into the elevator, he turned to Charlie and said, “I might pop
out of this door any time between now and 1630. Be here.”

One of the guards risked a slight smile. The Admiral fixed him with a withering
eye. “No bullshit, right?” he growled.

“Right, sir,” replied the guard, uncertainly.

Coffee with his old friend the Chairman was relaxed and informal, its purpose
merely to brief Scott Dunsmore on the President’s state of mind regarding the
China problem. There were no surprises. Admiral Dunsmore had guessed anyway.
Admiral Morgan’s briefing of Admiral Mulligan and possibly another privately
invited guest would be a meeting of considerably greater detail. By nightfall Scott
Dunsmore expected a clear resolution to have been made. It looked like they were
heading for a nonattributable “black” operation. The less people knew about it the
better.

Outside the CNO'’s office, a young flag lieutenant informed Admiral Morgan that
Admiral Mulligan would be about ten minutes late. He had cleared the Navy yards
in a chopper a short while ago and was on his way here. “I've just spoken to him,
sir. He said to go right in, and he’ll be as quick as he can.”

Arnold Morgan walked into the outer section of the CNO’s quarters and saw a
uniformed Naval officer waiting, reading the Washington Post. Directly above his
line of medals he wore a small submarine insignia on which were set twin



dolphins, the fabled attendants of the sea god, Poseidon. Admiral Morgan glanced
immediately at the three golden stripes with the single star on the sleeve, offered
his hand in greeting and said, “Morning, Commander. Arnold Morgan.”

The big man in the armchair stood immediately, shook hands, and said, “Good
morning, sir. Cale Dunning, COLUMBIA.”

Admiral Morgan smiled. “Ah yes, Boomer Dunning, of course. I'm delighted to
meet you. You probably know, I used to drive one of those things.”

“Yes, Admiral. I did know. You were commanding one of ’em when I first left
Annapolis back in 1982. BALTIMORE, wasn'’t it?”

“Correct. She was brand-new then. Not so refined as your ship, but she was a
damned good boat. There’s a lot of days when I wouldn’t mind commanding one
again. They were great years for me. Make the most of yours, Boomer. There’s
nothing quite like it you know, and you can never get ’em back, once they decide
to move you onward and upward.”

The two submariners sat down in opposite armchairs, each one uncertain about
bringing up the subject they were both here to discuss. Admiral Morgan had
requested the meeting and would essentially take charge of it. He had also
suggested that Admiral Mulligan invite Commander Dunning. The two men had
never met.

Now Morgan elected not to broach the topic of the Chinese submarines until the
CNO arrived. He glanced at the open pages of the Post and asked Commander
Dunning if there were any unusually hideous distortions in the paper.

“Not that I've hit on so far, sir,” said Boomer, grinning. “Matter of fact I've been
reading a long article in here about that Woods Hole research ship that vanished
last year. I've read some stuff about it before by the same guy—Frederick J.
Goodwin. Seems to know a lot about it.”

“That’d make a change for a newspaper reporter,” growled the Admiral.
“Normally they know just about enough to be a gopddamned nuisance.”

Boomer chuckled. “Well, sir, he’s been down to that French island where the
ship disappeared. Found the first bit of wreckage, a hunk from a bright red
styrene life buoy. Had the letters C-U-T on it. He’s checked back at the base.
CUTTYHUNK was equipped with life buoys that seem to fit that description.”

“I guess that more or less proves she went to the bottom, eh?”

“This guy thinks not. He’s saying that if she went down, there would have been
wreckage all over the place. And since the Navy sent a frigate in to search they
must have found something. It was just a few days after the incident.”

“That was kind of unusual. Our frigate was down there sniffing around for three
months. Still found zilch. What does he say about the attack that was mentioned
in the final message?”

“That’s really his whole point, Admiral. He reckons they were attacked, and that
a crew member made a desperate last-ditch attempt to alert the outside world by
dropping a CUTTYHUNK life belt over the side. He says there’s no other
explanation for the otherwise total lack of wreckage.”

“Yes there is.”

“What’s that?”

“The guys who sunk her hung around for a couple of days and cleared
everything up. By the time our frigate got there the place was empty.”



“Right. Except for one little bit of one life belt that got away.”

“That’s it. Where did they find it, by the way?”

“That’s another interesting bit of deduction by Mr. Goodwin. He says it was
trapped in the windward side of a large rock, not quite big enough to be called an
island. He says the position of the life buoy strongly suggests it did not come in
from the open sea, but from the fjord itself.”

“Well, our frigate captain was of the opinion the CUTTYHUNK did not sink in the
fjord. They found absolutely nothing, you know. I wonder how they missed the life
buoy?”

“Goodwin thinks the frigate captain would almost certainly have avoided that
particular bit of water. It’s apparently very close to a big kelp bed, and the channel
there is narrow and rocky. He doesn’t think any Navy captain in his right mind
would want to go through there in a warship.”

“Guess not, Boomer. Better to miss the old life buoy than get that stuff in your
intakes and end up getting towed out of there two weeks later.”

“Yessir. I'm with the captain on that one.”

“So what’s Mr. Goodwin’s conclusion? Does he think CUTTYHUNK sank or not?”

“He thinks not, sir. He thinks she’s still floating somewhere, but he does not
offer much of an opinion about the crew or the scientists on board. He just thinks
it unlikely that our frigate would not have got some firm indication from
somewhere that they were steaming right over the wreck of the Woods Hole ship.”

“Sounds like he’s getting overexcited. I hate mysteries, you know. But I read this
report pretty thoroughly at the time. It is possible she sank out in the bay in six
hundred feet. Then you really might not find her.”

“That’s true, Admiral. But Goodwin says the flow of the water, and the
prevailing westerlies, make it a nautical impossibility for that life buoy to have
ended up where it did.”

“l doubt there’s much accounting for which way the wind blows inshore there,
whatever the hell it’s doing out at sea. So I suppose we’ll just have to let the
matter rest. Pity.”

“Admiral, I don’t think this character Goodwin is very anxious to let it rest. He’s
writing about the subject for the next three days. Tomorrow’s piece is entitled ‘The
Menace of Kerguelen.”

Just then the door flew open and Admiral Joe Mulligan came in still wearing his
big Navy greatcoat. “Gentlemen,” he said immediately, “I am really sorry about
this. Hi, Boomer, Admiral. Yet another problem with that new carrier. She’s
supposed to be commissioned in March, but God knows how that’s ever gonna
happen. She’s supposed to be on station in the Indian Ocean by midsummer—I
can’t leave the WASHINGTON out there any longer. I guess Ill have to use
LINCOLN, but she’s due for refit. I wish to Christ we still had the JEFFERSON in
service.”

“So do I, Joe,” said Admiral Morgan slowly.

He smiled at the ex-submariner who now occupied the highest chair in the
United States Navy. Arnold Morgan and Joe Mulligan had known each other for
many years, way back since the Academy, and to Arnold at least, it had been
obvious for some time that the Boston Irishman was being groomed for the highest
office in the Navy.



Joe stood six feet four inches tall. He had a craggy face carved with laugh lines.
His wit was sharp, and both his hair and his eyes were battleship gray. In his
youth, Joe had been a good football player, tight end for the Midshipmen in the
Army game 1966. He was a submariner through and through and never wanted to
operate in any other field. Former commanding officer of a Polaris boat up in Holy
Loch, Scotland, Joe Mulligan ended up in one of the most sought after operational
positions in the entire United States Navy—Captain of the 18,500-ton Trident
submarine OHIO in the 1980s when President Reagan was attempting to frighten
the life out of the Russians.

The men who drove the Tridents were regarded as the elite commanders of the
US Navy—in some ways even more important than the admirals in charge of the
Carrier Battle Groups. Each one of them had been blessed with that near-mystical
ability not only to handle and run their giant underwater ships with chilling
efficiency, but also to understand the greater picture of both the undersea world
and the political world that surrounded them. They were men of stealth,
ruthlessness, and absolute certainty in their own abilities.

Captain Joseph Mulligan was widely considered to have been the best of the
Trident commanders. His promotional path to become a vice admiral and then
Commander Submarine Force, Atlantic Fleet and Allied Command (Atlantic), had
nevertheless taken many people by surprise. When Admiral Scott Dunsmore
predictably moved up to become Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, there were three
admirals in line to become the new Chief of Naval Operations. The outsider among
them was Joe Mulligan, and when he was appointed over the other two more
senior men, a lot of people were very surprised.

Arnold Morgan was not among them. He regarded Admiral Mulligan as an
outstanding Naval strategist and administrator. He also knew him to be an expert
on modern guided missile systems with a degree in nuclear physics. What Morgan
really admired however was the new CNO’s deeply cynical view of the motives of all
other nations. The two men shared an unshakable view of the proper supremacy
of the United States of America.

Admiral Mulligan motioned for the President’s new Security Adviser to join him
in the inner office, leaving the Commander outside for a while. He issued strict
instructions that they were not to be disturbed, short of an outbreak of war,
mutiny, or fire, and could someone please bring in some hot coffee and a few
cookies.

Admiral Mulligan’s desk did not look too big for the head of the United States
Navy, and Mulligan looked like a man who had been born to occupy the large
office. Arnold Morgan smiled as the CNO growled, “Right, Arnie. What are we
gonna do about these Chinese pricks?”

He then pulled a classified file out of his locked desk drawer, thumbed through
the pages, and said he thought he would like his old buddy first to brief him
thoroughly on the political background of the present situation.

“Okay, Joe. I want to go through this very carefully because I have a feeling
there has been some kinda blockage in the flow of information. Either that, or
things which I regard as critically important are not so regarded by others, which
means we are dealing with a bunch of dumb-ass sonsabitches, right?”

“Right.”



“Now, this is going to take me a few minutes, Joe, so bear with me, will you? I
have two points of departure, the first when I was in Fort Meade, the second now
that I have the ear of the President. I guess this all began back in 1993 when the
Chinese Navy first placed an order with the dying Soviet Navy for one of those Kilo
Class submarines of theirs.

“Well, the Chinese Navy, even then, was in an expansionist mood, and no one
got terribly excited. We were much more interested in the fact that the Iranians
were in the process of ordering two or three of the same class.

“Then, in 1995, a few things began to happen, which we did not like. In
January, China took delivery of her first Kilo. It arrived on a transport vessel
registered in Cyprus. Took six weeks, but the important thing was, it arrived.

“Then, in mid-September, a second Kilo left the Baltic bound for China, and
that arrived as well. Then, at the beginning of 1996, the Chinese confirmed they
had ordered a total of eight more of Kilo Class boats. Just a few weeks later they
began a series of Naval exercises in the Taiwan Strait that were clearly intended to
unnerve the Taiwanese military. They started loosing off missiles very close to the
Taiwan coastline, and right then we were obliged to sit up and take serious notice.

“l guess you remember we sent a CVBG in to remind them of our interest. It
slowed them down a bit, and from then on, we had to keep a very careful watch on
the situation. You know how gravely we would view any action by the Chinese that
threatened not only our own position in the Taiwan Strait, but also that of the rest
of the world’s peaceable shipping trade along those Far Eastern routes.

“Well, for a few years after that things went somewhat quiet, I suspect because
the Russians were unable to get further Kilos built. You know what a goddamned
mess they are in. Since the breakup of the old Soviet Navy, the shipyards have
been just about moribund, especially in the Baltic. So far as we know there have
been very few deliveries of any submarines.

“It is just possible that the Russians have taken note of our repeated warnings
that they should not fulfill the Chinese order, but I doubt it. We stepped the
pressure up this year when the Chinese exercised their Eastern Fleet far too close
to Taiwan—so close you’ll remember it almost caused an international incident
between a couple of our DDG’s and a group of their aging frigates. Would have
been a nightmare if we’d had to sink ’em, but at least they did not have a
submarine out there.

“Since then, we have called the Russian ambassador in, a half-dozen times,
explaining how seriously we would view the situation if China suddenly had an
efficient submarine flotilla patrolling the Strait of Taiwan. We know what damage a
top-class commander in one of those boats can do. If China had a total of ten of
them she could deploy three or more in the Strait. That would effectively shut us
out.

“You know there is a strong feeling in the Navy that we ought not to place those
big carriers in harm’s way without real good reason. And the President is very
aware that if the Chinese have an operational patrol of several Kilos in there, that
argument would begin to sound very, very persuasive.”

“Yeah. It sure would, Arnie. It would be very bad for the Navy, and that means
bad for the USA. And the President knows that better than anyone.”



“Right, Joe. You said it. Now let me recap some of the events of September fifth,
two days before our first meeting with the President. I was right in the thick of it—
started about 0100 hours our time. One of our guys in South China reported in,
unscheduled, something he had not seen before: the arrival of a big Russian
military aircraft, landing, apparently empty, at the airport in Xiamen early in the
morning. Xiamen is the Chinese Naval Base city in the very south of Fujian
Province.

“They refueled it, and within an hour, a Navy bus arrived with about twenty
Chinese Navy personnel, who boarded the aircraft. It took off right away, heading
north.

“Then, we get another report into Fort Meade about two hours later. The
Russian has landed at Honggiao Airport, Shanghai. Another of our guys sees two
large Navy buses arrive—about 1300 their time—and this time sixty to seventy
guys get out and board the aircraft.

“Then at 0500 our time, we get another call reporting that the Russian military
aircraft has shown up in Beijing. Came in direct from Shanghai. And fifteen more
guys joined it. These were fairly senior officers. In uniform. Right after that it went
quiet until midday, when a CIA guy from the embassy got a message through to
Fort Meade that a Russian military aircraft with about a hundred Chinese Naval
personnel on board had landed at the Sheremetyevo Il airport in Moscow shortly
after 1900. That’s unusual for a military plane, but the embassy guy says there
was quite a serious welcoming group of Russians at the airport.

“Anyhow, I ran the routine checks, aircraft numbers, time of journey, etc. It was
obviously the same aircraft—and, equally obvious, crew for the two Kilos which we
have known were nearing completion at Severodvinsk.

“Now, Joe, I took this matter very seriously. I made a report detailing how
important I thought this was. But I think my predecessor as National Security
Adviser did not recommend any of my concerns to the President. Not even when
we confirmed the hundred-Chinese crew had in fact arrived in Severodvinsk and
were beginning to work on the two submarines.”

“Jesus, my predecessor left me nothing on this.”

“Joe, I actually find the whole fucking thing unbelievable. I have been going on
about this crap for months, and my reports are getting shelved by some
goddamned political shithead who doesn’t know his ass from his fucking elbow.
Nor does he know how dangerous these Chinese motherfuckers actually are.

“Anyhow, mid-October, the two Kilos remained alongside, probably doing harbor
exercises and trials we think, and the next thing I'm hearing is the overheads have
picked ’em up heading out of the White Sea apparently going home. We tracked
‘em up toward Murmansk five hundred miles to the northwest. They were
obviously getting the hell out of the White Sea before it freezes and locks ’em in
there for five months.

“Well, then I really blew the whistle. I actually called the President, the hell with
fucking protocol, and told him these bastards were on the move, and if we were
not damned careful, by my count, the Chinese would have four Kilos bang in the
Taiwan Strait, in the very foreseeable future. He was extremely concerned and told
me to keep him personally appraised of the situation.



“And this did not take long. The two Kilos headed right into the Russian
submarine base at Pol’arnyj—that’s the one close to the head of the bay, before
you get farther down to Severomorsk and Murmansk.

“And that’s where they've been ever since. Just doing harbor exercises. They've
never dived and never been out for more than about forty-eight hours, which
means to me theyre probably going home sometime in the near future, on the
surface. I have suggested to the President that we may have to arrange for them
not to arrive home. Not ever. Devious Chinese pricks.”

Admiral Joe Mulligan did not smile. “Now I know why you recommended
Commander Boomer Dunning join us this morning. I’d like to bring him in now, if
it’s okay with you?”

“Absolutely. Get him in here. Because today there’s been another development,
which I think all three of us should discuss.”

Joe Mulligan picked up a telephone and summoned Boomer into his office. The
nuclear commanding officer entered and awaited permission to be seated.

Admiral Morgan was succinct. “Boomer,” he said, “you may know that China
has taken delivery of two of those Russian Kilo submarines. They have ordered
eight more. Two of these are right now being worked-up in the Barents Sea near
Murmansk and are expected to leave for China quite soon. We are fairly relaxed
about this because neither boat has ever dived, and they seem to be preparing to
make the journey on the surface, which is good, because we can watch the
bastards. And then act when we’re good and ready.

“However, today, December fourth, a new situation developed, which we are now
watching with considerable interest. The overhead just picked up, in the last
twenty-four hours, a suspicious-looking freighter making her way through the
Malacca Strait. We apparently spotted her before, off the west coast of Africa,
heading south. So we kept an eye on her. Couldn’t quite work out her cargo or
destination. We have now established she’s Dutch, and under that big cover on
her main deck is what looks like a submarine. Her course on clearing Singapore
looks like she’s bound for China.”

“Christ,” said Mulligan. “Are you going to tell me how you found out about all
this?”

“Too fucking late is how we found out. You wouldn’t believe this, Joe, but I had
not vacated my chair at Fort Meade for more than an hour and a half when some
brain-dead asshole gets a hold of a report from the satellite that suggests a Kilo
Class submarine is on the move, on a freighter, from St. Petersburg. They alert the
Defense Secretary, and the office of the Secretary of State and presumably
someone here or hereabouts.”

“Not me,” said Admiral Mulligan.

“Anyway they have a very high level conference and decide the Kilo is probably
going to the Middle East or Indonesia, especially as they seemed to think the
freighter carrying it might be Dutch. Decided there was not much we could do
about it anyway, and let the matter rest.

“Do you guys know what they shoulda done? They shoulda said ‘CHINA’—and
gone out and sunk the motherfucker. That’s what they shoulda done.”

“Yeah. Good idea, Arnie,” said Admiral Mulligan. “That is what they shoulda
done.”



“Delivery of these bastards is a goddamned absolute. The Chinese either get
’em, or they don’t get ’em, right?” The Admiral was not pleased.

“Without telling you the whole story,” he continued, “we then had to track the
damned thing right across the Indian Ocean. We watched her enter the Malacca
Strait, which as you know is a darned long bit of water—divides the entire
thousand-mile-long coast of Sumatra from the Malaysian Peninsular. It’s really the
gateway to the east, and we have a kinda sentry right in there. You don’t need to
know exactly who, or how, but we have friends... well, employees anyway... guys
who specialize in this type of stuff.”

“Couldn’t be anything to do with the requirement for pilotage past Singapore,
could it?” asked Admiral Mulligan, an eyebrow slightly raised.

“In this case, the least said, Joe... Anyway, once she gets through there, and
steers northeast, she’s into the waters of the South China Sea. It’s fifteen hundred
miles, around four and a half days for a big freighter making fifteen knots, and
she’s right off the first Chinese Naval Base. That’s Haikou, on their southern
island of Hainan. We’re guessing that’s the freighter’s first stop, and it’s too damn
late for us to do anything about it. We can’t just take the fucker out, not in front of
the whole goddamned world, right on China’s front doorstep. I told Fort Meade this
morning they should expect some kind of a Chinese escort from the Southern
Fleet to come out and meet her, and then accompany her right into Haikou.
Devious Chinese bastards.”

“Glad to see you're mellowing some, Arnold,” observed the CNO with a grin.

“I cannot see one thing to be mellow about,” said Admiral Morgan. “Neither can I
see how the hell this one got through the net. But I'm going to find out and there’s
gonna be big fallout in my old department by next week. Christ! This’ll be China’s
third Kilo. It better be their goddamned last.”

Joe Mulligan shifted in his chair. “You know, Arnold,” he said, “I just wonder
whether you’re not getting overexcited about these Kilos. I mean, are they really so
important? It’s a medium-size, kinda slow, kinda basic ex-Soviet design with a
limited endurance. If I knew where they were, I could probably wipe out three of
’em in as many minutes.”

“CNO,” said Admiral Morgan formally, “you could probably wipe out ten of them,
if you knew precisely where they were. But remember, they are diesel-electrics, not
nuclears, and at under five knots they are silent. And we expect them to be
working close to their base, in what are extremely difficult, shallow waters, where
our antisubmarine capability is least.”

“Well, Boomer here had a successful run-in with one of ’em, didn’t he?”

The Captain of COLUMBIA looked up. “Only once with a Kilo, and I'd have to
say that boat was dead quiet at less than seven knots. We only picked him up
originally because he was snorkeling in deep open water. So at least we had an
accurate position and fire-control solution on him. But when he stopped his
diesels, and went silent on his electric motor, he was impossible to hold except on
active.

“We had picked up fairly clear engine lines passive at about twelve miles, but
once he stopped running his diesels the real problem started. Fortunately we were
ready for that. But if he is not going to be decent enough to run those engines, the
problem never even begins. And we are in all kinds of trouble.”



“Exactly,” growled Admiral Morgan. “They are bastards to find if they are going
slowly, and out there in the China seas, they can go as slowly as they like. They’ll
only need to recharge their batteries every three or four days, and we’ll never get a
handle on them.

“All the way up that Chinese coast—South China Sea, Taiwan Strait, East
China Sea, right up to the Yellow Sea—the place is nothing but naval bases. They
have ’em everywhere. From Haikou and Zhanjiang in the south right up through
Canton and Shantou. Then we got the East Sea Fleet with an expanding base at
Xiamen—dead opposite Taiwan—another one at Ping Tan, which is less than a
hundred miles across the strait from Taipei. And then they got bases at all stops
north to Shanghai, and the big submarine shipyards at Huludao, which is damn
nearly in Manchuria.”

Admiral Morgan paused, gathering his thoughts, assuming as always that
everyone else knew as much as he did about the world’s navies. Then he spoke.

“If the Chinese get those Kilos in place, they will cause havoc if they want to. It
will be impossible to protect our interests in Taiwan because we’ll be living in fear
of losing another big carrier. And I don’t think anyone would be able to deal with
that.”

“She does pack a bit of a punch, too. We know that,” mused Admiral Mulligan.

“Well, we know it can deliver a torpedo sophisticated enough to carry a nuclear
warhead. And that’s pretty damn dangerous,” answered Morgan. “Chinese
technology can actually provide that. I don’t know if they’d use such weapons, but
could we ever be sure? Their other, conventional-headed torpedoes are quite bad
enough to send our carriers home. I guess we could hit two or three of them in
retribution if they did hit us, but Jesus! That’d be a bit fucking late in my view.
The fact remains the Kilo can literally vanish if it’s being handled by a top man.
And as we know, it can pack a terrific wallop.”

“And the Russians have been improving them all the time, I guess,” said
Mulligan.

“Yes. Even for export. This sonofabitch is their big chance to keep making big
bucks, and they want to please their clients. What’s more, just to make your day, I
also read somewhere they have a couple of improvement programs in place. The
new Type 877EKM has significantly better weapons systems—two tubes that can
now fire wire-guided torpedoes... advanced, new torpedoes, which the goddamned
Russians are quite likely to supply.

“And I guess I told you the new Type 636 Kilo has an automated combat
information system. Allows them to place simultaneous fire on two targets. They
have never been able to do that before. And the fucking thing is even quieter now,
if that were possible.”

“Beautiful. Just what we need in the Strait of Taiwan. But maybe it’s not really
such a surprise, Arnie. That’s what they have worked on for all of their
submarines these past few years. Somehow they've found the money, and they
now have a few good nuclear boats that are supposed to be quieter than ours. I
expect they developed the Kilo improvements at the same time. Basically, the
clients of Moscow are tin-pot nations who either hate us or don’t much like us. Or,
in the case of the Chinese, want to be as powerful as we are.



“Whatever the Russians say, they have built the Kilo to please those clients, like
Iran, Libya, and a variety of not-too-competent operators. The Chinese order
represents a major change in policy by the Russians and gives us a serious
problem. It seems we are not going to be able to persuade them not to fulfill the
China order. Nor are we going to persuade the Chinese to back off. Those last
seven diesel-electrics will get to Shanghai, and then to Xiamen, right on the
Taiwan Strait. Whether we like it or not.”

The room was very still for all of a half minute. Then Vice Admiral Arnold
Morgan spoke. Slowly.

“No, Joe. No they’re not,” he said.

And the tone was not menacing. It was uttered as a simple statement of opinion.
Boomer Dunning felt a chill run right through him. Now he knew for certain
precisely why he was in this particular room. He betrayed no emotion. But he
glanced up at the CNO, who remained expressionless. Boomer thought he noticed
the smallest perception of a nod.

“l speak in this way because I believe we are never going to persuade the
Russians to give up that order. They’ve got too much riding on it. Not just cash.”

“How d’you mean exactly?” asked Admiral Mulligan.

“Well, right here we have another development, Joe. You remember that
Russian aircraft carrier the ADMIRAL KUZNETZOV?”

“Sure. It’s their main surface ship in the north, isn’t it? Not so big as a Nimitz,
nor even a JFK or an Enterprise Class of ours. But still big, close to a thousand
feet long I thought?”

“You thought right. She’s big, she’s dangerous, and the Russians had decided to
build a whole class of them. However when the entire house of cards caved in
round about 1993, and they simply could not afford to continue such grandiose
plans, they found themselves stuck with a couple of fucking great carriers, both
half-finished, in a shipyard in the Ukraine they no longer even owned. By this time
they were just about bust. Terrible things happened—Ilike the town threatened to
cut off the power supply to the shipyard. No one was getting paid, and naturally
the new carriers were more or less abandoned.”

“Jesus. Yeah, | remember. Remind me, what were they called?”

“There was the VARYAG, which I think they got rid of locally, and there was the
ADMIRAL GUDENKO. And she’s still sitting right there at the Chernomorsky
Shipyard in Nikolayev while the governments of Russia and the new Ukraine argue
about who owns her, and who’s going to pay for her completion. The answers to
both questions are the same: no one. Which has been a major blow to the local
shipbuilding industry. People ended up almost starving in that town.”

“And?”

“Not much happened for a long time. The ADMIRAL GUDENKO had been
launched, but she was covered in scaffold, and they eventually moved her out to
one of the unused piers in the south of the yard, where no one much goes. Then
someone had a brainstorm—Ilet’s sell her to some country that will pay for her
completion. Who was the first name on the list?”

“China, as we know.”

“Right. They wanted her, but they could not really afford her, thank Christ. And
again things went a bit quiet. But we just learned yesterday that terms have finally



been agreed, and China will buy the ADMIRAL GUDENKO, for around two billion
US dollars. Which you can guess is sensational news all around in Nikolayev and
effectively puts the yard right back in business. We learned, however, that there is
one condition on which this huge order depends.”

“Oh no,” groaned Joe Mulligan. “They gotta deliver the last seven Kilos?”

“You got it.”

Admiral Mulligan shook his head. “I assume the State Department is pulling all
its strings?”

“Sure are. Travis had the Russian ambassador and two Naval attachés in there
early this morning. Read ’em a kind of velvet-coated riot act. I understand he was
planning to try all kinds of persuasion, trade agreements, and God knows what
else. I also understand that none of it worked.”

“Bob MacPherson was talking to someone in Moscow round about the time I
was leaving for Norfolk,” Admiral Mulligan said.

“l had a talk myself with an old sparring partner in the Russian Navy at 0400
this morning,” added Morgan. “Admiral Vitaly Rankov. Used to be head of their
Intelligence. He’s pretty high up in the Kremlin now, and he knew all about the
problem. Even said if it was left up to him, he would not risk alienating the United
States by fulfilling that order for the Kilos. Unhappily, it is not left up to him.”

“Arnold, what do you think the chances are of dissuading the Russians?”

“l think we might have a shot at stalling them for a short time, while we talk
about it some more. But in the end no Russian president is going to risk the wrath
of the entire Ukrainian nation by scuttling the Chinese order for the big carrier. I'd
say the completion of the ADMIRAL GUDENKO represents a kind of Slavic mission
critical.

“They gotta build the fucking Kilos. Whatever we might say. Also, I hear the
Chinese are paying three hundred million US dollars each for those boats. That’s a
hell of a lot of dough for an impoverished Russian shipping industry. We know at
least two of them are almost ready for delivery—the ones up near Murmansk—and
five more are under construction, in two different yards.”

Joe Mulligan frowned. “I don’t suppose the situation is helped any by the
endless bullshit between Russia and Ukraine over the remnants of the Black Sea
Fleet. It’s been going on for ten years, and in my view will keep on going until the
ships rust to bits. I can’t think of a single thing they ever managed to agree on
except that Russia will somehow lease the big base at Sevastopol, and the
Ukrainians will build some kind of a headquarters up in Balaclava Bay.”

“You'’re right, Joe. Ever since Ukraine decided to put together a Navy of her own,
we hear every few months about a major agreement between the two Navies. Then
it gets blown out of the water by the politicians. Moscow and Kiev, deadlocked
again. Right here we have two near-penniless countries arguing like hell over
warships neither of ’em can afford to run.”

“That’s correct, Arnie. But they both know they have to preserve a spirit of
goodwill and cooperation. And I agree with you: that aircraft carrier project with
the Chinese in Nikolayev will go ahead. The only way either Navy can survive is to
export ships for cash.”

“Right. And the most commercial property is the Kilo Class submarine. Every
Third World despot wants one. Or three.”



“Or ten.”

Just then the telephone rang and the call was for Admiral Morgan. He picked it
up, and both Admiral Mulligan and Commander Dunning suppressed laughter as
the new NSA rasped, “Yeah right, George. Forget the geography lesson. I know
where the fucking place is...” Morgan then regained his composure and demanded,
“Give it to me straight and quick, George. No bullshit. We are dealing right here
with the topic of the week, if not the year.”

“Yeah... right... fuck it.” At which point Admiral Morgan replaced the receiver
and, turning to the CNO, reported, “That was about that damned freighter we
spotted in the Malacca Strait.

“She’s under escort running northeast, about four hundred miles into the South
China Sea. We got some decent measurements on her. Whatever’s under the cover
on the deck is exactly two hundred and forty feet long, the exact length of a Kilo.

“They put one over on us this time. Still, we couldn’t have done much about it,
save for instigating an act of war. You wanna nail a submarine, you wanna get the
sonofabitch under the water. That way there’s less chance anyone knows what the
hell’s going on.”

“Anyhow,” said Joe Mulligan, “the Chinese now have three Kilos. And there’s not
a whole lot we can do about that. I suspect our new preoccupation will be the
other seven. And since we are almost certainly looking at a potential Black
Operation, I suggest we give ’em a name. The two at Pol’arnyj... right now I guess
they gotta be K-4 and K-5.”

It now occurred to Boomer Dunning that COLUMBIA was being designated the
Black Ops submarine in the US Navy—the one no one knew about, not where it
was, or where it was headed. That way, if it disappeared, it would be a long time
before its demise became common knowledge. Maybe never, since most of the time
its whereabouts were unknown anyway. Boomer’s thoughts began to wander out
to the deep dark waters in which he and his team operated on behalf of this
nation. The sudden voice of Arnold Morgan took him by surprise.

“I'd say we've just about reached the point where we’re gonna need a plan,” he
was saying. “Since Boomer here is the man we want to carry out the operation I
guess he might as well start work on it.”

“Right, sir,” said Boomer. “As far as I can see there are three quite definitive
possibilities. One: the submarines have never dived, therefore the Chinese crews
and their Russian advisers are planning to head home on the surface, which
makes life very simple for us. Two: they plan to dive the boats in the not-too-
distant future, then spend around three weeks training for basic safety and
operational procedures, and head home probably dived some of the way. Not much
of a problem there for us either.

“Three: the Chinese plan to wait out the winter working up in the Barents Sea,
which does not freeze, and then head home as a fully operational, combat-ready
unit, prepared to fight and defend against any enemy. I don’t like this last
possibility nearly so much.”

“You got it, Boomer,” said Admiral Morgan. “You got it right there. If it’s number
one, we don’t have a problem. We can catch ’'em anywhere down the Atlantic. If it’s
two we’ll have to keep our eyes open and have COLUMBIA on station ready to
strike. If it’s three, thatll just be two to the power of ten. Meantime, if it’s okay



with you, Joe, I'd like Boomer to work on that—the trap for K-4 and K-5. I just
don’t want one more of those damn things to reach Chinese waters. Three’s all
they’re getting.”

“Right. Boomer will stay here, make a preliminary plan, and bring it back when
he’s done,” said Mulligan. “You probably want to get back to the White House and
inform the President we will now need his formal approval.”

“He’s more anxious than anyone. That’s not going to be difficult. We'll talk
later.”

Arnold Morgan headed out the door, onto corridor seven, swung left onto E-
Ring, the great circular outer-thruway of the Pentagon, where the senior
commands of all three services operated, the Army on the third floor, the Navy and
Air Force on the fourth. The President’s National Security Adviser knew this
mighty labyrinth as well as he knew the inside of a Los Angeles Class submarine.
He made straight for the office of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and asked the
Flag Lieutenant if anyone minded if he used the private elevator he had used when
entering the building.

The young officer practically fell over himself organizing a guard to escort the
legendary Intelligence admiral to the garage, where “Charlie’s waiting for me—if he
values his life, career, and pension, that is.”

They drove out of the dark gloomy garage into an equally dark and gloomy
December day. The driver sensed his passenger was in more of a hurry now than
he had been earlier, so he drove as fast as he could back across the Potomac and
into the downtown traffic. It was raining hard now, and the highway was swept by
spray from speeding cars. “Keep going. I'm used to deeper water than this,” the
admiral ordered as Charlie gunned the White House limousine straight down the
fast lane.

Back at his office in the West Wing, the Admiral was handed a communication
requesting his presence in the Oval Office. He picked up the phone and checked
with the President’s secretary and was told to “report right away.” There were
many problems to deal with this winter, but this President knew the difference
between a problem and a potentially life-threatening international incident.

He was staring out at the rain-swept south lawn when Admiral Morgan arrived.
He was clearly preoccupied, but he smiled and said, “Hi, Arnold. I'm glad to see
you. Anything new in the Malacca Strait?”

“Yessir. It’s the third Kilo all right. Steaming northeast about four hundred
miles into the South China Sea. Under Chinese escort. Heading for Haikou, I'd
guess.”

“Damn,” the President whispered before looking up at his National Security
Adviser. “Nothing much we can do, right?”

“Not without causing a fucking uproar,” replied the Admiral. “But there is one
thing we must do.”

“Uh-huh?”

“We must make certain that goddamned Kilo, on that goddamned Dutch
freighter, is the last goddamned Kilo they ever get.”

“No doubt about that, Admiral. What do you need me to do?”

“You have to inform me, as your NSA, and Admiral Mulligan as the professional
head of the United States Navy, and your CJC, that you, and your most senior



political colleagues, Bob and Harcourt, authorize the Navy to ensure that not one
of the seven remaining Kilos on the China-Russia contract ever arrives in a
Chinese port. You must further authorize Joe Mulligan that he has Presidential
authorization to use any means at his disposal in order to ensure this instruction
is carried out. Save, of course, for either declaring or causing a world war. It will of
course be a Black Operation.”

“Right. Do you have any feeling about the diplomatic route?”

“I'd say nothing at the moment, sir. I do not want too many people to realize
how worried we are.”

“Yes, of course. I'm seeing the Defense Secretary and the Secretary of State in
the next hour. Therell be a classified memorandum to both you and Admiral
Mulligan by the end of the afternoon.”

“Yessir.”

“Oh, Arnold. I do have two questions. First, how much of a grip do we have on
the other five Kilos?”

“Sir, there are two hulls under construction in Severodvinsk, not nearly so far
advanced as the two we’re worried about. And there are three others at Nizhny
Novgorod on the Volga. All of these are close to completion. If we are right, we will
have located the final seven for China, and you may assume they will all be on the
move by the end of next summer. Your other question, sir?”

“How much risk is there to our own submarines?”

“Some, sir. But every possible advantage is with us. I do not anticipate a major
problem.”

“Thank you.”

* * * * *

Eight days passed, and then on the morning of December 12 Arnold Morgan
received a phone call from Fort Meade suggesting he might like to drive out to see
some newly arrived satellite pictures. Putting the phone down, the Admiral yelled
through his open door for someone to get Charlie “on parade real quick.”

Including four minutes to cancel a lunch date, it took forty-one minutes to
reach the Fort Meade exit on the Baltimore-Washington Parkway—which was
about five minutes off the Admiral’s own record for the White House-Fort Meade
dash. Knowing how urgent the situation was, he was a bit disgruntled at how long
it had taken them to get to Fort Meade but not as disgruntled as he would have
been had Charlie broken his record.

At the entrance to the NSA, Admiral Morgan told Charlie to go get himself some
lunch. “I'll be at least one hour, maybe three. Be here.” As he strode through the
door, at least four members of the staff stood rigidly at the mere sight of their
former boss.

The Director’s office at Fort Meade, which represents the front line of America’s
world military surveillance network, has housed some hard-nosed chiefs in its
history, but none quite so pitiless in his pursuit of truth as Arnold Morgan.

The new man in the big chair had been handpicked by Morgan himself before he
left for the White House. A New Yorker, Rear Admiral George R. Morris had
previously been on patrol in the Far East, in command of the Carrier Battle Group



of JOHN C. STENNIS, a 100,000-ton Nimitz Class ship commissioned in December
of 1995.

Admiral Morris, always a serious, concerned kind of an individual, was a bit
jowly in appearance and was known for his rather lugubrious sense of delivery.
Right now, as Arnold Morgan was shown into his office, the new Fort Meade
Director had taken on the appearance of a lovesick bloodhound.

“Things aren’t looking too clever up in the Barents Sea,” he said, standing to
greet Admiral Morgan. “Take a look at this sequence of pictures. They’re in order.”

Admiral Morgan stared down and pushed the pictures closer together, checking
the times. “Jesus!” he said. “That’s the Kilos. They've dived. How old are these?”

“A few hours, picked ’em up on Big Bird. About five minutes before you arrived I
received a message saying they had surfaced about twenty miles offshore and were
headed back toward harbor.”

“At least they haven’t left for good.”

“No. Guess not. Looks like they’re continuing to check the boats out and train
the Chinese crew.”

“l don’t know how good the Chinese submariners were when they arrived, but if
they want to drive those things home safely they have a lot to master. Just to
operate the Kilos safely underwater is at least a three-week program. And by the
time they start diving they ought to be competent with the hydroplanes, the
diesels, the electric motors, and the sensors, the sonar radar, and the ESM. No
one in his right mind would dive a submarine without understanding how it
works.

“I'm not certain they will have had time to tackle all of the combat systems after
just three months, but I do think that by the first or second week in January they
will certainly know enough to go home underwater, even if they won’t be a fully
trained front-line fighting unit.”

“l suppose, Arnold, the longer they stay in Russia, the more competent and
dangerous they become.”

“Correct, George. Our interest is that they leave as soon as possible. And since
they haven’t been in any hurry to get those Kilos underwater, my guess is they will
clear Pol’arnyj in the next three weeks.”

“l assume we do not plan for the Kilos to reach China?”

“Correct, George. But this is Black. You plainly have to know. But inform no one
else.”

“Nossir.”

Admiral Morgan picked up the safe line to the Pentagon, direct to the office of
the CNO, and requested Admiral Joe Mulligan to expect him within the hour on a
matter of high priority. He also requested that Commander Dunning be there as
well. He then left Fort Meade as swiftly as he had arrived, telling Charlie to step on
it.

Back at the Pentagon, Joe Mulligan was waiting. Admiral Morgan came through
the inner door without knocking. “This might be it, Joe,” he said. “K-4 and K-5
both dived today for the first time. Worked offshore for a while, then headed back
in. They may be here for the entire winter, but my instincts tell me they’re gonna
be on their way home, under their own power, in three weeks. Straight out of
harbor, sharp left, and on down the Atlantic. With six Russian submariners on



board each boat to assist them. Six weeks from their departure date they’ll be in
Canton. That’ll mean exactly one-half of the ten-Kilo contract will have been
fulfilled.

“Fort Meade is watching the situation on an hourly basis. We have to move real
quick. 'm assuming our plans are in order.”

“Yeah. As well as they can be with no real start date,” replied Admiral Mulligan.
“I suppose there’s no earthly point trying to put the arm on Beijing, is there?”

“Well, we might just be able to blackmail them on trade issues, but that’s not
the problem. What’s holding us back is the fact that we don’t want to let 'em know
how much we care.”

By this time Admiral Morgan was pacing the office. “I just hope,” he was
growling, “that we do not have to take out all seven of them. The Chinese are a lot
of things, but they’re not stupid. I think theyll get the message early in the
proceedings. They’ll buy the ADMIRAL GUDENKO, which is not terrifically good
news. But if we nail K-4 and K-5, they’ll almost certainly bag the order for the last
five Kilos.”

“I wouldn’t be absolutely certain of that, Arnold.”

“'m not absolutely certain, for Christ’s sake. That’s just my best guess.
Meanwhile I better tell Harcourt to get the Russian ambassador in there right
away and warn him what the subject is gonna be, so’s he brings the right aide.”

The Admiral picked up a telephone, got through to the office of the US Secretary
of State immediately. A few minutes later Admiral Mulligan heard him sign off by
saying, “Okay, I'm on my way.”

Forty minutes later Admiral Morgan was talking to the Secretary of State, who
was voicing a very real fear that the Russians might in turn put the Chinese in the
picture. “Tell ’em precisely how anxious we are. Which we do not want.”

“No chance of that, Harcourt. It would not be in their best interest to do so.
What would happen if the Chinese said, ‘Oh, okay then, we won’t go ahead’? I’ll
tell you the answer to that right now. The aircraft carrier order would go straight
down the gurgler, which would probably cause a military trade war with the
Ukraine. And Moscow would lose the biggest submarine order it has ever had—
worth in total around three billion dollars, not including the ADMIRAL
GUDENKO.”

“Hmmm. Then I suppose we better give old Nikolai some kind of a time limit,
two days maybe, to make sure the submarines do not go to China. Don’t hold out
a lot of hope though, how ’bout you?”

“None. But that’s the way we have to proceed. And when he refuses?”

“You know the President’s views, Arnold. He would just like the plan carried out
in the most discreet way possible.”

“Right. Where we gonna meet the ambassador?”

“l think in this instance your office. There’s a kind of natural, hostile, quasi-
military atmosphere in there. And we might just have a better chance of
frightening him.”

“Okay, see you there at 1700, right? He ought to make it by then.”

“Correct. And by the way, you wouldn’t be civilized enough to produce a cup of
decent coffee, would you?”



“Very possibly, but don’t count on it,” the Admiral called back. He was already
thundering down the corridor, back to his lair, in which he intended to unnerve
the senior Washington representative of the Russian government. He was good at
that type of bare-knuckle diplomacy.

Harcourt Travis showed up on time and confirmed that Nikolai Ryabinin, the
Russian ambassador, was on his way over to the White House, as all ambassadors
surely must be, when summoned by the most senior representatives of the
President of the United States.

Mr. Ryabinin was a short and stocky, white-haired career diplomat of some
sixty-six summers, or in his case, winters. He was a native of Leningrad and had
survived an early setback to his career when he was expelled from the Soviet
Embassy in London as a spy after working as a junior cultural attaché for only
three months. That happened during Sir Alec Douglas Home’s sudden purge in the
mid-1960s along with about ninety of Nikolai’s more senior colleagues, who were
also suspected of skullduggery.

But Nikolai had survived. He had represented the Kremlin in various posts in
the Middle East including Cairo, and served as the Russian ambassador in Paris,
Tokyo, and then Washington. He was wily, evasive, and extremely sharp.
Deceptively so.

He now entered the West Wing in the company of his Naval attaché, Rear
Admiral Victor Scuratov, a tall heavily built Naval officer who had until very
recently been in charge of combat training programs in the Baltic.

The two men looked extremely uncomfortable as they were shown into Admiral
Morgan’s office. Nikolai himself had been so concerned about meeting the former
lion of Fort Meade that he had taken the trouble to call Admiral Vitaly Rankov,
now ensconced in the Kremlin as the Chief of the Main Navy Staff, for a quick brief
on what he might expect from the Americans.

“Arnold Morgan will not hesitate to have you removed from the United States if
he feels you are not playing straight,” the Russian admiral had cautioned. “He’s a
ruthless bastard and I'm glad I'm not in your shoes. Just remember one thing: if
he makes a threat he will carry it out. So don’t even think of calling his bluff. Be
honest with him, as honest as you can. His bark’s bad, but his bite’s worse.”

Mr. Ryabinin was not encouraged. And now he stood in the lion’s den, shaking
hands with the lion himself and being told to “sit down, and I'll give you a cup of
coffee.”

The four men sat around a large polished table at the end of the room. Harcourt
Travis came to the plate and said he presumed the ambassador and his attaché
knew why they were here. They confirmed that they did but were very afraid that
progress might prove extremely difficult. The Ukraine problem was not easily
solvable, they explained, and if the Chinese did not get their submarines, there
would be no completion of the aircraft carrier. This could cost the current Russian
leader his Presidency, given the resulting unrest in the Ukraine, not to mention
the despondency in the great Russian shipyard cities. And in Mr. Ryabinin’s view,
the Russian President would rather have an angry America than no job.

“Do you have any idea how angry, Mr. Ambassador?”

“Yes, I do. And to make matters rather worse, I also understand why. My own
view is that we should think very carefully about this. But in the end, the



President of Russia will have to decide between a peaceful solution with
yourselves, which would involve not selling the ships, and losing the next election.
It would also involve seriously upsetting our biggest customer.”

“But if you do not do as we request, relations between East and West may revert
to the dark ages of the Cold War, which in the end would be far more damaging for
Russia than losing an order for a half-dozen submarines.”

“l understand completely, Mr. Travis. But it must be my unhappy task to hand
this over to my President, and shall we agree that most men who have attained
very high office have a self-interested streak?”

“Well, Mr. Ambassador, I think you must understand we feel very strongly about
this, and if you do proceed with the Chinese order there will be a few hard
financial truths for you to face in your future dealings with us. You realize we are
able to make things difficult for any Russian President, including this one. On the
other hand, we can be, and are, extremely good friends to you.”

“So, I am afraid, are the Chinese.”

Admiral Morgan, who had been silent until now, decided it was probably time to
fire a shot or two across the Russian bows. “How would it be, Ambassador, if we
went out and blew the two Kilos out of the water, and then told the Chinese you
knew all along what was going to happen but deliberately failed to warn them in
the interest of keeping your hot little hands on that huge bundle of Chinese yuan
and your President’s job?”

Nikolai Ryabinin was shocked at the frontal assault. So was Harcourt Travis,
who dropped his expensive gold pen on the table with a clatter.

In flawless English, the veteran Russian diplomat, mindful of the warning of
Admiral Rankov, said quietly, “That would be widely construed by the
international community as an unwarranted act of war. Unworthy of the United
States of America. A large number of dead sailors, whatever their nationality, does
not play well in front of a large world television audience.”

“How about if we did it in secret and then somehow alerted the Chinese Navy
that your submarine had sunk the Kilos, as a way of holding on to the export
order and keeping us happy at the same time,” Admiral Morgan said impassively.

Harcourt Travis went white. The ambassador made no reply. And the Navy
attaché just shook his head.

“Admiral Morgan, I do not think even you would try to pull off something like
that,” the Ambassador said finally.

“Don’t you?” growled the Admiral.

It was now clear that the Ambassador was not going to change his President’s
mind despite Harcourt Travis’s firmly reasoned statements. The meeting was going
nowhere. And he called it to a close by informing the Russian Ambassador that he
had an official communiqué from the President of the United States, “who formally
presents his compliments to the President of Russia, and requests that he give
very serious consideration to not fulfilling the Chinese order for the submarines.

“We are formally submitting this request through your diplomatic offices and
would like your assurances that it will be transmitted to your President within a
half hour.”

“You have those assurances, Mr. Travis, despite the disagreeable hour. It’s
about 0200 in Moscow now.”



“Thank you, Ambassador. We are giving your President exactly forty-eight hours
to inform us that he has canceled the order before we shall be obliged to consider
different options.”

“I understand, Mr. Travis. And hope, most respectfully, that this does not affect
our own personal relationship in the future.”

He held out his hand to receive the white envelope. And Admiral Morgan added,
“A whole lot of things are going to be affected most respectfully if those goddamned
Chinese make even one move toward shutting us out of the Taiwan Strait.
Especially if Russian-built submarines are deemed, by us, to be the culprit. And
that you guys, knowingly and willfully, let it happen.”

The time was 1810 when the Ambassador left. “I guess we just have to wait it
out,” said Harcourt. “Want some dinner?”

“No thanks. | wanna get back to Fort Meade to see what’s going on in the world.
I'll get a sandwich there. Since the die is cast and time is running out, the whole
drift is now toward the CNO. The President does not wish to be informed further,
and as you know, the communiqué asks that the Russian reply be directed to the
Navy office.”

“I realize that, Arnold. It’s a pretty weak attempt to lower the profile. But it’s
better than nothing. Anyway, I don’t think there’s going to be a reply. Let’s have a
chat sometime tomorrow. In private.”

“Sure, Harcourt. Anything big happens, I'll let you know later.”

* * * * *

Two days later, on December 14, the digital clock on the wall of the CNO’s office
showed 1830. No message had been received from the Russian government.
Admiral Morgan was checking with the White House and the State Department.
There was nothing. Admiral Mulligan was pacing the length of his office.
Commander Dunning sat quietly in an armchair. Like the Russian President, he
too would say nothing. He had a great deal on his mind.

As the clock went to 1836, the CNO said: “Okay. Let’s go down and see the
Chairman.” They left the office, walking briskly onto the eerily deserted E-Ring.

The guards in front of the Chairman’s office immediately escorted them into the
inner office, where Admiral Scott Dunsmore awaited them.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” he said. “Any news?”

“No, sir,” replied Admiral Mulligan. “We have received no reply to the President’s
communiqué.”

“Very well. I believe we are all clear as to the wishes of the President,” said
Admiral Dunsmore. “I would like you to set those plans in motion immediately.
Needless to say the operation is Black. No one will discuss this with anyone who
does not already know—just the President, Harcourt, Bob, and the Director at Fort
Meade.”

All three men nodded. No further words were spoken. The ruthless near silent
efficiency of the US Navy was on display for their military leader. Admiral Mulligan
led the way out, followed by Admiral Morgan. Commander Dunning brought up
the rear. And as he made his exit, he heard the Chairman say in a soft voice,
“Boomer... good luck.”



Chapter 3

JO DUNNING WAS NOT HAVING MUCH LUCK attempting to back the family
Boston Whaler into the garage for the winter. She had run over and probably
ruined an expensive deep-sea fishing rod, and had somehow succeeded in
jamming the white forty-horsepower Johnson outboard motor on the stern of the
boat firmly into the right-hand wall of the wooden garage. She was not anxious to
drive the jeep forward, in case she went over the fishing rod again, and anyway
she was half afraid the entire building might cave in.

The phone was ringing in the house, however, and with huge relief she opened
the door and fled the hideous scene, hoping against hope that the call would be
from Boomer. Even harassed and angry, dressed in old jeans and a white Irish-
knit fisherman’s sweater, Jo Dunning was a spectacular sight. Her long, dark red
hair, long slim legs, and what Hollywood describes as “drop-dead good looks”
somehow betrayed her. It was impossible to believe she was merely a Naval
officer’s wife: here, surely, was a lady from show business.

Half right. Jo was very definitely the wife of the nuclear submarine commanding
officer Boomer Dunning. But she had retired from her career as a television
actress on the day she had met him, fifteen years previously. This was not,
incidentally, an incident that had threatened to bring CBS to its knees, since at
the time Jo had been resting for several months and, in the less-than-original
words of her own mother, was wondering if indeed her “career was down the
toilet.”

And now, as she ran to the telephone in the big house that would one day be
theirs, she hoped her luck on this wretched day would change—that Boomer
would be calling to confirm their plans to spend three days at Christmas together
with the children in this waterfront house on the western Cape.

But Jo’s luck had not turned, except for the worse. The voice on the line was
that of a young lieutenant junior grade from the SUBLANT headquarters in
Norfolk, Virginia, where Boomer was now stationed.

“Mrs. Dunning?”

“Speaking.”

“Mrs. Dunning, this is Lieutenant Davis down here at SUBLANT calling to let
you know that Commander Dunning has been assigned to a special operation,
beginning immediately. As you know, it will be difficult for him to speak with
anyone outside the base. You may of course call here anytime, and we’ll do our
best to let you know how long he’s going to be. But for the moment, he’s terribly
busy—he’ll try to call you tonight.”

Jo Dunning had had a few conversations like this before, and she knew better
than to probe. She was so anxious about Christmas, however—which would be
their first together for three years—that she asked the question directly.

“Will he be home in a few days?”

“No, ma’am.”

Her heart fell. “How long, Lieutenant?”



“Right now, he’s expected to return toward the end of January. We’re looking at
a five-week window.”

“A five-week widow,” she murmured. And then, “Thank you, Lieutenant. Please
tell my husband I'll be thinking of him.”

“I certainly will, ma’am.”

“Oh, Lieutenant, are you going with him?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Tell him to drive carefully, won’t you?”

“I sure will, ma’am.”

At which point Jo Dunning put the phone down and wept. Just as she had wept
last summer when all of their plans were ruined because of another operation at
the end of the world down in the South Atlantic. Except she had not known at the
time where he was.

And as she sat now in her father-in-law’s wooden rocking chair, staring out at
the sunlit waters of Cotuit Bay, she could think only of the terrible, deep waters in
which she knew her husband worked, and the monstrous, black seven-thousand-
ton nuclear killing machine of which Boomer Dunning was the acknowledged
master. No one, in all of military history, had ever hated anything quite so badly
as the lovely Jo Dunning loathed the United States Navy at this particular
moment. Her tears were tears of desolation. And fear. No one ever said it, but
everyone even remotely connected with the submarine service knew the dangers
and the anxiety that pervaded every family whose father, son, or brother helped to
operate America’s big, underwater strike force.

It was not that she couldn’t cope with it. Jo thought she could cope with
anything, even, if it came to it, the death of her husband in the service of their
country. It was only the hateful unfairness of it all. Why Boomer, why her
wonderful sailor-husband, and not someone else? But she already knew the
answer to that. She’d been told often enough. Because he was the best. And one
day he was going to be a captain, and then an admiral, and then, who knows, she
said aloud, “President of the Universe for all I care.”

Jo composed herself quickly. At thirty-eight, she still looked perfect, and she
was still dewy-eyed over her husband. She adored even the sight of him in
uniform, this handsome, commanding man, about a half inch taller than six feet,
blond hair, massive arms and tree trunk legs. Boomer looked like what he was: an
ocean-racing yachtsman when he had the chance, a man who was an America’s
Cup-class sailor, a true son of the sea. His father had been very much the same
but had left the Navy after World War II, as a lieutenant commander, and
proceeded to make a great deal of money with a Boston stockbroking firm.

Jefferson Dunning was close to eighty years of age and was busily spending
some of it wintering on a Caribbean Island. But he had deeded the house on the
Cape to Boomer years previously, in order to skate around heavy Massachusetts
inheritance taxes. Boomer was a better sailor than his father had been, just, but
was not as financially astute. He would have no need to be. He would inherit a
reasonable amount of money, and Jo herself would one day share with her two
sisters the legacy of the family boatyard up in New Hampshire.

She was a curious dichotomy, Mrs. Boomer Dunning. A lifelong dinghy sailor,
she was an ace racing the local Cotuit skiffs, and she could handle any powerboat



around. She’d been doing that all of her life. Jo was, however, a lousy driver.
Which was why at this moment the Boston Whaler was jammed into the side of
the Dunning garage. Jo judged water distance better than land distance.

She was never really comfortable amid the glitz of the acting trade, although her
looks might have carried her far. She had quite enjoyed living in New York and
attending acting classes. But her first television soap opera part had been, well, a
bit wooden. The Hollywood producer who had once written of Fred Astaire, “Can’t
act, can’t sing, can dance a bit,” would probably have remained unimpressed had
he studied the young Jo Donaghue in screen action.

She had a couple more chances, including another soap, which ran for eight
weeks, after which things went quiet. At twenty-three, she was going nowhere. In
the spring of 1988 she was introduced to a young Navy lieutenant at a yacht club
dance in Maine. Cale Dunning had just crewed on a big ketch up from the
Chesapeake. He was from Cape Cod, and they were married within five months,
just before he decided to spend his career in the submarine service.

Even now, on this sunny but now depressing Saturday morning, Jo would not
have traded one day of her life as Mrs. Dunning for the leading role in any movie.
All she wanted was for him to come home for Christmas. And that was not going to
happen.

Their own house was in Groton, Connecticut, near the big US submarine base,
New London. But she and their two daughters, Kathy, thirteen, and Jane, eleven,
often came up to their grandparents’ Cape Cod house during the winter when it
was empty. The whole family had been together here during the Thanksgiving
holiday three weeks ago, and this particular weekend had been arranged for Jo to
put the house in shape for Christmas next week. Now none of that would be
necessary. Jo and the girls might as well stay in Groton, where there were other
Naval families close by, old friends who would invite them to parties where no one
would mention the absence of Commander Dunning. Special Ops were like that.
They cast a cloak of secrecy over their participants, and all of those on the fringes.
Jo knew she could be talking to a colleague of Boomer’s who had at least some
vague idea of where Boomer was on Christmas Day, but that nothing would ever
be mentioned between them. That was how it was, and she was not some skittish
television actress anymore. She was the wife of a US Navy nuclear submarine
commander, and she might one day be the wife of an Admiral.

Jo wandered outside to retrieve the stupid fishing rod and to work out a way to
remove the Boston Whaler from the right-side garage wall without driving the Jeep
into the other side. She stepped once more out into the cool bright December
morning and gazed along the water, up the narrows and into North Bay. There was
still some foliage left on the trees lining the opposite shore of Oyster Harbors, since
it had been a warm and late fall. The reds and golds on the Cotuit side were
brighter in the midmorning sunlight, and the flat, calm, empty channel out beyond
the open harbor made her think, as she had many times before, that this place
was indeed paradise.

The sailing boats and the fishing boats were almost all put away for the winter
now, except for those that belonged to the Cotuit Oyster Company. The only sign
of marine movement was the big Gillmore Marine tugboat EILEEN G, now



chugging quietly out of the Seapuit River, beneath the steady grip of the master
dock-builder and waterman George Gillmore himself.

Soon the winter would set in here, and North Bay might freeze right over, and
docks might move in the ice. George Gillmore would soon be working overtime to
protect the waterfront bulkheads and piers all around these bays. The high winds
would swing in from the Canadian northwest, and snow would cover the summer
gardens, and the spring would be cold, and wet, and late coming. But the weather
neither inspired nor depressed Jo Dunning. She considered this place to be
paradise in wind, rain, or shine. And rarely a day went by without her thinking of
the years she and Boomer would have here together when, finally, he retired from
the Navy.

Jo stared out to the horizon, across Deadneck Island to the waters of Nantucket
Sound. Her husband might well be driving COLUMBIA in the near future out into
what he cheerfully called his “beat,” the vastness of the North Atlantic and the
terrible depths of an ocean that had petulantly swallowed the TITANIC, and a
thousand others, not so very far from these tranquil bays. She looked back out
across the harbor and waved as the tugboat went by. George replied with a
resounding, short, double blast on the horn, which scattered the cormorants along
the docks. Basically, George Gillmore did not require that much of an excuse to
make Eileen G sound like his own fighting ship. Boomer always said the tall,
bearded Gillmore might have made a pretty good captain of a Naval warship.

* * * * *

As Jo reflected, Boomer himself was in private conference in a specially fitted
and specially guarded Operations room, euphemistically called a “Limited Access
Cell,” at SUBLANT HQ, which would serve as the command center for all the US
dealings with the Chinese submarines.

Here the US Navy Black Ops team would finalize everything—their various
positions on the ocean, their patrol areas, their cycle of operations, their dates,
their orders, their rules of engagement, their overall targeting, their charts—
everything required for the efficient management of a small force of submarines
with a special tasking.

Even the signals left this room carefully encrypted. If you took papers in—any
papers—you couldn’t take them out again without special signatures and
meticulous logging. Armed guards stood before the doors. No one was allowed
access without a special pass. And these were issued only on a need-to-know
basis. Even executive officers and navigation officers were not permitted inside,
except for prepatrol and postpatrol briefings. Four communications staff kept
watch behind those doors at all times.

The successor to Admiral Mulligan, and now the new Commander of the
Atlantic Submarine Force, was Admiral John F. Dixon, an austere and rather
forbidding man with a narrow, serious face, renowned for his meticulous
preparation. This severe appearance, however, shielded his subordinates from a
reckless, youthful past, which had almost caused his removal from the US Naval
Academy. There was something about a large bronze statue of a departed admiral,
which had been, mysteriously, filled with water by an unknown expert with a



small drill; the statue peed for three days from a tiny hole in the front of its dress
trousers.

Admiral Mulligan always called Admiral Dixon “Johnny.” The statue incident
was rarely, if ever, recalled, but there were those who felt that its distant,
hysterical memory among those senior officers who were there might yet prevent
the efficient submarine chief from making it to CNO.

Before the small meeting began, Commander Dunning was requesting that
despite the long mission he was about to undertake, he still be guaranteed the
one-month sabbatical he had been granted throughout the month of February.
Admiral Dixon approved the request. COLUMBIA was due in for maintenance that
month anyway, and he knew that the Cape Cod commander would be away for
four weeks. Should there be a foul-up in the North Atlantic it was unlikely that
COLUMBIA would be required to pursue its quarry around the world, and Admiral
Dixon did not anticipate a foul-up.

“You going away with Jo?” he asked.

“Yessir. I'm sailing a sixty-five-foot ketch from Cape Town to Tasmania. We'll
probably have a couple of friends with us, and there’ll be a couple of deckhands
and a cook to make it all bearable. We’re really looking forward to it. I've never
been through those southern waters. And we haven’t had a good vacation for
years.”

“Blows a bit, down there.”

“It’d better. I don’t have that long!”

Admiral Dixon smiled, and the two submariners walked over to the chart desk,
a big, sloping, high, polished table, which had belonged to the Admiral’s
grandfather. On the ledge below were sets of dividers, steel rulers, and a
calculator. Spread upon the surface beneath the desk light was a detailed map of
the northeastern Atlantic, placed on top of a large map of the world. He was a man
who had given the subject a lot of thought.

“Okay, gentlemen,” Admiral Dixon began, “to bring us all up-to-date. Until a few
days ago we expected the two Kilos to make their journey home to China on the
surface. We now have reason to think that the submarines will dive close outside
their workup base, then proceed west out of the Barents Sea along the Russian
coastline. We expect them to run on down past the North Cape, off Norway, and
straight down the northeast Atlantic.

“From there they might swing through the Gibraltar Strait, where we will be able
to see them but unable to do much about it. They would then transit the
Mediterranean, the Suez Canal and the Red Sea, which are also somewhat difficult
areas for our purposes.

“They may of course head on south and skip Gibraltar. Though it’s longer, it’s a
more straightforward route. They would then head around the Cape of Good Hope,
across the Indian Ocean, and through the Malacca or Sunda Straits. By then they
may have acquired a close surface escort. We will concentrate on taking them out
good and early, somewhere before they get through the GIUK Gap. If they choose
to make a covert dived passage all the way to China, and we lose them, the search
area becomes hopelessly large. We want them as they approach the GIUK Gap.”

The Admiral referred to one of the most important choke points on this planet—
the great narrowing of the waters in the northern reaches of the Atlantic, the



tightest point in the entire ocean, where Greenland, Iceland, and the UK’s
northern coast form a direct northwest/southeast line 1,300 miles across.
Situated directly on this line is the 500-mile-wide island of Iceland, which cuts the
navigable waters considerably. This relatively small area—the deep, icy waters
where commanding officers have been trained for generations—was the great
hunting ground for US and UK submarine strike forces.

Throughout the Cold War all Russian submarines heading for the Atlantic
traveled through the GIUK Gap under the watchful attention of their American
and British adversaries, deep beneath the surface. Night and day, month after
month, year after year, the two great Naval allies watched and waited. Few Soviet
submarines ever made their way through the GIUK undetected.

There are three main routes through the Narrows: closest to the UK, east of the
Faeroe Islands, which stand four hundred miles northwest of Scotland’s Cape
Wrath; west of the Faeroes across the Aegir Ridge; and through the Denmark
Strait, which runs between Iceland and Greenland’s Grunnbjern ice mountain.
These are lonely, haunted waters. Only four men survived when the giant forty-
two-thousand-ton British battle cruiser HMS HOOD was sunk by the BISMARK in
May 1941.

Admiral Dixon placed his steel ruler across the Gap and muttered, “Somewhere
in here, Boomer. We’ll take ’'em out just before they head into the Gap.”

“Yessir. And the sooner the better. Actually I had been considering the
possibility of the Barents Sea, as soon as they clear the Murmansk area?”

“l don’t think so. It’s a bit too close to their starting point. Ideally, it would be
perfect if we could catch them right off the North Cape, right here,” the Admiral
said, pointing to the large map spread out before them. “It’s deep water, and it’s off
Norway rather than Russia, and they could scarcely avoid it if the buggers are on
their way home to China.

“Trouble is we don’t have the time. They’ll be off the North Cape two days after,
which will almost certainly be a Monday morning. It might take us till Friday
before we realize they’re not coming back. By which time they’ll be well down
toward the UK. For our first contact we’ll have to rely on SOSUS.”

The Admiral was referring to the ultra-secret American underwater network of
acoustic surveillance, which covers most of the world’s oceans, particularly
sensitive areas like the GIUK Gap.

“Once we get a SOSUS fix on ’em, we can use Maritime Patrol Aircraft, MPA, to
localize. This is going to take time and a bit of luck, but it’s all we’ve got.

“I think we should first look at a holding area, where you will await your prey. I
was thinking of here.” The Admiral pointed to an area in a three-hundred-foot
depth of water south of the Shetland Isles, 59.7N right on the two-degree line west,
180 miles due north of Scotland’s granite city of Aberdeen.

“This will put you around four thousand miles from New London, Boomer,” said
Admiral Dixon. “If you run at around twenty-five knots across the Atlantic, itlll
take about six and a half days. Right now we think the Kilos will leave in the first
week in January. You should be on station southwest of the Shetlands by
December thirty-first.”

“Yessir. Hell of a way to spend New Year’s Eve. But before we begin a detailed
plan, I should like to ask one question.”



As Boomer spoke, the door swung open and a guard let in the pugnacious figure
of Admiral Morgan. “Hey, Johnny, Boomer. How we comin”?”

“Just started,” said the Admiral. “I have selected a holding pattern for
COLUMBIA, but Boomer has a question. Commander?”

“Sir, do we expect the Kilos to be armed?”

“Yes, you'll have to assume they’ll be armed, Boomer. Fully armed,” Admiral
Morgan answered. “And you can expect each of them to be equipped with its full
complement of torpedoes—twenty-four each. These two hulls we are looking at are
older than the remaining five, but I think we should assume they have been fitted
with the newest Russian system. They probably have wire-guided torpedoes that
can be fired in pairs, and engage two targets simultaneously.”

“Yessir. Got that, Admiral. Seems they’re catching us up all the time. I guess I
need to plan for the worst case, like they’re both dived when we meet up. D’you
think they’ll be on the surface, or will they make the whole journey dived?”

“We can’t be sure. The three Kilos the Chinese now have all went by freighter.
Brand-new submarines are normally delivered on the surface because it’s much
more fuel efficient, less wearing on machinery, and safer. But this is a bit
different. We have two Chinese crews training in Russia for several months, and as
we speak they are working the boats dived, out in the Barents Sea. I gotta hunch
they might be planning to make this journey underwater.”

Boomer nodded. “Either way we have no options,” the Admiral continued
thoughtfully. “I just spoke to the President again. He is very clear. We cannot allow
ourselves to be shut out of the Taiwan Strait and permit another power to
dominate the sea in that part of the world. Right here I'm thinking not only of
Taiwan, where we have billions of dollars invested, but of our friends in South
Korea, and our trading partners in Japan. They are more worried than we are.
That Chinese Navy is a world-fucking nuisance. They have two hundred and fifty
thousand people in it.

“The President thinks this issue is about the balance of power in those waters. If
China gets a working submarine fleet, they will call the shots on every level. We
would be impotent in the Taiwan Strait; the risk to our ships and people would be
too great. We’re not going to let them have those submarines.

“COLUMBIA will be lying in wait. It’s our ambush. You must strike fast and
decisively. Take ’em out, and right there fourteen percent of a bitch of a problem
will be over. There’ll be five left. And not all of them will be your problem. Maybe
none.”

“Nossir. I guess the only real difficulty could be getting ’em both at once. Can’t
loose off one weapon active too quick, or itlll alert the other Kilo, which will then
have time to go silent and fire back. Maybe even get away long enough to tell his
base what’s happening. Still, my team is well trained, and unless the Chinese have
the Kilos more than four or five miles apart, or less than five hundred yards apart,
we should be okay. Just need to wait till theyre close enough to separate on the
screen.”

“I’'m assessing they’ll make their passage in loose company, Boomer—about two
thousand yards apart—which theyll know is good for low-power underwater
telephone, but not so close they have to worry about running into each other. I
just can’t see ’'em having time to get one off themselves.”



“But I can’t count on that, sir. They got one off in the South Atlantic. Damn
quick.”

“Yeah,” Admiral Dixon interjected. “But didn’t they have that Israeli commander
on board?”

“Not according to Baldridge. He says the Russian captain got one away.”

“‘Hmmmm. We’ll have to trust you to get it right, Boomer. I do not want
COLUMBIA fired on,” said Admiral Dixon. “I do not want anyone even to know she
is there. We’re looking for a silent, sudden, and deadly trap.”

“Meantime I think we ought to run through the broad outlines of the search
phase,” said the Admiral. “We have Admiral Morgan right here, and I've a feeling
we could use his help.

“For starters, we want one of our special-fit fishing trawlers in place, as near as
they can get without being arrested, to the entrance to the bay. You know, the one
which leads right down to Pol’arnyj, just in case the Kilos do, after all, stay on the
surface. We also want the regular Barents Sea SSN on standby, though I don’t
want to sink ’em right there. Too many ears in the water, right in the Russian
backyard.

“The MPA boys will work out their own plan. But they cannot start too far east,
or the Russians will see what they’re up to. And, we don’t want to start too far
west, or south, or we might use up two years’ worth of sonobuoys in a week and
still not get 'em. I guess we’re agreed, the GIUK Gap is the last resort.”

Arnold Morgan stared at the chart desk. “No alternative to those thoughts,” he
said. “We have to get these guys as early as we can, without being caught. If they
stay on the surface the Gap is the sensible place. If they dive, we want them as
soon as we can, after they round the North Cape. The MPA boys can work there
without being obvious, if, as I suspect it will, the Barents Sea SSN either misses or
loses them.

“And Johnny, they’re gonna need a mass of support close to the op area. You
have any idea yet where we’re gonna work from?”

“Well, it'll be from the UK. I've penciled in my choice, a perfect spot, but we’ll
need some clearance in Whitehall.”

“Don’t sweat it, Johnny. I'll fix it.”

“Excellent. I'm looking at Machrihanish, an old disused former NATO air base.
It’s stuck right down on the southwestern Atlantic corner of the Mull of Kintyre,
opposite Campbeltown Loch, an old submarine haunt on the west coast of
Scotland. But it’s a quiet place.

“I'm working on the theory that we’ll probably want six MPA for two weeks. More
would be suspicious, and fewer wouldn’t cut it. They’ve gotta operate passive,
without their radars. Keep Ivan in the dark, right?

“We’ll fly the aircraft in, Orion P-3C’s. They've got a pretty good long endurance,
about fifteen hours. Then we’ll need a Galaxy transporter to bring in possibly as
many as eight thousand sonobuoys, and all the support equipment. We’ll need a
ton of fuel for the aircraft. But there are NATO stocks on the field. We ought to be
able to rely on that, so long as we pay. The problem is, what do we tell the Brits?
And what do we tell NATO?”

“Nothing we have to tell NATO. The Brits, they probably know too much already.
But they might help us out on fuel.”



“Okay, Arnold. How do you suggest we move things forward?”

“I'll get on to our London embassy and tell ’em to assign a Naval attaché to go
directly to the Ministry of Defence. Meantime I'll do some groundwork as high up
as I dare to make sure it goes through quickly.”

“What’s our cover story?”

“Try this: we’re running a big exercise to show that we can still deploy MPA
anywhere in the world, to vestigial support airfields, and operate for at least two
weeks. It’s something we don’t do very often, but we’re deliberately conducting this
training in Europe, in mid-winter, thousands of miles from a home base.”

“Hey, that’s good. Will the Brits believe it?”

“Anyone would. Except the Brits. Cynical bastards. They’ll suspect the worst,
and they’ll be right. But they’ll cooperate anyway.”

The meeting adjourned at 1600. Arnold Morgan telephoned London, attempting
to contact an old friend he usually found at his London club, the UK’s Deputy
Chief of Defence (Intelligence) Rear Admiral Jack Burnby, a man who had the
dubious experience of watching his ship burn and sink in the Battle for the
Falkland Islands twenty years previously. Admiral Burnby had just dined and was
in amiable mood on the telephone, as Arnold Morgan knew he would be. He was
delighted to hear from his old American ally, whom he had come to know at Fort
Meade. He listened carefully to the short request, which essentially required him
to do nothing except not get terribly excited when six big American patrol planes,
plus a cloud of C5A Galaxys, came lumbering out of the night sky to land on the
Mull of Kintyre two weeks from now.

Eventually, the Royal Navy Admiral said, “I don’t see any difficulties with that.
I'll speak to a couple of people tomorrow, and you’ll have clearance in forty-eight
hours, direct from the MOD to your Naval attaché in Grosvenor Square.

“Need any positive help from us, Arnie?”

“No thanks, Jack. Just your goodwill. Like always.”

“Feel free to call if you do need anything.”

“Appreciate it, Jack.”

“By the way, old man, you don’t happen to feel like telling me why you really
want that disused base in Kintyre, do you?”

Three thousand five hundred miles away, Admiral Morgan’s eyes rolled
heavenward. “You don’t need to know, Jack,” he said quietly.

“Very well. I'll do my best not to even make an educated guess, in the event. I
might get it right, hmm?”

“Bound to, I guess. You normally do.”

“Well, good night old chap, hope to see you in the summer. By the way, your
boys ought to know we've gone metric over here since we joined Europe;
everything’s measured in meters now... and kilos.”

“Is that right, Jack? Well, damn me. Anyway, 'bye... and thanks.”

Just then the door was unlocked for the second time, and the Navy guard
crisply announced that the CNO’s helicopter had landed. Four minutes later,
Admiral Joe Mulligan walked through the door. “Gentlemen,” he said, “Johnny,
Arnold, Boomer. How do we look?”

“Not too bad,” said Admiral Dixon. “But I'm glad you’re here, sir. We were just
getting into the detail of how to catch Kilos. And I'd appreciate your input.”



“Let me take a look at that chart. Any coffee? I missed lunch and to the best of
my knowledge there is no one in the United States Navy who gives one thin dime
whether I starve to death or not.”

Everyone laughed, and Commander Dunning’s navigation officer, the junior
man among the senior officers in the room, picked up the telephone and ordered
coffee. “And cookies for the CNO,” he added, jauntily.

Meanwhile they all gathered around the big North Atlantic chart. Joe Mulligan
familiarized himself with the projected route of the Kilos and the preliminary plan
Johnny Dixon had mapped out for entrapping them on the assumption they would
travel beneath the surface.

The Admiral anticipated that the Kilos would make between seven and nine
knots through the water dived, and that it could take up to five days for the
surveillance to determine whether they had indeed sailed, and were on their way
home to China.

“First contact is almost bound to be SOSUS, sir,” he said. “When we get an
approximation of their position, we’ll vector the MPA’s, and they’ll begin to localize,
using passive sonobuoys only.

“The main trouble is those Kilos need to snorkel for only an hour or so every
day. And it’s only while they’re snorkeling that we have any real chance of
catching them. One hour is very tight for decent localization if the MPA can’t use
radar to pick up their masts.”

“We’re just gonna have to get used to it,” interjected the CNO. “To the fact that
it’s gonna take several days before we know the rough speed of their advance, and
their approximate course. But with luck a pattern will emerge, which will speed
things up, and nail ’em down. That ocean’s a fucking big place, right?”

“Sure is. But by the sixth night, we should have enough data to clear
COLUMBIA to proceed to the next battery-charging area.”

Admiral Dixon’s meaning was clear to everyone: this time when the Kilos came
up to snorkel, they would unknowingly betray their position on the sonar screen.
The modern-day war lord, Commander Boomer Dunning from Cape Cod, would be
waiting in his fast nuclear boat, in the dark depths somewhere north of the Faeroe
Isles. Waiting to execute the wishes of his President and Commander in Chief.

Joe Mulligan liked what he was hearing. “That’s it, Johnny,” he said. “Once
SOSUS comes up we'll find ’em. As far as I can see, the only problem is that we are
assuming they will come up to snorkel every night at around the same time. What
happens if they don’t establish a pattern? Say they snorkel only every other night
at different times?”

“Then, sir,” replied Admiral Dixon, “we will have to think again. But this way is
the only shot we have, without showing our hand. Otherwise they’ll go all quiet,
and clever, maybe even make a run for it, perhaps down the Denmark Strait, or
inshore. Or even straight back to the Barents.”

“Yeah. That would be a bitch. COLUMBIA in the wrong place. No overheads.
Shifting the MPA to Iceland, or Norway, and back. Dealing with poor quality
SOSUS right inshore. We’d be just sitting here, guessing.”

“Yessir,” replied Admiral Dixon. “If it starts to go that way, we’re gonna need
more assets brought in. On the double.”



“Forget about that, Johnny. If we have to tell the President we lost the Kilos and
need more units, he’s gonna have a fit. It will be almost impossible to keep it
Black. I'll probably have a fit myself. This thing has to work according to our
present plan. So think positive, guys, the goddamned Chinese don’t even know
we’re coming. They won’t get clever unless we do something careless. Just
remember, this operation has to work first time. Otherwise we’re in the deepest
possible shit.”

By December 23 the COLUMBIA command team had been assembled at the
SUBLANT HQ. Each member had been hand picked by Commander Dunning and
flown down from the New London base. Now working in the Limited Access Cell,
cut off from the rest of the world, they plotted the destruction of Beijing’s
submarines.

The Combat Systems officer, Lieutenant Commander Jerry Curran, a tall,
bespectacled man who many believed was the best bridge player in the Navy, had
arrived that morning. Boomer’s Executive Officer, Lieutenant Commander Mike
Krause, had made the journey to Virginia in company with the twenty-nine-year-
old Navigation Officer, Lieutenant David Wingate, whose work would be vital
during the long, dark days deep in the GIUK Gap. Lieutenant Bobby Ramsden, a
twenty-nine-year-old from Maryland, was in charge of the sonar room. Each team
member was sworn to secrecy. Each was forbidden contact with the outside world.

A final briefing was attended by Admiral Morgan, who flew down with Admiral
Mulligan in a helicopter. That evening, Commander Dunning, Mike Krause, Jerry
Curran, David Wingate, and Bobby Ramsden were flown back to Connecticut in a
Navy chopper, where COLUMBIA awaited them.

She was ready for sea. During the previous few days her engineers had worked
her over, checking every working part, every mounting, replacing anything
suspect. The slightest rattle on a prowling nuclear beat will betray her position.
Every man knew that this mission, whatever it was, could be shot to pieces by one
careless test.

The electronic combat systems were checked, rechecked, and then checked
again. COLUMBIA would carry fourteen Gould Mk 48 wire-guided ADCAP
torpedoes to the GIUK Gap. She was also loaded with eight 1,400-mile-range
Tomahawk missiles and four Harpoon missiles with active radar-homing
warheads. Boomer hoped these would not be necessary, and they wouldn’t, save
for the intervention of the entire Russian Northern Fleet on behalf of the Chinese
Navy.

What would be necessary, however, was the small arsenal of decoys COLUMBIA
would carry. These were the systems designed to seduce an incoming torpedo
away from the American submarine. Boomer thought it was entirely possible that
one of the Chinese Kilos would open fire on them. In Boomer’s view they should
anticipate instant retaliation the moment COLUMBIA sent her own torpedoes
active, a desperate last-second shot from a doomed ship. Boomer’s men knew the
lethal Russian torpedo would come straight back down the American torpedo’s
own track. Straight at the hull of COLUMBIA, a classic operational procedure in
submarine warfare. That was where the decoys came in. And they better come in
real quick, was Boomer’s thought.



COLUMBIA carried Emerson Electric Mk 2’s, and a Moss-based Mk 48 with a
noisemaker. Her IBM sonars were the BQQ SD/E type, passive/active search and
attack. On station, COLUMBIA would use a low-frequency, passive towed-array,
designed to pick up the heartbeat of the oncoming Kilos.

The seven-thousand-ton COLUMBIA operated on two nuclear-powered turbines,
which generated thirty-five thousand horsepower driving a single shaft. If
necessary, she could work a thousand feet below the surface. She was scheduled
to clear the New London Base at 2030 on December 24.

The principal officers of COLUMBIA were now sealed off from any contact
beyond their own number. Most were wondering about wives and families, but
they were promised an excellent dinner, which would be prepared especially for
them. It was probably as bad for Boomer as for anyone. He guessed correctly that
Jo would not take the girls up to the Cape house but would remain in Groton
throughout the long holiday. While he spent Christmas Eve with his senior staff,
he knew that his beloved Jo and the children were a mere three miles away, and
he could not even give any one of them a present.

In the gathering gloom of the afternoon, Lieutenant Commander O’Brien and his
team began to pull the rods—the slow and careful procedure of bringing the
nuclear power plant up to the temperature and pressure needed to deliver the
required energy for all of COLUMBIA’s needs. You could run a small town off the
nuclear reactor in a Los Angeles Class submarine.

By 1850 they were almost ready. The last of the crew was aboard. Down below
they were finalizing the next-of-kin list, which detailed every single member of the
ship’s company, and the names of those the Navy should contact in the event
COLUMBIA was hit and failed to return to the surface. The name of Mrs. Jo
Dunning was at the top of the list, accompanied by her telephone number and the
address of Commander Dunning’s ranch-style home on a hillside overlooking the
sea.

Some of the younger crew members were carefully completing letters home,
which would serve as their final wills should COLUMBIA not return. It was
snowing lightly along the Connecticut shore, and by 1930, the base seemed
deserted, barring the few line handlers, their duty officer, and Boomer’s Squadron
Commander. The snow seemed to muffle all sound as it billowed high around the
dock lights that surrounded the great hull.

The order to “attend bells” was issued. By 2010 Commander Dunning and
Lieutenant Wingate were on the bridge, at which precise time Boomer ordered the
engineers to “answer bells.” The Executive Officer ordered all lines cast off, and the
tugs began to pull the big hull off the pier. And Boomer announced the ship
formally under way, in the cold northwest wind, on this cold Christmas Eve.
Commander Dunning called to let go the tugs, waiting for them to clear, before
ordering, “Ahead, one-third.”

COLUMBIA began to move forward, slowly at first through the harbor, covering
the first few yards of her deadly mission to the GIUK Gap. Just the sight of her
cruising out into the darkness seemed to cause the night to simmer with peril. For
someone.

Boomer, warmly wrapped in a greatcoat, remained on the bridge with his
navigator as they ran fair down the channel and out into the waters of Gardiner’s



Bay. Their initial course would take them out through the gap between Block
Island to the north and Montauk Point to the south. Big almost weightless
snowflakes were now falling on these dual-purpose waters, which serve as both
the playground of vacationing New Yorkers, and the submarine freeway into and
out of the New London base. There was already a layer of pulverized white frost
out on the casing of COLUMBIA as she effortlessly cut her way through the short
winter chop.

Boomer would stay on the surface while the water was relatively shallow, and
would go to periscope depth somewhere southeast of Martha’s Vineyard. They
would not go deep until they reached the edge of the continental shelf and turned
north, away from their initial easterly course.

By dawn on Christmas Day, COLUMBIA had covered 300 miles. Coming to
periscope depth, Boomer briefly accessed the satellite, for routine traffic. He then
ordered the submarine deep for the 3,500-mile north-easterly run to the Shetland
Isles. They steamed along at a steady twenty-five knots, knocking off 600 miles a
day, five hundred feet below the surface. They crossed the Great Atlantic Ridge
above the fracture zone on the fiftieth parallel, but mostly they ran through ocean
water two and a half miles deep.

The six Orion P-3C’s passed COLUMBIA high over the Atlantic two nights before
Boomer and his men reached the Shetlands. The maritime patrol aircraft then
curled away on a more easterly course, lumbered north over the Southern Irish
county of Donegal, and followed the rugged northern coastline, before heading into
the Mull of Kintyre—a long area of land which hangs like an old shillelagh off the
west coast of Scotland.

The US aircraft came roaring out of the darkness into Machrihanish shortly
after dawn. The first giant Galaxy C5A was already in and parked, having made
the journey the previous overnight and landed in broad daylight. The Americans
who would man the airfield were hard at work, in shifts, organizing electricity,
heat, and water supply. Boomer and his men continued straight on, past the
Rockall Rise, and headed, slower now, for the waters off the southern side of the
Shetlands. The Captain reached his holding area and cut the engines back as he
accessed the American communications satellite. It was 1600 on January 1, and
there was a message awaiting him, beamed down from the overhead, inside five
seconds.

The Kilos had cleared Pol’arnyj at 0500 that day and not returned, traveling
north into the Barents Sea, in line ahead, making seven knots. They had been
unaccompanied and had dived before they reached the trawler waiting fifteen
miles offshore. Inside that special-fit trawler was more American tracking expertise
per square foot than at Fort Meade, but it had immediately lost contact when the
Kilos slid under the surface, and the regular patrolling American SSN was not yet
in position.

The “fishermen” had lost the Kilos before the SSN could find them. And now no
one knew precisely where they were. For the moment, COLUMBIA could only wait
until SOSUS provided some kind of a solution.

Back in Virginia, Admirals Mulligan, Morgan, and Dixon had just gritted their
teeth and sent the news on to COLUMBIA by satellite. “Well, both Kilos will be
forced to snorkel two nights from now,” said Admiral Morgan, who was back in his



natural element, tracking foreigners at all hours of the day and night. “I still think
we’ll pick them up.”

On January 3, the third night of the journey along the Barents Sea, the Kilos
came to periscope depth to snorkel, and SOSUS heard them up. But the contact
was fleeting, right at the end of their charging cycle, and the patrol SSN was too
far away to pick them up before they went silent. But at least SUBLANT had a
rough fix, and they were able to make a first estimate on the Chinese SOA (speed
of advance) of seven knots. Admiral Dixon ordered COLUMBIA to a new holding
area close to the Faeroe Islands. Neither he nor Admiral Mulligan believed the
Chinese were alerted, but both men thought it possible they might suddenly go for
the western side of the Faeroes. Boomer just had to wait patiently for SOSUS to
start the hunt in the next twenty-four hours.

The Kilos came up snorkeling at 2300 hours the following night. SOSUS alerted
the P-3C operators roughly where to start looking with the sonobuoys. But the
weather was bad, and the sea was rough, and sonar conditions were consequently
poor. The MPA men were able only to narrow the Kilos’ position down to about a
hundred square miles, with an SOA of not more than seven knots, and not less
than five. Admiral Dixon ordered the patrol aircraft into the air on the fifth night of
January, standing by to follow up any SOSUS contact on either side of the
Faeroes. But this was fruitless. The Kilos never showed. Everyone missed them.

The First Two|
The vast patrol area where the US Navy’s Black Ops submarine waited,
listening for the distant engines of a Kilo Class diesel-electric.

Night six was better. Again SOSUS gave the “heads-up” at 2315. The patrol
aircraft picked up the two submarines shortly after midnight, snorkeling. There
was now time to localize. They established that the Kilos were on the offshore
eastern route, closest to the UK—the route Admiral Dixon had expected and hoped
for. SUBLANT’s satellite message to COLUMBIA was succinct. It gave the Kilos’
positions, course, and speed at 0100 on January 6. It ended with, “Plan to
intercept, two nights from now.”

The seventh night was spent in comfortless ignorance.

On night eight Boomer Dunning was out in his attack area, moving up from the
Faeroes knowing that nothing had been heard from the Kilos in almost forty-eight
hours. Back in SUBLANT, Admiral Morgan believed they would come up early to
recharge the batteries. “They have to be low,” he said, banging his fist on the desk.
“These guys must come up to snorkel.”

The hour of 2100 came and went. So did 2200. At 2300, irritation was
beginning to set in, not only at SUBLANT but also in the operations room of USS
COLUMBIA, where Commander Dunning was trying to get his thoughts in order.
“They must snorkel soon or their batteries will be completely flattened,” he said,
exasperated. “They cannot have crept by me. They cannot stay on batteries much
after 0400, of that I am certain.”

By 0100, there had been no contact. Nothing by 0300. Boomer was beginning to
think they might have reversed course and returned to the Barents with engine
trouble.



And at 0400 everything was still quiet.

0410: “Captain, sir. Comms. From SUBLANT. SOSUS reports dynamic start.
Initial classification, multi-Kilo Class engines—probability area large. MPA called
in.”

“Sonar, Captain. The Kilos are snorkeling. What do you have?”

“Nothing, sir. Looking.”

Boomer’s mind raced. He reckoned he was on their approach line. They were
late starting their battery charge, and he decided that the Chinese had dropped
their SOA to six knots. He might therefore be more than fifty miles south of the
Kilos 0400 farthest on circle now. If he moved back up the route, at good sonar
search speed, he would not arrive at their position until 0630. Too late. Daylight.
They would be deep again. If he were to catch them he had to sprint. Increase to
high speed. But they might hear him.

Boomer decided to sprint anyway, calculating that if the Kilos were snorkeling
now, overheard by SOSUS but not by COLUMBIA, they must be at least twelve
miles away. He’d be safe if he restricted his sprint to fifteen minutes. He might risk
twenty. Boomer issued his orders.

“Left standard rudder. Down all masts. Twenty down. Eight hundred feet. Make
your speed thirty knots. Steer course 030.”

“Now listen up,” he addressed his team. “I'm nearly certain these guys are about
fifty miles back up the track and still coming toward us. They will be snorkeling
until at least 0600. We should pick them up next time we slow down. But we may
have to sprint again. A close pass, and a short-range detection while we’re
sprinting is a possibility. Get four Mk 48’s, and the decoys, on top line all of the
time. I hope it won’t turn out that way, but they may open fire on us first. The
advantage only swings back to us when we slow down.

“If we have to, we’ll do it the hard way, in a short-range shoot-out, using active
sonar. No holds barred. Thank you, gentlemen.”

At 0431 Boomer issued another order. “Twenty up. Make your speed five knots.
Right standard rudder. Steer 100. Make your depth sixty-two feet. Radio, stand by
for satcoms. Sonar, slowing down and continuing to PD. Be ready with active for
snap shot.”

“Sonar, aye.”

“Radio, aye.”

0437: “Captain, sonar. New contact, bow arrays only. TA not established yet.
Bearing red 83. Analyzing. Very faint aural. Not close. Track 2307. Tracking.”

“Captain, aye. Stand down snap attack. Left standard rudder. Steer 017. Set
guess range on computer twenty thousand yards. Sonar, Captain, I am assuming
this is a direct path contact, course 210, speed 6.5 knots.”

“Captain, sonar. Analysis in. Kilo Class engines. No cavitation, weak signals,
but steady. Bearing moving slowly left, 015.”

Boomer turned to his navigator and ordered a contact report to SUBLANT: “Kilo
Class, snorkeling, bearing 017, ten miles north of us. Course 210, speed 6.5.
Closing to investigate/attack.”

COLUMBIA now slid forward, making eight knots for the quietest, quickest
approach. The Captain’s attention was caught by another message from sonar,



reporting a garbled underwater telephone on the bearing. “Not Russian, interpreter
thinks it could be Chinese.”

“Well,” thought Boomer, “if they’re on the UWT there’s gotta be two of ’em, and
they can’t be very worried about being detected. I doubt they heard me either, but
I suppose they could just be warning each other.”

Now was not a time for speculation. Boomer changed course to help the fire-
control solution. The news from sonar was good—firm contact, direct path, good
bearings, no change in characteristics. “Feels a bit closer than twenty thousand
yards.”

“Captain, aye. Stand by one and two tubes. I'm holding course for another three
minutes for the tracking solution.”

0456: “Captain. Computer has a good solution. Track 2307, course 212, speed
6.4, range 12,500 yards. You’re 2,200 yards off track.”

For Boomer this was the moment of which he had reminded his superiors back
in the Pentagon. The two submarines are close together. And right now sonar can’t
separate them. “I don’t want to warn one by shooting the other,” he murmured,
“because if the sonofabitch gets loose he’ll announce something to the whole
world.”

He spoke his thoughts to himself. They were clear in his racing mind. “I want
them both at once, or within thirty seconds of each other. So I'll let 'em come by a
bit until I get sonar separation. But I'm a bit too close off track, and I can’t tell
how long I've got before they stop snorkeling and go silent. I give them till 0600
though.”

Boomer ordered again, right standard rudder. “Steer 080. Lemme know the
instant you can separate the contacts for simultaneous attack with two Mk 48’s.”

“Sonar, aye.”

0508: “Captain, sonar. I have two contacts. Tracks 2307 and 2310 now bearing
011 and 014.”

“Captain, aye. Take 2307 with number one weapon, and 2310 with number two.
I want passive approach, slow speed until reaching one thousand yards, then go
shallow and active on both. I'm gonna turn and point before firing.”

“Weapons, aye.”

“Computer, Captain, set same course and speed for 2310. I think they’re
roughly in line ahead. Put them two thousand yards apart.”

“Computer, aye. SET.”

Boomer Dunning reminded himself to stay cool. “I've got a ton of time,” he
muttered. “Get comfortable off track before you turn back in. Wait till we get in
toward their stern arcs—less chance theyll hear the launch transients. Maybe I
should speed it all up a bit by turning back along their track nine minutes from
now. That’ll give me another fifteen hundred yards clear to the east, and into their
stern arcs quicker.”

0517: “Captain, sonar, 2307 bearing 341, 2310 bearing 352. Both in high
frequency. Good aural. Good bearings. No change.”

“Left standard rudder. Steer 030. I shall turn toward eleven minutes from now,
to fire.”

0527: “Captain, sonar, 2307 bearing 265, 2310 bearing 281. No change.”

“Captain, computer tracking right on, sir.”



0528: “Left standard rudder, steer 270. STAND BY ONE AND TWO TUBES.”

0530: “Steady on 270, sir.”

“FIRE!”

For the second time in her life COLUMBIA shuddered as her big Mk 48 ADCAPs
arrowed out into the ocean in search of a Russian-built submarine.

“Number one tube fired.”

“Number two tube fired.”

“Both weapons under guidance, Captain.”

0536: “First weapon one thousand yards from 2307... SWITCHING TO ACTIVE
HOMING... SHALLOW DEPTH... HIGH SPEED.”

Boomer heard the same report called for weapon two, then the warning he
expected. “Weapons masking target... still holding... no change.”

“Captain, aye.”

“First weapon contact active, sir.”

“Release first weapon on 2307.”

“Second weapon contact active, sir.”

“RELEASE!”

COLUMBIA’s two torpedoes smashed home within seconds of each other at
0537, shortly before first light on the morning of January 9. A gaping hole was
blown into each of the Chinese Kilos and a rush of icy water flooded the new hulls
and dragged them two miles to the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean. Lonely, terrible
echoes from the explosions rang back to the American submarine’s sonars for
almost a minute. The Chinese weapons operators had not been sufficiently swift of
thought to fire back.

Death came suddenly to the hundred crew members. Neither ship would ever be
seen again. The Kilos were invisible when they were hit, and would remain so for
all of time. It would take another day and a half before their masters in China
realized there might have been an accident.

For Commander Dunning there was nothing personal about it. He was ice cool
in the face of so much death, a man who had done it before and would do it again
if necessary. He was a man who recognized the needs of his country and would
execute them to the letter. If required he was perfectly prepared to die in the
attempt. The United States Navy breeds such men for such tasks.

Boomer took COLUMBIA to the surface to search for any trace of the Kilos or
their crew. He went up to the bridge for the short journey, and he waited for the
sun to rise from out of the eastern Atlantic. He could see for himself that there was
nothing but a small oil slick that gave any hint of what had transpired moments
earlier.

He could, perhaps, have thought about it more deeply. But he was not paid to
have philosophical thoughts. He was a loyal servant to the government of the
United States. He was trained to carry out the bidding of his superiors. And that
was what he had done.

Boomer accessed the satellite, sent his “mission completed” signal to SUBLANT,
and ordered COLUMBIA back into the deep and home to New London.

Two down. Five to go.



Chapter 4

A BITING NORTHWESTER WAS SWEEPING through the Gate of Supreme
Harmony in the small hours of January 12, bringing the first snow of winter to the
great rooftops of the Forbidden City, guardian for centuries of the Dragon Throne.
The broad moat of the Golden Water Stream beyond the huge gate was frozen
solid. Tiananmen Square was silent under a four-inch carpet of snow. It was
almost two o’clock in the morning. The City of Beijing slept. Nearly.

To the west of the square, a medium-size, second-floor conference room deep
inside the colossal Great Hall of the People was filled with cigarette smoke from
the endless chain-smoking of the tall, stooped figure of the Paramount Ruler of
China, on whose behalf eight armed guards patrolled the outside corridors.

Before him, at the long table, which took up most of the room, sat the most
powerful men in the country, including the General Secretary of the Communist
Party, whose great office also entitled him to chair the Military Affairs Commission,
paymasters to the People’s Liberation Army—and Navy. The Chief of General Staff,
Qiao Jiyun, was seated next to him. At the far end of the table sat the High
Command of the Chinese Navy, including Political Commissar Vice-Admiral Yang
Zhenying, and three Deputy Commanders in Chief: Vice Admirals Xue Qing, Pheng
Lu Dong, and Zhi-Heng Tan, who spoke quietly together. The Chief of the Naval
Staff, Vice-Admiral Sang Ye, had arrived in the last hour from Shanghai. The East
Sea Fleet Commander, Vice Admiral Yibo Yunsheng, had been there all day, as
had the Commander of the South Sea Fleet, Vice Admiral Zu Jicai, from Fleet
Headquarters, Zhanjiang. The mood was somber and reflective, save for one man.

Admiral Zhang Yushu, the uniformed Commander in Chief of the People’s
Liberation Army-Navy (PLAN), was seething. He could not bring himself to sit
down, and he paced up and down the thin stretch of blue carpet alongside the
mighty polished table.

He seemed to be fighting for control, enunciating his words carefully and
politely. Too politely, as if trying to teach algebra to a bloodthirsty emperor’s
demonically stupid son. “It is beyond credibility,” he was saying. “Quite beyond
any form of credibility. They have been out of communication for three days. That
is impossible. One day is suspicious. Two is unheard of. Three is trouble. That
would, gentlemen, be the case for just one, but we are dealing with two. Is anyone
suggesting that a simultaneous disaster could have been an accident?”

“Ah, Admiral Zhang,” ventured Zu Jicai. “Perhaps they collided under the
water.”

“BUT THEY WERE BOTH GOING IN THE SAME DIRECTION,” roared Zhang
contemptuously, all further attempts at control slipping from him. “ONE OF THEM
MUST HAVE SURVIVED AT LEAST LONG ENOUGH TO GET A MESSAGE AWAY.
CAN’T ANYONE SEE THAT?” And then, to the head of the table, a discreet bow.
“Forgive me, sir. I do myself no honor, nor to the exalted leaders in this room.”
And, almost in tears of rage and frustration, he finally sat down and held his head
in his hands.

No one spoke for several moments. And then Admiral Zhang looked up and said
quietly, “If we assume that there were not chronic, identical, mechanical failures



at exactly the same time, we must, | suppose, examine the case of collision. But
with two submarines going in precisely the same direction, and at precisely the
same speed, it would be a scientific impossibility to arrange for impact of such
force that both submarines were so badly damaged they sunk to the bottom of the
ocean leaving no trace whatsoever.

“l suppose the leader could have reversed course one-eighty degrees, possibly to
regain telephone contact, and then crashed into his consort. But I calculate those
chances at several million to one.

“My professional judgment is, therefore, that whatever has befallen our two
ships was most certainly not an accident. I am obliged to remind everyone of an
old saying: when you have eliminated the impossible, only the truth remains. This
was no accident.”

He waited, as if for the inevitable argument from men who have no wish to
confront a highly unpleasant truth. But there was no argument. The Admiral rose
once more to his feet and stared around the room. “My friends and colleagues,” he
said. “The question I believe we must ask is, first, who could have done this
terrible thing? The answers are very few. To hit and destroy two submarines
without being seen, you need a faster, bigger submarine with very sophisticated
weaponry and tracking ability. Almost certainly a nuclear boat, with unlimited
range, to hunt and find its targets in that huge area of water.

“That means our enemy is either Russia, France, Great Britain, or the United
States. Because no other nation has that capacity. I dismiss Great Britain and
France as having insufficient motive. I consider most seriously the case of Russia,
who we know is under pressure from the United States not to provide us with the
Kilo Class submarines. But I am drawn to the conclusion that we are such close
business partners in Naval matters that Russia simply would not have wanted to
perpetrate such an outrage. Especially with several of her own very best
submarine officers on board.

“No, gentlemen, of the possibilities before us, I find, with much regret, that
action by the Americans is by far the most likely. AND I AM SAYING WE HAVE
GOT TO DO SOMETHING ABOUT IT.”

The Paramount Ruler looked up, drew deeply on his cigarette, smiled, and said,
“Thank you, Zhang. You are as my own son, and I admire your unflinching loyalty
and your great care in this matter. But I wonder if perhaps my great friend Yibo
Yunsheng from the Eastern Fleet would honor an old man, whose fighting days
are over, and explain to me the mystery of vanishing submarines, and why such
events apparently have no bearing on vanishing anything else?”

Admiral Yibo, a former commanding officer of China’s eight-thousand-ton
strategic missile nuclear submarine XIA, the old Type-092, rose to his feet and
bowed formally. “You do me honor, sir,” he said. “And I may not be able to add to
your great wisdom, but the problem with submarines always arises from the
simple fact that you cannot communicate easily with them when they are
underwater. You cannot see them and you cannot talk to them.

“Therefore everyone is entirely dependent upon their communicating, and in
this case they were in touch with us through the Russian Northern Fleet Comms
Center, which set up a satellite link back to our Southern Fleet Command Center.



The arrangement was that they would access the satellite every forty-eight hours,
when they came up to periscope depth to recharge their batteries.

“Let us assume the most likely scenario. They came to periscope depth at 0405
and passed us their message, time, position, speed, and course. The Americans
were waiting and sunk both Kilos by simultaneously using two controlled
torpedoes a half hour later, when the submarines were both still running their
diesel engines and could be tracked.

“The following night, we naturally receive no communication. And if the Kilos
had been running at, say, eight knots, we must assume they are now perhaps a
hundred and eighty miles southwest of their last known position and are having a
radio mast problem, or experiencing some other trouble. The following day we are
plotting them three hundred and sixty miles beyond the point where they were hit,
but we do not know their precise course. This means there is now an area of some
sixty-five thousand square miles in which they could be.

“But the ocean is two miles deep. And now another day has passed and our
search area is even bigger, and even if someone were to tell us exactly where the
boats were, what could we do? Send down a diver. Of course not. And for what?
Everyone is dead. The submarine is not only wrecked, it’s beyond the grasp of our
Navy. Not even the mighty USA could do that much about it.

“Sir, it is my most depressing duty to tell you there is nothing we can do about a
lost submarine that far from home. Which is why we may not wish to admit losing
one. We are dealing here, sir, with the most brutal, underhanded form of warfare.
No one admits what they did. No one admits what has happened to them. In
submarines that has always been the way. You will know, sir, in your great
learning, that we cannot ever announce that our two new Kilo Class boats were hit
and destroyed by the imperial forces of the United States.”

“Thank you, Admiral Yibo. I am indebted to you for your wise counsel.
Comrades, the hour grows late, and I am tired and must retire for the night. I
think we should have a talk with the Russians tomorrow. Perhaps they may know
more. Let me leave that to you, and perhaps we should reconvene here later in the
morning, say at 1100, and decide what, if anything, we ought to do.”

He rose wearily to his feet and was escorted out into the corridor by two
secretaries. The Political Commissar followed them out, as did the Party General
Secretary and the Chief of Staff. The Naval officers made no move to leave. Admiral
Zhang picked up the telephone and called the Southern Fleet Headquarters,
hoping that something had been heard from the missing submarines. The answer
was as it had been for three days now. Nothing.

At the age of fifty-six, Admiral Zhang Yushu was probably the best Navy
Commander in Chief China had ever had. He was a big man, six feet tall, with a
swarthy, rounded face that looked somewhat Western. He wore his thick dark hair
longer than is customary in the Chinese political and military establishment, and
glared at the world from behind heavy, horn-rimmed glasses. He was the son of a
freighter captain from the great southeastern seaport of Xiamen, and had been
born on the ship, during times of terrible poverty just after World War II. At the
age of twelve, he could have stripped the ship’s engine and put it back together.
He knew how to navigate the South China Sea, and at fifteen had been capable of



commanding any one of the medium-size freighters that plied the busy coastline to
the west of the Formosa Strait.

He won a place at Xiamen University and gained the best possible marine
engineering degree. He took two additional courses in the study of nuclear
physics, and at twenty-two joined the Navy, where his rise to prominence was
swift and sure. At the age of thirty-nine he was commanding officer of the new
Shanghai-built Luda Class guided-missile destroyer Nanjing. At forty-four, he was
appointed Commander of the East Sea Fleet, and four years later became Chief of
the Naval Staff. The Great Reformer, the late Deng Xiaoping, who at that time was
still holding on to his last active chairmanship, that of the Military Affairs
Commission, promoted him to Commander in Chief of the People’s Liberation
Army-Navy, because he believed that Admiral Zhang was the man to mastermind
the modernization of the Chinese Navy.

Deng made the appointment because of one conversation he had with the young
Admiral, who told him, “When I was a very little boy, my father was the best
freighter captain in Xiamen. He worked harder than anyone, and he was cleverer
than anyone, but our ship was old and it continually went wrong. My father was
probably the only man on the whole waterfront who could have kept it going, but
the struggle was impossible because we were poor, and people with better, faster,
and more reliable freighters took the best of the trade, especially in transporting
fruit and vegetables. In maritime matters, sir, there is no substitute for the best
equipment. I would rather have ten top-class modern submarines than a hundred
out-of-date ones. Give me ten brand-new guided missile destroyers, fifty modern
frigates, and a new aircraft carrier, and I'll keep this country safe from attack from
the sea for half a century.”

Deng loved it. Here was a modern man who could see beyond the horizon. He
knew the elderly High Command of the People’s Liberation Army would not like
what they heard, since most of them still believed that huge numbers of half-
trained men—2.2 million soldiers—and a vast, near-obsolete fleet of aging
warships was preferable. Deng, however, knew instinctively that Admiral Zhang
was his man.

The decision to equip the Chinese Navy with the ten Russian-built Kilos had in
the end been Zhang’s, and it was he who urged the Navy paymasters to buy the
sixty-seven-thousand-ton aircraft carrier ADMIRAL GUDENKO, still unfinished in
the Ukraine yard of Nikolayev. And now his plans were in ruins, his strategies for
the twenty-first century in chaos, and he faced the reproving stares of the elderly
Vice Admirals Pheng Lu Dong, seventy-one, and Zhi-Heng Tan, sixty-eight, with a
mixture of anger and inhibition.

In his soul, he knew that he was being blamed for all of this. The older
generation believed that China had no further need to expand its borders, save for
some future opportunity to bring Taiwan back into the fold. They had all the
territory they would ever need, and they basically had no natural enemy since the
demise of the Soviet empire. The worst that could ever happen would be border
skirmishes of little significance in the north. Now the purchase of three billion
dollars’ worth of submarines from Moscow was sucking them into a war with the
United States of America. At least that’s how it looked to Pheng Lu Dong and Zhi-
Heng Tan.



Admiral Zhang, his friend the Chief of Naval Staff, Vice Admiral Sang Ye, and
the South Sea Fleet Commander, Vice Admiral Zu Jicai, viewed the matter
differently. All three felt that this was a terrible affront to the honor of China and a
momentous loss of face in front of the world community. China had the largest
Army in the world and the third largest Navy, in numbers if not in capability, and
all three believed they should carry out some ferocious retribution against the
United States.

Admiral Sang Ye was prepared to finance and organize a terrorist attack on the
American mainland. Something similar to the Oklahoma bombing. “There are 1.6
million Chinese people living in the United States,” he said. “I am sure we could
arrange for twenty of them to carry out a bombing in New York or Washington.
When it is done we can send a one word message: KILOS. Our honor would be
saved.”

None of the three suggested taking a shot at a US Navy warship. But Admiral
Zhang said, as he had so many times before, “We must get the rest of the Kilos.
Only by doing so can we ever hope to dominate the Taiwan Strait. Those
submarines could allow us to carry out a Naval blockade of Taiwan. I am just
afraid our political masters will not have the will for this, and that the entire order
will be canceled. We will be forever powerless. It is the Kilo submarine which really
bothers the USA, and they know we can send their big aircraft carriers away for
good, if we can just get ten Kilos in service.”

“We do have three in our possession right now,” said Admiral Pheng. “Would it
not be possible for us to build the rest ourselves, perhaps under license from
Russia? It happens quite often in the West.”

“It happens, Admiral,” replied Zhang. “But it does not often work. Submarines
are capricious creatures unless they are perfectly constructed. They have millions
of working parts. If one of them is not correctly fitted the whole is flawed and you
end up with a boat that is not right and will never be right. Almost every Third
World nation that has made submarines under license has had trouble from them.
The Middle East is a scrap yard of ambitious nations that thought they could run
a submarine force, but never got to sea, never mind underwater. I am afraid that
to own and run efficient inshore submarines, you have to get them from Great
Britain, Russia, France, Holland, Sweden, or Germany. The USA does not make
them anymore.”

“Then perhaps we should not bother with them and build destroyers and
frigates instead,” ventured Admiral Pheng. “They are very much less expensive and
can be very effective.”

“Admiral, you have been a friend to me for all of my time in the Navy, and I am
honored to have been taught by you,” replied Zhang. “But I have made a study for
years of the American capability, and you must believe me when I tell you that if
the United States Navy turned a couple of Carrier Battle Groups loose on us in the
South China Sea, they could annihilate our entire southern Navy in less than a
day. The only way to combat them would be to hit and destroy their carrier, and
the only way to do that is with a submarine capable of deploying a torpedo
containing a nuclear warhead. All other subjects are irrelevant.”

His voice softened a little when he added, “In the end, we are talking about
Taiwan and repossession of the island. Just by having a Kilo fleet, we are deterring



anyone, including America, from interfering. In the end you will find we are merely
upping the ante. If we can get those Kilos, there will be no war. Because no one
else will like their chances.”

“l must bow, then, to the great wisdom of the Navy’s young master,” said
Admiral Pheng, smiling. “As ever you have my loyal support.”

Admiral Zhang also smiled. But he found it difficult. He rose to his feet and
announced that he was retiring for the night. “Walk with me, Jicai,” he said to the
South Sea Fleet Commander. “I'm staying in Naval quarters tonight, and we’ll take
my car. We need to be back here in six hours, and in my view the entire future of
the Navy is in the balance.”

Five Navy staff cars awaited them at the side entrance in Chang’an Avenue. It
was 0400, and the snow had stopped, but the ground was covered and the
temperature was twelve degrees below freezing. The wind was raw. Admire Zhang
and Vice Admiral Zu boarded the first Mercedes-Benz limousine. The others bowed
as they left. And the wide tires of the German-built automobile made a soft,
creaking sound on the fresh snow as they drove slowly away from the white
expanse of Tiananmen Square.

* * * * *

At 1100 the following morning, the Paramount Ruler, smoking fiercely, walked
unsteadily into the conference room on the second floor of the Great Hall of the
People. Parliament had been suspended for the day while he and the General
Secretary of the Party attended the meeting with their senior military command.
No other members of the ruling Politburo were aware of what had happened. And
they never would. Each man in the private conference room had been sworn to
absolute secrecy.

They now deferred to the Paramount Ruler, who wished them all good morning.
He then asked for the recommendation of his Commander in Chief, Admiral Zhang
Yushu, who rose to his feet and confirmed that he would be honored to report.

“l do not think there should be anyone in doubt that our submarines were hit
and destroyed by the United States Navy,” Zhang began. “There is no point
speaking to them about this because they will simply deny all knowledge of it, and
act as if they are shocked that such an outrage should have occurred.

“l have been in personal contact with the Russians this morning, who have
arrived at the same conclusion. Apparently they were given an ultimatum by the
United States less than a month ago to suspend delivery of our order for the Kilos.
They did not, however, think that even as barbarous and self-interested a country
as the USA would dare to pull off something like this. Nonetheless, we now know
differently.

“The Russians are as upset and angry as we are, and later today we will be
working out an escort plan to ensure the safe arrival of the remaining five Kilos...”

“If,” interrupted Vice Admiral Yang Zhenying, the Political Commissar of the
Navy, “we decide to proceed with the remainder of the order. I believe we did have
to pay for the two missing Kilos before they were allowed to clear the Murman
coast.”

“Yes, that is partially so,” said Admiral Zhang. “I am afraid no one receives
credit in Russia. Not even us.”



“Well, we may think that six hundred million dollars is a very high price to pay
for nothing, though it is not as bad as one and a half billion would be if you lost
the other five,” replied Admiral Yang.

“With respect, Admiral,” replied Zhang. “We had paid only six hundred million.
And it is hard for me to assume responsibility for an unwarranted, unprecedented
act of war by the United States of America.”

“Then you have much still to learn, Admiral. In military matters, as in the
boxing ring, the rule is: defend yourself at all times. Those who have forgotten this
have had the error of their ways thrust upon them. I am very much afraid that as
the Commander in Chief of the People’s Liberation Army-Navy you are entirely
responsible for the safe passage of all Chinese warships, and with the greatest
respect for your high authority, I am obliged to mention that you did a singularly
unpleasing job in protecting our substantial investment in the Russian-built
submarines.”

Admiral Zhang remained calm. “What would you recommend I should have
done?” he asked coldly.

“l am afraid that I cannot be expected to solve your problems as well as my
own,” replied Admiral Yang. “I would, however, prefer to have a man on the job
who was big enough for it, and who might have shown foresight in the light of
known hostility from the USA.”

“It would do me no honor to remind you that you were never once considered
sufficiently competent to command even a regional fleet,” rasped Zhang. “You were
a fourth-rate Captain of an aging frigate that would have fallen in half if you had
ever fired one of its guns. And you consider you have a right to sit in judgment on
me... you are a political commissar because you married well and had already
failed abjectly as a commanding officer—”

The Paramount Ruler banged his frail fist softly on the table. “Gentlemen, this is
unseemly, and unproductive. Admiral Yang, you are now a member of a greatly
revered Naval family. I forbid you to cast doubts on the ability of my Commander
in Chief. It does you no honor and is of no value to this meeting. I am looking to
the future, and if you cannot be constructive perhaps you should not be here. I
admire you and would like you to think more deeply before you speak. Please
continue, Zhang.”

“Of course, sir. I think we should concentrate on two areas—whether we
consider taking retribution against the USA, which I am in favor of doing, and how
to ensure the safe delivery of the final five Kilos—”

“Yes, yes I do understand the anxiety of the Navy in this matter, but you know,
Zhang, there is a broader picture here and we should not ignore it. Let me just say
that we have already agreed we are a satisfied state and do not really have any
territorial claims. We enjoy a permanent seat at the United Nations, and a veto on
the Security Council. We also enjoy Most Favored Nation status with the United
States—permanently.

“Let me remind you of the words of Deng Xiaoping. He said we should hide our
capacities, bide our time, remain free of ambitions, and never claim leadership. He
meant, Zhang, that we should avoid adventures. And I am drawn to the
conclusion that this is an adventure, but I would like to hear you say more.”



“Sir,” said Zhang, “I am wondering if I should just clarify for myself, and with
the wisdom of your guidance... was it not decreed in all of our greatest Councils
for the past forty years that we must work carefully toward the reintroduction of
Taiwan to the mainland government? And have we not stated endlessly that we
would like to remove the formal American influence in the area, just as we
removed the British from Hong Kong?”

“Yes, Zhang, you are correct in those assumptions.”

“Then, with respect, if I may speak as a military man, I would like to put
forward the idea that unless we can frighten the American carriers out of our
waters we can never achieve those aims. As we now know more clearly today than
we did last month, the United States is utterly ruthless in the pursuit of her own
aims. She wishes to dominate the sea trade routes, which surround our eastern
seaward border, and with every passing year she drives a bigger and bigger wedge
between us and Taiwan.

“And when we show any sign of Naval power in our own Taiwan Strait, a giant
American aircraft carrier appears, which could take our Eastern Provinces off the
map if it felt so inclined. And who could do anything about it? No one. We have
one chance, sir—the Kilos, and I implore you, in your unfathomable wisdom, to
permit the program to go forward with the additional security Admiral Yang would
like me to organize. And in which he is, of course, entirely unqualified to play a
part.”

The Paramount Ruler smiled and shook his head. “You are not a good man with
whom to pick a fight, Zhang,” he said. “But I am indebted to you for your clarity of
vision. There is one further thought I would like to offer. You know of course that
we did sign the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in 1991. I do not want to provoke
the West into believing that the acquisition of the Russian Kilos is merely to
provide us with a vehicle to deliver an underwater nuclear warhead.

“Zhang, we are not at war with anyone, and I do not want that situation to
change. I want this nation of ours to join the world, to be a part of the great
interchanges and relationships that go with world trade. There is nothing for
China in a major military disagreement with the United States. Might we not be
better off to forget the whole thing and let the USA prowl around in the Taiwan
Strait for as long as they wish? They are, Zhang, our biggest customer, and we are
growing rich on the proceeds. The distant joy of reuniting Taiwan with Beijing is a
very long-range hope, and I wonder if it would be worth it.”

Admiral Zhang smiled. “I am always awed by your discernment and learning,
sir. And as usual your erudition is beyond reproach. But might I ask you for a few
moments to consider the question of Taiwan from another angle. As that Chinese
island grows ever closer to America, we must face the fact that it is just a matter of
time before she acquires her own nuclear deterrent. Every country in this world
that has grown rich enough, and felt threatened enough, has always tried to have
an independent nuclear capacity.”

The Paramount Ruler spoke again. “You know, Zhang,” he said, “we should not
perhaps forget that Taiwan is not a country alone. It remains a part of China. It
was not so long ago they stopped threatening to retake the mainland.”

“No, sir. I am very aware of the situation. But I would also remind everyone that
it was not so long ago that the United States sent in warships from the Seventh



Fleet when they thought the forces of Communist China might attempt to retake
Taiwan. The lines of self-interest are finely drawn.”

“They are, Zhang, they are,” replied the old man. “And we should attend to the
unmistakable truth that all of our efforts to prevent major arms sales to Taiwan
have in the end come to nothing. The island grows ever richer and will soon wish
to own a nuclear deterrent.”

“Taiwan in my view,” said Zhang, “has already reached that stage, and I am
certain has given the matter serious consideration. The only way we can
discourage having a rich, possibly hostile, nuclear power right in our own
backyard is to return them to our own fold. They will not come voluntarily. And we
can only achieve that by ensuring that the big American Carrier Battle Groups
cannot roam at will through our trading waters, two hundred miles out from the
mainland, encompassing the whole of Taiwan.

“The Kilos from Russia will give us that capacity, and subsequently that
freedom. But time is not on our side. The Taiwanese, as we all know, are very
clever. I regard them as a time bomb that we cannot defuse, not for as long as they
remain under close American protection.”

The Paramount Ruler nodded. “You are saying, Zhang, that in your judgment,
we are not dealing with a problem that places us in an unwanted aggressive mode.
You are saying that in the end, the Kilos represent the heart of a possible Chinese
defense policy?”

“That is precisely what I am saying, sir. This is a turbulent world, and for a
country of our size and potential wealth, we must have a capability to keep our
own seas free from enemy warships. And our Navy cannot do that at present.”

The second of the elderly Deputy Commander in Chiefs, Vice Admiral Zhi-Heng
Tan, now spoke for the first time. He was respectful but in disagreement. “I
understand your desire to own the Kilos, Admiral Zhang,” he said. “And I also
understand a certain youthful desire to exact a revenge on the USA. But there is a
saying among Western lawyers that has a significance here: never go to the law for
revenge... only for money.

“I believe it should also be applied to acts of war... never attack anything or
anyone for revenge. Only for money... there is no money in such a move against
the USA for us. I see only heartache, problems, and possibly bloodshed, and
damage to our trade. The United States wears a large and friendly smile, but she
has very sharp, white teeth. The men of the Pentagon are as vicious as Genghis
Khan. They are ten times as strong as we are, and are likely to remain so for
another half century. If we try anything against them, they will strike back at us.
There will be loss of life, and perhaps even worse, the most horrible loss of face.

“ am as much of a patriot as you are, Admiral Zhang, and [ offer my
wholehearted support for whatever this Council decides. But I would like to
implore all of you not to sanction some kind of direct action against the USA.
Because that’s a fight we are destined to lose, to no sensible purpose.”

“l understand your concerns, Admiral,” replied Zhang. “And I hear great wisdom
in your words as I hear that same wisdom in the words of our Paramount Ruler.
But I would like to request, with all humility, that we continue to build our fleet of
Kilos. That way leads to security and to our mastery of the South China Sea, and
the waters that surround Taiwan.”



“That is, unless the US Navy decides to eliminate the entire Kilo fleet before we
start,” interjected Admiral Pheng.

“May I remind you, sir, they have to find them first, and that will not be easy.”

“It was apparently easy four days ago—they got them two at a time,” snapped
Admiral Yang.

“l accept your rebuke, Admiral,” replied Zhang. “And you have my word, such a
thing will never happen again.”

“l remain unsure about your word, Admiral,” said Yang.

“For the moment I am unsure about your motives,” growled Zhang. “But I do
know you speak not in the interests of China...” At this point the crisp veneer of
the Fleet Admiral slipped away temporarily. And the haughty, supercilious Admiral
Yang found himself face-to-face with a man who had been brought up on the
rough waterfront of Xiamen—a hard, seasoned street fighter whose brain had
carried him far, but who remained afraid of no one. Zhang snarled across the
political table. “YANG... YOU ARE EITHER A FOOL OR A COWARD.”

Like a panther, the old man who ruled China was on his feet, tipping his chair
over backward. “STOP,” he said. But his anger was directed at the Commissar. “I
warned you, Admiral Yang, that I would not permit you to cast doubts on the
abilities and integrity of my Commander in Chief. You have chosen to ignore me,
and that is unwise, because I happen to believe in what he is saying. Your insults
to him are thus insults to me and to the great and exalted Navy Commanders in
this room who also agree with him, and who have illustrious careers behind them,
perhaps even greater than your own.

“It is my judgment that we do not require a political commissar in this room
who challenges the sincerely held views of our High Command. We already have
here the General Secretary of the Party, and the matter is in any event military.
We are dealing with a possible strike against a proven enemy, and the buildup of
our submarine fleet. I would be honored if you would leave us.”

Admiral Yang, a slight man of perhaps fifty years, stood up without another
word, bowed to the head of the table, and left in silence. He left with an arrogant
expression on his clean-shaven face, another mistake for an officer whose career
was drawing to its inevitable close. The Paramount Ruler was wunused to
disobedience. In another age he would have been an emperor.

Admiral Zhang stood while the Ruler was seated again. He then offered his most
humble apologies for any part he may have played in the great man’s displeasure.
But the Ruler merely looked up and said gravely, “You, my son, have elected to
shoulder these terrible burdens yourself. You are treating China’s woes as if they
were yours alone. I see in you much of myself when I was a younger man. How can
I be displeased with a loyal and distinguished officer, who I know will torture
himself unto the grave over the loss of those submarines? The difference between
you and most people, Zhang Yushu, is that I would gladly trust you with my own
life.”

Several of the men seated around the table nodded in assent. “I can only thank
you for your kindness, sir,” Admiral Zhang replied, “and hope that you always
understand that [ have no motives of a personal nature, only those that I judge to
be correct for our nation.”



The Paramount Ruler asked for some tea to be served and then he made his
judgment. “There will be no strike against the USA. We will act as if nothing has
befallen us. I entrust Admiral Zhang to do everything in his power to ensure the
safe delivery of the last five Kilos. My thoughts will be with him, and all of his
Commanders.”

They sipped their tea as the meeting broke up, and again it was the South Sea
Fleet Commander Admiral Zu Jicai who walked with Admiral Zhang along the
endless corridors of the Great Hall of the People, which is probably the biggest
center-city government building on earth, comprising 562,000 square feet.

“Well done, sir,” said Zu. “I thought he was going to cancel the last five.”

“You did? What do you think I thought? I thought I might have to remind him of
the words of Mao Zedong: ‘Real power comes from the barrel of a gun.”

“If he was still alive, he’d have to admit that in the twenty-first century, real
power lies with the Navy, and its capacity to own and operate the most modern
warships.”

“You're right, Jicai. And I'll tell you something else. Nothing, absolutely nothing,
would give me greater pleasure than to sink one of those American aircraft
carriers. And then say in amazement, “Us? Don’t be ridiculous. You are our
friends. We would not dream of doing such a thing. How could you think that of
us?”

“Sometimes, Zhang, I have thought your hatred of the American military was
unreasonable. But I no longer think that. I only think, ‘Who do they think they
are?”

“That’s the trouble, Jicai. They know who they are. The world’s policemen, and
they’re too big, too tough, and too damned clever to be challenged. But if we get
our hands on enough of those Kilos to have a permanent force in the South China
Sea, I'll challenge them. I'll wait it out, and I'll sink one of their carriers. I live for
the day when I sink one of them.”

“Tread carefully though, my honored friend Yushu. And remember the Gulf War
in 1990. Our finest weapons helped to arm the Iraqis, and the Americans made
them look like children in a grown-up world. They are very, very dangerous.”

“So am I, Jicai.”

The two men walked out into the snow, which was now scuffed and packed
down by a million feet and just as many skidding bicycles. The Forbidden City
towered in the background, and the northwest wind still blew raw across
Tiananmen Square. It was no warmer and more snow was forecast. Both men
pulled their Navy greatcoats around them, and the black staff car drew up
alongside in slushy splendor.

“I'll ride out to the airport with you,” said Admiral Zhang. “We’ll talk more about
the deployment of the next submarines, and the escort plan we must make with
the Russians. And I'll try not to allow my anger to rise whenever I think of the US
Navy. But if I could have one wish, it would be to blow up the Pentagon and
everyone in it. I simply cannot accept that they wiped out two brand-new
submarines and a hundred crew, without warning and without reasonable motive.
And that no one is ever going to know.”

“We know, Yushu,” said Admiral Zu. “And perhaps that will be enough for our
purposes.”



The snow began to fall again as the People’s Liberation Army staff car turned
northeast along Jichang Lu on the thirteen-mile journey to Beijing airport. The
time was 1300.

* * * * *

On the other side of the world, ten thousand miles away, it was nine o’clock on
the previous evening, and the weather was not much better on the cattle-rearing
prairies of central Kansas.

Great herds roamed through the snow, and cowboys fought their way through
blizzards, getting feed to the more remote areas. It had been a long day, and
everyone was tired at the big ranch that lies between the Pawnee River and
Buckner Creek in Hodgeman County.

Beyond the wide wrought-iron gates, which bore the distinctive B/B brand of
the immense Baldridge ranch, the lights still burned in the main house. Only one
man was still awake, the new president of the family business, forty-year-old Bill
Baldridge, a former United States Navy Lieutenant Commander.

He sat alone in front of a log fire, considering whether to buy another half mile
of land along the southern bank of the Pawnee. It was expensive, but the river
gave it added value, and Bill was thinking of expanding one of the Hereford herds
in the summer. He was staring at the prospectus, mentally working out what he
could reasonably afford to pay for the six hundred acres scheduled to auction the
following week, when the phone rang in the far corner of the room.

He walked over and answered, “Baldridge.”

“Bill? Hi, this is Boomer Dunning.”

“Boomer! Old buddy. How ya been?”

“Pretty good. Busy, nothing too serious. How ’bout yourself? Enjoying
retirement?”

“Yeah, right,” said Bill. “Never worked so hard in my life. The weather’s been hell
out here for three weeks—snow, wind, and ice. Me and my brother have been out
all day every day. My manager’s got the goddamned flu, my good horse, Freddie, is
lame, and it’s a goddamned miracle I haven’t got frostbite. If this is retirement,
lead me to a nuclear boat.”

Boomer laughed. “Then my call is fortuitous. Because I am on this line to take
you away from all that.”

“Christ, you’re not offering me a job are you?”

“Hell no. Better than that. I'm offering a vacation.”

“What kind of a vacation?” Bill asked skeptically.

“A bit unusual. But it might be fun. A friend of my Dad’s, some Australian
banker, has asked me to deliver a boat for him. I've only seen pictures, but she’s
brand-new, a sixty-seven-foot sloop, Bermuda rigged, teak decks, power winches,
big Perkins Sabre engine, the whole shebang. Looks very comfortable. All teak
interior. Carries two foresails, and I guess she’ll go like the bejesus. She’s called
YONDER.”

“Yeah? Where is she?”

“Right now she’s lying in Port Elizabeth, South Africa. The banker sailed her
down there himself from the Hamble in England, where she was built. Took him



six weeks, with four guests, three serious crew, and a cook. I got a letter from him,
says she handled the Bay of Biscay no trouble, in bad weather.”

“Where we gonna take her?”

“Hobart, Tasmania. Southeast corner of Australia. This guy’s building a hotel
there, right on Storm Bay. That’s the huge yachting area out in front of the town.”

“Christ, Boomer. That’s a hell of a way from Port Elizabeth, isn’t it? It’s gotta be
ten thousand miles.”

“No, less than six. He says five thousand seven hundred and ninety-three. We’ll
take the Great Circle route, but we’ll stay away from the Antarctic. And right from
the start we’ll be in the prevailing westerlies, dead astern almost all the way. The
guy says she can make twenty knots on a run. It’s her best point of sailing, if you
don’t lose your nerve.

“Anyway, we’ve no need to push it, and we won’t have the crew to race the boat
all the way. You’d need a dozen pros for that. But we should average a good nine
knots for a couple of weeks. That'd leave us two weeks to cover the last three
thousand miles. We’d only need to average nine knots to make the journey in
twenty-eight days. He says it gets done regularly in lesser boats in twenty-six
days.”

“Roaring Forties, right?”

“Yup. Hobart stands on longitude 42.53S. And of course it’s midsummer down
there.”

“Hell, you make it sound very attractive. When you thinking of going?”

“February. I got a month’s sabbatical while COLUMBIA goes in for maintenance.
I'm aiming to clear Port Elizabeth on February first. I gotta be back in New London
March fourth. Jo’s coming with me. Her mom’s coming down from New Hampshire
to look after the girls while we’re away. How about it, Bill?”

Former Lieutenant Commander Baldridge, still holding the land prospectus,
demurred. Three thousand bucks an acre was a lot of cash for grazing land.
“What’s it going to cost us?”

“Nothing. The boat’s completely equipped with all food and drink. She’s fueled
up. The crew are paid for, three of ’em, plus the cook. Aside from their quarters,
there are three big double berths, two bathrooms. It looks really great.”

“Yeah, but we gotta get there by air. And back.”

“You ready for the good news?”

“Hit me.”

“Still nothing. The guy’s flying us out to Port Elizabeth from wherever we are in
the States, and home from Tasmania via Melbourne. He’s flying us up there in his
own plane. It’s only about four hundred miles.”

“Jeez, this is getting better by the minute.”

“l told him this was a very serious journey. And that I would be happy to
skipper the boat. But I would not do it unless I had another American sailor with
me who I knew was a good navigator. I told him that would probably cost him four
round-trip air fares. He never blinked. Said that since he was trying to get a seven-
hundred-and-fifty-thousand-dollar yacht safely across the world, he was not much
bothered by five thousand bucks’ worth of air fares.”

“Sounds a bit too much fun, and a bit too good for me to pass up,” said Bill. “I
have to bring Laura with me.”



“Good. Jo’s coming, too. It’s gonna be great. Who’s Laura?”

“Laura is the lady I am marrying when her divorce comes through in May.”

“Not the one you told me you were going to marry a year and a half ago—the one
you’d only met twice for a total of about an hour and a half.”

Bill chuckled. “You got it.”

“The Scottish Admiral’s daughter, right?”

“That’s it.”

“Jesus. You’re a man of your word. Where is she now?”

“Asleep.”

“Yeah, where?”

“Right here. The yellow bedroom, on the right, down at the far end of the top
landing, view down to the creek. Need more detail?”

“Yeah. Where’s your room.”

“Not that far to the south. Next door actually. As far away from my mother’s
room as I can manage. She won’t move out till we’re married.”

Boomer yelled with laughter. “Now I know why you’re coming south. Free at
last, you rascal.”

The two men chatted on for another ten minutes about the Navy and mutual
friends, and agreed to travel from New York to Johannesburg on January 29,
arriving in South Africa on the morning of January 30. That would give them a
couple of days to get the yacht sharpened up for the voyage.

News of their impending arrival was faxed from New London to Tasmania the
moment Boomer put down the phone. Another fax was sent from Hobart to Port
Elizabeth, which had the effect of making the English crew instantly nervous.

The first mate, Roger Mills, read the news glumly. “One of ’em is supposed to be
a nuclear submarine Commanding Officer, the other’s a millionaire rancher from
Kansas who was a submarine weapons expert for about fifteen years. Both
outstanding sailors. Shouldn’t think either of them will stand for a lot of bullshit.”

The following morning in Kansas was clear, bright, and cold. Bill was out at
0700 and back for breakfast at 0830. His mother was out, and the slim, beautiful
Laura Anderson was pouring coffee as he kicked the snow off his boots, took off
his sheepskin coat, and headed for the great log fire that burned in the entrance
hall throughout the winter.

Bill stood six feet two inches tall. As a teenager he had honed his body while
wielding a sledgehammer mending fence posts for his father. He had never lost
that hard edge even in the Navy, where he served for months on end in
submarines. Out here in Kansas, back on the historic family ranch, riding horses
all day, he still had the build of a Navy wide receiver, which he could have been
had he been prepared to take football seriously. He actually looked like a slender
Robert Mitchum. He had unnaturally broad shoulders, and in uniform he had
looked like a god, with his piercing bright blue eyes. The fact that he had never
lost the rolling gait of the cowboy had caused certain girls almost to faint with
admiration as he strode over the horizon.

Laura had not reacted precisely like that when they first met, but anyway, right
now she brought him a mug of coffee as he stood by the fire, thawing out. He took
it “black with buckshot,” which was a throwback to his Navy days working in Fort



Meade with Admiral Arnold Morgan, who thus referred to the tiny saccharine pills
he fired into the brew from a blue container.

Laura kissed him lightly on the cheek and told him, as she told him every
morning, that she loved him beyond redemption. And that she regretted nothing.

Bill smiled and put his arm around her. “You’ve been very brave,” he said. “And
it’ll all work out in the end... I have a surprise for you.”

Laura’s green eyes widened. “You have?”

“l have. We’re going on a vacation. At the end of this month. We’ll be gone for
four and a half weeks. And you’ll probably die when I tell you what we’re doing.”

“I will?”

“We’re going to South Africa, and then we’re going to sail a big sixty-seven-foot
sloop to the southeastern tip of Australia. We’re going with an old friend of mine, a
Navy commander, Boomer Dunning and his wife. It’s a brand-new boat, beautiful
interiors, big engine, and a crew of three, plus a cook.”

“Well, it sounds wonderful, my darling. But are you sure I'm ready for the
Southern Ocean? That’s the Roaring Forties, isn’t it? Dad says it can be the most
fearsome place in the world.”

“It can. But it’s not really so bad in the high summer. Which February is down
there. All it really means is that we sail almost the whole way with a stiff, gusting
westerly astern, which should get us there real quick. Two of the crew are very
experienced hands, and Boomer is a world-class ocean racing skipper. I sailed
with him last August in Newport while you were in Scotland, remember?”

“Oh, I do. He’s the nuclear submarine CO, isn’t he? Weren’t you both in that
short Maxi race, round Block Island, in the big Greek boat?”

“Whaddya mean, in it? We won it,” chuckled Bill.

He kissed her on the cheek and noticed the tiredness in her face—the kind of
tiredness that comes when a person is taking an endless mental beating, as Laura
now was. As they had both known she would when first they had embarked on
their long adventure together. The divorce had been a nightmare, but the custody
battle had been much worse. Bill did not know how much more Laura could take
of it, and whether she might, in the end, leave him and return to Scotland.

Boomer’s forthcoming voyage had come as some kind of a godsend to Bill
Baldridge. It provided an opportunity to take Laura right away from the endless
lawyers’ letters, the government forms, and the court proceedings half a world
away. Each one of the cold, emotionless documents seemed to confirm in her mind
that in the eyes of the law she had abandoned her two daughters and was an unfit
person to raise children. Both she and Bill knew the assertion to be spurious
lawyers’ rubbish. But it made no difference. In the Scottish legal system, and in
the media, no one else agreed with them, and the wheels of justice ground ever
onward. The letter that had arrived only this week suggested there was no chance
she would be permitted to see the girls before July at the earliest.

They had entered this relationship with their eyes open. After only three
meetings with her American Naval officer, Laura had left her children at home with
their nanny and their father and flown to New York to meet Bill. He was, she
knew, the only man she had ever truly loved, and the only man she ever would
love. They had stayed at the Pierre Hotel on Fifth Avenue opposite Central Park,
gone to bed together before dinner and stayed there for the night. In the morning



Bill Baldridge had told her flatly he was going to marry her. She did not know it,
but that was the only time in a somewhat rakish bachelor life he had ever uttered
those particular words to anyone.

Bill then took her to the opera on successive nights, before flying her out to
Kansas to meet his family. Bill’'s mother, Emily, and she instantly became soul
mates, and after one week Laura flew back to Edinburgh and told her husband,
Douglas Anderson, a landowner and banker, that she wanted a divorce and that
nothing would change her mind. Douglas Anderson was stunned. His parents, the
inordinately wealthy border farmers Sir Hamish and Lady Barbara Anderson—he a
senior magistrate, she a power on the main board of the Edinburgh Festival—were
equally shocked. As for Laura’s parents, Admiral Sir Iain and Lady MacLean could
scarcely believe it, though they had received some warning when Laura had made
the journey to Kansas.

The problem was going to be the children. Except that the problem had turned
out to be a bit bigger than Laura expected. The custody fight had turned into a
public battleground. Douglas Anderson, the deputy chairman of the Scottish
National Bank, had consulted the Edinburgh law firm of MacPherson, Roberts and
Gould, who had made one thing very clear. If his two daughters, Flora, four, and
Mary, six, were not to be whisked off to the American Midwest and never seen
again, Anderson had but one course of action.

He must file for divorce immediately, citing his wife’s adultery with this Naval
officer from the United States. They must then make every effort to paint Laura as
a totally unstable woman, prone to affairs and utterly unsuited to raise her two
children.

No one really believed any of this, but that is what the divorce papers claimed.
The tabloid press got hold of the story when it appeared on the court lists and
gleefully charged ahead under the headline: “ADMIRAL MACLEAN’S DAUGHTER
ELOPES WITH KANSAS COWBOY: Edinburgh Bank Director Stunned by Wife’s
Treachery.”

From then on the situation worsened. MacPherson, Roberts and Gould moved to
have the girls placed under the supervision of the Scottish court, which would
preclude their leaving the country at all until they were eighteen years old. The
Anderson estate was under siege by photographers hoping for a glimpse of the
children. The great MacLean mansion on the shore of Loch Fyne was besieged by
groups of photographers hoping for a glimpse of the “scarlet woman,” Laura
Anderson.

The custody hearing was brutal. With the separation order under way, Bill
Baldridge flew from Kansas to be with Laura while a lawyer pleaded her case. They
sat on the defendant’s side of the Court of Sessions in Edinburgh’s Parliament
Square while the Admiral and Lady MacLean sat with their lifelong friends the
Andersons.

No one would help Laura except for Bill. Ostracized by Scottish friends,
relations, and society alike, Laura faced the music alone with the man she loved.
And she wept while Urquhart MacPherson, a man she had known for many years,
described her as little better than a cheap slut, who had brought disgrace upon
her own family, disgrace upon the Anderson family, and heartbreak to her
husband and children.



“And now... this... this... lady... seeks to make off with the children to some
shack at the back end of beyond in the Wild West... I would remind you, with the
granddaughters of the most eminent Scottish admiral, and one of Scotland’s most
eminent landowners. There are questions of inheritance, of the natural rights of
these children, but perhaps, above all, there are questions of morality. I refer now
to the environment to which Mrs. Anderson intends to remove these two innocent
daughters of Scotland.”

“Say what you like about ole Urquhart,” whispered Bill, “th’ ole bastard gives it
everything.”

Laura’s own solicitor, citing a loveless, mistaken marriage and describing the
eminence of the Baldridge family in Kansas, implored the court to use its powers
to give her custody, arguing that her relationship with Baldridge did not make her
an unsuitable or unfit mother. He requested that she at least be given access
during the long school holidays and was irredeemably ignored.

The assessment of the judge, who sat imperturbably in his wig and flowing
scarlet gown, was plain. If Laura Anderson chose to continue her adulterous
relationship with the man named in her divorce, it would be a very long time
before she saw Mary and Flora again. Custody would be given to their father, with
formidable assurances from the entire Anderson family and also from the
MacLeans that the children’s needs would be attended to for the rest of their lives.
Until they were eighteen the girls would formally be wards of the court and be
permitted to leave the country only at the judge’s discretion. The judgment
devastated Laura, and she walked out of the courtroom, rejected by both families,
clutching the arm of Lieutenant Commander Bill Baldridge. She had no more tears
to weep, and she never looked back.

They left for New York that night and waited at Kennedy Airport all night for the
first flight to Kansas City. Bill’s mother sent a private, twin-engined Beech-craft
out to bring them home. And that had seemed to be the end of it. Until one
evening last September when there was a knock on the front door of the Baldridge
ranch. Bill answered it and found himself face-to-face with Admiral Sir lain
MacLean, Laura’s father, who said quietly, “Hello, Bill. I've brought you a bottle of
decent whisky. Wondered if we might not have a talk. I won’t take up much of
your time. I've got a driver.”

As it happened, the Admiral had stayed for four days, charmed Emily Baldridge
almost to distraction, and on the third day made his confession—that he had come
to see them because he knew he would never have forgiven himself for having sat
in that courtroom and turned his hand against the daughter he loved. “Besides,”
he told her, “I am very fond of your... er... fiancé... matter of fact I like him much
better than I ever liked young Douglas, and I've been trying to mend a few fences
really.”

The Admiral had come with some fresh legal advice, a course of action that may
never have stood a chance against the combined Anderson-MacLean battalions,
but would most certainly stand a chance if Sir [ain now stood alongside Bill and
Laura.

He proposed they file a new appeal against the decision of the court that the
girls not be allowed to leave Scotland and that their father enjoy sole custody.
“Thing is, you know, I found out that Douglas has got a new girlfriend, a girl with



a bit of a past, actress up from London for the festival. Totally unsuitable of
course. But I think we might have a chance now. I mean my daughter did run off
with a highly regarded United States Naval officer who has a degree in nuclear
physics from MIT and counts the President among his friends. Meanwhile,
Douglas Anderson is cavorting around with some actress, from Notting Hill Gate,
in London. Quite frankly, my dear, I'd prefer my granddaughters to live here. And
if the court won’t grant that, they’ll grant something, I'm sure.”

In the weeks that followed, their appeal was heard twice with lawyers only, plus
a private appearance by the Admiral. It was then put back until March, pending a
suitable defense from Douglas Anderson. But in Sir Iain’s opinion, he had done
the damage. And no one thought the court order would remain in place after July
of this year.

And now Laura Anderson was looking forward to her divorce decree coming
through. She and Bill were to be married on May 20, and the awful strains of the
past year would soon be behind them. But it had all taken a toll on the dark-
haired daughter of Sir lain. She looked every one of her thirty-five years, she had
lost weight and often seemed preoccupied. The rift with her own mother was also a
source of grave worry to her.

Bill had known he had to take her away, somewhere interesting, warm, and
relaxing. He wasn’t exactly sure that a voyage through the Roaring Forties was
absolutely ideal, but it was a lot better than a ranch out on the frozen Great Plains
at this time of year. And he regarded with profound gratitude the summons to the
lonely Southern Ocean from the commanding officer of USS COLUMBIA.

Chapter 5

BOOMER DUNNING TOOK THE HELM OF YONDER shortly after first light on
the morning of February 1. The sky was cloudless, and the waters of Algoa Bay
were deep and clear blue. There was a large scattering of yachts moored in the
harbor of Port Elizabeth, and the Captain of COLUMBIA ordered his first mate,
Roger Mills, “to heat up the old iron-spinnaker.” This brought a frown of confusion
to the young Englishman’s face, but he caught on quickly and hit the button that
would bring the big Perkins Sabre to life. Moments later Boomer steered expertly
through the anchorage and out into the open waters of the big South African bay.

From just below, in the chart, radio, and radar area at the foot of the
companionway, Bill Baldridge called up: “Steer course 090 for twenty-five miles,
then 135 to Great Fish Point, which will come up to starboard. We'll give that
sonofabitch plenty of sea room. The chart marks a light up there flashing every ten
seconds. Right after that we sail into the open ocean, where I expect to be served a
superb lunch.”

Everyone who was awake laughed at the mock-serious tone of the Kansas cattle
rancher. Mills and his two cohorts, Gavin Bates and Jeff Hewitt, began to think
this trip might not be such a pain after all, despite the fact that Commander
Dunning had made it clear that on no account were the three men to touch
alcohol between Port Elizabeth and Hobart.



His warning was delivered with a captain’s authority. Boomer was the biggest,
most powerful man on the boat and was not used to being questioned at sea. None
of the three uttered one word of protest, mainly because, in the words of Gavin
Bates, “He looks like he could throw all three of us overboard with one hand.”

Boomer’s own words had been both strict and forbidding. “The weather down
here is extremely fickle. It can change faster than anything you've ever seen, and I
mean from a stiff breeze to a howling gale in less than twenty minutes. If we were
ever to find ourselves in a big and dangerous sea, and I detected one shred of
evidence that any one of the three of you was even slightly drunk, I should without
hesitation slam you straight between the eyes for endangering the lives of us all,
especially the lives of my own wife and Laura.

“So if any of you have a couple of bottles in your quarters, go and get ’em, and
give them to me. I will return them to you in Hobart. If I find them myself, I will
empty them over the side. It goes without saying that neither I, nor Lieutenant
Commander Baldridge, will drink either.”

The crew took no offense. They had a half dozen bottles of rum and Scotch with
them, which they handed over. None had sailed with a really severe captain before,
though they were more than happy to be sailing with a man who absolutely knew
what he was doing.

It also brought home to everyone that the Roaring Forties were not to be
underestimated.

At 0630, they were well clear of the anchorage. “OKAY, guys, hoist the
mainsail,” Boomer ordered, “then lemme have the cruising spinnaker. We gotta
light nor'wester off the land... looks as if it'll hold. We’ll want the pole out to port,
then we’ll cut the motor... haul in that jib on the starboard main winch... come on,
Masta, get into it.”

If Gavin Bates took exception to his new nickname, he made no indication. He
got into it, and Boomer eased the mainsail and settled YONDER onto an easy
broad reach with the wind steady force three on their quarter. He noticed the big
white sloop was making nine knots through the calm water, and he handed over
the wheel to Roger at 0730 while he and Bill had some breakfast together, which
was served in the stateroom by their beaming West Indian cook, Thwaites Masters,
aged twenty-four. “The most ambitious black man I ever met,” said Bill. “He could
end up owning Antigua, either that or the New Zealand Bank.”

By 1100, they were within sight of the headland of Great Fish Point. Jo and
Laura were both sitting in the cockpit drinking coffee with Boomer while Bill sailed
the boat. Lifelong friendships get made at sea—in the case of Bill and Boomer,
under the sea—but the laughter between Jo Dunning and the future Laura
Baldridge was obvious. And already, after just a couple of days in the warm south,
the care lines were vanishing from Laura’s face, and she had gained three or four
pounds.

On the eve of the voyage, they had stayed up half the night drinking ice-cold
West Peak chardonnay, from the historic Rustenberg Estate in the Stellenbosch
Valley. Jo found the story of the runaway romance between Laura and Bill as good
as a novel. “But when did you think you first loved him?” she persisted. “Was it
before or after you played the operas together?”

“I think about that time,” Laura smiled.



“How ’bout you, Billy... how long before you thought you loved Laura, before or
after the operas?”

“A bit before that. And I didn’t fool with preliminaries, like thought... I knew.”

“My God, this is wonderful,” sighed Jo. “It was just like that with me and
Boomer. Anyone got any opera CD’s...?”

“l have,” said Laura. “I took the two CD’s of Bohéme and Rigoletto from my
parents’ house the next day, and I've never gone anywhere without them since.
They’re in my bag.”

“You mean the actual CD’s that you both heard those nights in Inverary?”

“The very ones.”

“Oh, my God... I can’t stand it,” said Jo, theatrically. “Play the music someone,
before my trembling heart breaks.”

At this point Boomer Dunning had shot South African chardonnay from the
great Rustenberg Estate clean down his nose, since he always fell apart laughing
at his zany wife, who should have been a comedienne instead of a serious actress.

But he had made the state-of-the-art music system work, and before long the
divine voice of Mirella Freni was drifting out over the southern Indian Ocean. Even
Boomer, whose taste in music had ceased to develop once he had heard Bob Dylan
and then Eric Clapton in action, sat silently as she sang the most poignant aria.

“I just wish I could understand the words,” said the skipper.

“She’s in a cold, unheated garret in Paris, and she has consumption. It’s
famous. Her tiny hands are frozen,” said Bill.

“You'll know how she feels when we get a bit farther to the south,” said Boomer,
boisterously. “You'll be singing, My Tiny Rear-End Is Frozen.”

The spell had thus been broken by the nuclear submarine CO, but the curiosity
of his wife was not. For the next hour Jo made Laura tell the entire bittersweet
story of her romance with Bill, the fight over the children, the bruising war with
her husband’s divorce lawyers, and the public humiliation back in Scotland, a
place she never wanted to see again as long as she lived. And how she would have
probably committed suicide but for Bill.

“Course if it hadn’t been for him, none of this would have happened in the first
place,” Boomer had remarked, cheerfully but unhelpfully. “Still, I guess he proved
himself to be what we all know he definitely ain’t... steadfast, reliable, sound of
judgment, loyal.”

“Will you guys gimme a break?” yelled Bill, laughing. Jo had joined in, “Yes,
shut up, Boomer... Bill’s gone through a terrible time.”

“As the Captain of the ship, I just wanna announce I'm ready to marry ’em,”
said Commander Dunning. “By the powers invested in me... right here I'm talking
holy matrimony. No bullshit.”

“Jesus, this is unbelievable,” said Bill. “I'm sailing to the end of the earth with a
goddamned heathen skipper... Laura’s still married.”

“Well, sir,” replied Boomer formally, standing to attention and raising his glass,
“if that’s the case I'd have to say you are regarding the Ten
Commandments...er...opportunistically.”

“Try to ignore him, Billy,” said Jo. “He’s drunk with power.”



“This is probably the nearest to drunk anyone’s going to be for the next four
weeks,” added the skipper. “So I guess I'll have another scoop of that good wine
before I turn in. We’re under way early...”

But that had all been the night before, and now they had set sail, and the sun
was high up behind them, over the mast, and the temperature was in the low
nineties. All four of them were experienced sailors, and they all wore large caps
with visors and layers of zinc ointment on their noses, the cooling breeze,
disguising as it does, the fierce rays of the blistering sun.

Thwaites served lunch in the stateroom at 1300 and received a round of
applause for perfectly cooked Spanish omelets, with french fries and salad. The
crew ate ham sandwiches in the cockpit, where Roger Mills had the helm. Bill
Baldridge kept them on a southeasterly course, 135, and as the wind increased
they were making twelve knots through a quartering sea. Down here they were
way out of range south of the trades, but they were still slightly too far north for
the big westerlies.

At 1600 they saw their first whale, a fifty-footer, with a massive square head,
blowing not thirty feet off the port beam, the vaporized jet of oily water aimed
unmistakably forward in a fan shape. “That’s a sperm whale,” said Boomer. “Big
male, migrating north from the Antarctic.”

“How the hell do you know that?” asked Bill.

“By the shape of his head. No other whale this big looks anything like that. And
because he blows at a forward angle, out in front of him. I also know that only the
male sperm whale migrates. The females stay in the tropics. This guy’s been
feeding in the Antarctic all summer and now he’s on his way home. I know about
whales, like you know about cattle. Coupla friends of mine run one of the whale-
watching boats back home on the Cape.”

As he spoke the big whale moved forward with the ship, staying close in a kind
of gesture of camaraderie. It was a huge demonstration of both might and majesty.
And there was something touching about this docile giant. Bill and the women
stood watching him, transfixed. “Christ,” said the Kansan. “Can you imagine going
after him with a harpoon in a tiny whaling boat with two guys rowing... can you
just imagine what it musta been like when the harpoon hit and that sucker
charged forward?”

“A bit more tricky than it is today,” growled Boomer. “Those Japanese butchers
never give sperm whales a chance. They blow them apart from the main ship
before they even have time to dive. That used to be the big danger to the guys from
the old whaling ships... a big sperm whale like this guy can dive two thousand
meters and stay there for about an hour and a quarter.”

As if on cue, the whale suddenly arched forward, and they all heard his great
sigh; it sounded like a long drawn-out SAAAAARRH, and then he was gone, his
massive tail fin rising fifteen feet out of the water and then sliding slowly beneath
the waves, almost without a ripple. And the ocean seemed strangely bereft without
him.

They scanned the water for a long time afterward, and ten minutes later, he
blew again. They watched him four more times until he was on the horizon, edging
his way north, one of the last of an endangered species—the largest of all the
creatures on this planet, being slowly hunted to extinction.



“l once debated the propriety of banging an ADCAP torpedo straight into a big
Japanese whaling ship out in the Atlantic,” said Boomer. “To me, they’re just
death ships, slaughtering the whales for no good reason whatsoever, except their
own greed. But I decided not to do it in the end. Woulda looked pretty colorful on
my résumeé, wouldn’t it?”

“Oh, outstanding,” said Bill. “Probably coulda kept it quiet. Called it a Black
Operation—unaccountable.”

But Boomer still looked thoughtful. “I hope they don’t get him though. I sure
hope they don’t get him.”

They sailed on without the whale for the rest of the evening, taking turns on
watch until midnight, when they handed over the wheel to Roger and Jeff, who
would work 0001 to 0400, and then 0400 to 0800. “Call me instantly if the wind
gets up,” was Boomer’s last instruction.

By 0800 the following morning they had made 280 miles from Port Elizabeth
and were holding their southeasterly course. There was an ocean swell now as the
water grew deeper, but there was little chop, and the only difference in the weather
was the wind backing round to the west, and increasing to just less than twenty
knots.

“Hoist a reaching spinnaker, and see if we can make some serious headway this
morning,” Boomer ordered. But shortly after 0900, the barometer began to fall.
Bill, staring at his Antarctic Pilot, thought this might herald a whole series of
depressions in which the wind might swing northwest again. He thought they
would see some torrential squalls of rain. He was right about that, and the
weather began to cloud over very quickly.

They put up the number three jib in place of the 'chute, shoved it back into the
“sewer” under the foredeck, and Boomer ordered all hatches battened. Bill
Baldridge came on deck in his foul-weather gear and suggested everyone go below,
except for Roger and Jeff, who were to reef the mains’l. Gavin was still asleep.

Bill told them to trim the main out a bit and fit a preventer for heavy weather.
“Be ready to take down the main if the wind goes above thirty-five knots.” They
were ready for anything, except, perhaps, for the speed of the weather change. The
wind suddenly gusted and increased, then howled in from the northwest at thirty
knots, gusting to forty. In driving rain Yonder raced forward, making fourteen
knots in huge swells. There were no high waves yet, none with the really big
breaking crests that can be so dangerous. And Bill rather enjoyed sliding through
these mountains of water, all alone at the helm. In a top-class sailing yacht like
Yonder, he judged, he could handle just about anything.

As he expected, the squall died as quickly as it had arrived. The skies cleared
after less than ninety minutes, and the wind drifted back around to the west. They
jibed without incident, and the sea slowly became less heavy. Glancing over his
left shoulder he sensed another buildup of clouds to the northwest, which he
judged might approach in a couple of hours. In general terms, their first serious
squall had not been too difficult. He ordered the spinnaker to be hoisted again in
the much lighter fifteen-knot breeze, which now blew over their stern. But the real
difference was the temperature. It was just that much cooler, around seventy
degrees, although the sun was high.



Boomer and Laura came on deck together. Jo had fallen asleep again. Bill was
glad of the chance to hand over the helm, take off his jacket, and have some coffee
and French toast, which Thwaites had brought up to him.

Boomer had his foul-weather gear with him, judging that they might end up in
another squall before long. Bill wanted more coffee and went below, announcing
he was going to take a break.

He was an inveterate reader of newspapers and magazines, and he had brought
a whole pile of them with him from Kennedy Airport. He had the Kansas paper, his
local paper, the Garden City Telegram, the New York Times, Washington Post,
Time, Sports Illustrated, and a couple of midwestern farming papers. An article in
the Washington Post caught his attention.

It was long, and he read it right through. Then he yelled up to Boomer, “Hey,
you read anything lately about that research ship which vanished down in the
Antarctic ’bout a year ago... the CUTTYHUNK?”

“Not lately, but [ know about it. Find something new?”

“Not really, just a pretty good article in the Post.... guy seems to think she’s still
floating somewhere, and he makes out an interesting case.”

“Yeah, I read some stuff by someone coupla months ago. Is his name Goodyear
or something?”

“You're thinking of the blimp, dingbrains. He’s called Goodwin.”

“Yeah, that’s him. Goodwin. He wrote a series of syndicated features on
CUTTYHUNK. I read ’em all. He was saying that if the research ship had really
gone to the bottom in her last known position in some bay down there, there must
have been more wreckage come to the surface than a small piece of a deck life
buoy.”

“Right. He’s still saying it. And he’s also saying that if the ship really was under
attack, then it must have been mass murder: thus far there have been no
survivors reported. It’s almost unthinkable that no one has found out anything.
Not a whisper. He thinks there’s more to it than meets the eye.”

“l thought when I read the stuff last time, there was more to it. But Admiral
Morgan did not agree. He thinks she went down with all hands. Anyway, save it for
me, Bill, will you? I’d like to read what he’s saying now.”

“I'll do better than that. I'll bring it up now and hold the wheel while you read it.
It’s a real good mystery.”

Bill headed back up to the cockpit with the Washington Post and handed it over
to Boomer, who sat for fifteen minutes reading the long feature article. When he
finished he said, “Yeah. This is definitely the same guy. He’s a staffer on the Cape
Cod Times. This stuff is syndicated. As I remember he’s actually been down to
Kerguelen.”

“Well, he sounds like he’s done a lot of research. And he does make a point. It’s
kinda difficult these days to wipe out twenty-nine people in complete secret, and
nothing is heard from them, or their ship, ever again. Specially when everyone
knows exactly who they all were and exactly where it happened.”

“Yeah, and they signaled they were under attack, from the Japanese, who have
since denied everything.”

“Like their goddamned whalers,” muttered Boomer.

“He makes that island sound pretty damned creepy, don’t you think?” said Bill.



“Sure does. Says it’s the end of the earth. Nowhere.”

“Well, Boomer. It might be the end of the earth to a guy in Hyannis, but it’s not
the end of the earth to us. We pass close to it, coupla hundred miles to the north
of us.”

Laura, who had thus far listened in silence, suddenly said, “Why don’t we call
in, find the ship, rescue the people, and return home to universal acclaim? Jo can
go on the Today show and explain to a grateful nation about the two Navy heroes
she sailed with.”

Boomer chuckled. “What does a guy have to do to get a cup of coffee around
here?” Then he said, “You know, I wouldn’t mind having a look at Kerguelen.
Would we have time, Bill?”

“I'm not sure. But I'll hop below and check out the chart, then I'll bring the
coffeepot and the Antarctic Pilot back up with me, and we can find out for
ourselves.”

“Thanks, Laura,” laughed Jo. “You've just talked these two nitwits into a nice
little holiday on the most barren, desolate, freezing coastline in the southern
hemisphere—there’s nothing there except penguins. I read that stuff about
Kerguelen in the Cape Cod Times. And there was one fact I remembered—there is
a gale force wind there every single day. The guy said it comes out of the
southwest, across the high mountains, and then literally roars down the fjords.”

“Yeah, well we probably won’t be going anywhere near the fjords,” said Boomer.
“Matter of fact we might not even go inshore if the weather’s bad, except for shelter
in the leeward side.”

At this point Bill handed the coffee and the southern navigator’s bible up
through the hatchway and then climbed through himself. “It’s a couple of
thousand miles from here,” he said, “which at our present rate of sailing is about
eight days at most. It’s not that far out of our way. Right now we’re heading for the
south end of Tasmania, latitude 43.50S, on the Great Circle route, the shortest
way. The northern approach to Kerguelen is on 48.85S—that would be about a
couple of hundred miles north of us. If we alter course a couple of degrees right
here, we’d hardly notice it. I guess it would be fun just to see it.”

“Okay, guys, this is a democracy,” said Boomer. “Anyone hate the idea of going
there?”

“Yeah, me,” said Jo. “But I can’t wait. Change course, Captain, and let’s go find
that CUTTYHUNK.”

They all raised their coffee mugs, and Boomer made an elaborate show of
altering course two degrees to the north. Laura snuggled up to Bill in the corner of
the cockpit while he studied the Pilot.

They sailed in silence for a while until the former Lieutenant Commander
Baldridge spoke up. “This place is unbelievable,” he said, looking up from the
pages of the Antarctic Pilot. “Let me tell you something... our course will take us
well north of Prince Edward Islands, which are quite big and warrant just less
than two pages in the Pilot. Then we may pass within sight of the Iles Crozet, a
coupla fair-size groups of islands fifty miles apart on longitude 45.60S, they got
about three pages.

“Kerguelen has more than three hundred islands and about a zillion bays and
fjords. The Pilot names and advises on all landmarks, dangers, bays, potential



anchorages, cautions—and it takes up nineteen big pages, fifteen of ’em just
naming and describing the places. Can you imagine trying to find a sunk ship in
there? It’d take about a thousand years.”

“Yeah,” said Boomer. “Guess so. But I wouldn’t take this yacht in there. First of
all, it’s not ours, and if we hit a rock or something, it would probably rank
somewhere near me sinking the Japanese whaler on my résumé. But most of all,
they are plainly dangerous, very lonely waters. Any traffic down there at all, Bill?
Anything military likely to be around?”

“l can’t see any traffic routes at all. It simply doesn’t lead anywhere. It’s not on
the way to anywhere. Unless there is a specialist penguin feeder or something, I
cannot see one reason why anyone should ever go there, except for scientific
researchers like those Woods Hole guys.

“Militarily? Jesus, there’s no one to shoot! I think the place is uninhabited. You
couldn’t get an army down there, and there’s no place for an aircraft to land. The
only thing that could get there is a warship, but I'd be amazed if there’s been a
warship in those waters for sixty years.

“According to this, there was a big, old whaling station down there in the last
century, but I think Ahab and his harpooner Queequeg pulled out a while ago.
Militarily there were three German warships down there, Commerce Raiders in
World War II—the PINGUIN, ATLANTIS, and KOMET. The Brits chased ’em out and
then mined the place in case they went back. The Pilot has mine warnings all over
the place. Not for floating mines; they've all been cut and exploded, but the
hydrographers seem to think there’s quite a few left rolling about on the bottom.”

“Yeah, well that settles it,” said Boomer. “We’re staying offshore. Definitely. I
don’t like loud bangs. Hey! You don’t think that’s what happened to the
CUTTYHUNK, do you?”

“No chance. I believe Goodyear on that one. He says those guys must have been
under attack, otherwise they would not have sent a satellite message to say they
were. Also if they’d hit a mine there would have been wreckage all over the place.”

“Right. There would have. One of those damned things can blow a ship to
smithereens. When I was a kid in a frigate we once found four of ’em right under
the surface in a bay in the Azores. The Royal Navy sent down a couple of
minesweepers to clear them, and after they cut the wires we had a contest with
rifles, see who could hit and explode one. I nailed one of those suckers from about
a hundred yards, and I can still remember the spray from the blast raining down
on the ship.”

“Yeah. Well, we’re definitely not going inshore,” confirmed Bill. “I don’t like big
bangs either.”

“Well,” said Jo, “if you two wimps are afraid of a few underwater explosions, I
guess Laura and I will just have to settle for a long offshore view of this romantic
place. We'll turn the CD up loud and hit the king penguins with a burst of
Pavarotti.”

“Don’t count on anything down there,” said Boomer. “We may not even see it.
You get huge banks of fog, low cloud over the water, and sometimes even snow.
I'm glad we all brought warm clothes. It can drop to freezing very quickly.”

“What about icebergs?” said Laura.



“We’re running well north of the Antarctic convergence,” said Bill, confusingly.
“And we’re out of the northern range of the icebergs. You don’t see ’em much at
this time of year, and I'd be surprised if we met any on our route. Might be a bit
different if this were July.”

By now the weather was closing in again. The spinnaker was down and stowed
while Boomer was still pulling on his foul-weather gear, and the wind was rising
out of the northwest as they jibed yet again. He yelled for Roger and the boys to “fit
the tri-sail in place of the main.” Then he instructed them to get the mains’l below.
“Don’t hoist the tri-sail... just have it well lashed in case we need it. Get the larger
storm jib up and set. Then we’ll roll the jib away. Batten everything down, and get
a couple of long warps ready in the cockpit for trailing astern... hold us down,
right? From now on it’s full harness, clipped on, for anyone on deck.

“The rest of you might as well go below... close the hatch... no sense anyone else
getting soaked... I'll take her for the next couple of hours myself.”

He spoke to Roger Mills, told him to stand by in case the weather got worse. But
he could feel the wind coming up, and he judged this next squall might be a bit
worse than the one earlier that morning. He was right. The wind and rain came
lashing in on big, breaking seas with great swells thirty feet high between trough
and crest. YONDER rode them out easily enough, but Boomer kept the tri-s’
down, making less sail area to catch the forty knots blowing fiercely over the stern.

He held the southeast course, with Roger Mills standing next to him in the
cockpit. Forty-five minutes later he saw the crest of a big wave break right astern
of them, with a great roll of steep, white water. “I want to stay before the wind if we
can,” he said. “I had a look at that jib before we sailed... she looks good and she’s
brand-new. Should hold okay.”

The wind continued to increase and was soon blowing steadily at fifty knots.
The sea was up too, big waves now cresting and breaking high above them astern.
But YONDER kept rolling forward, staying out ahead, and Boomer sailed her with
a lifelong expertise that made it look too easy. Roger and Gavin stood next to him
in the cockpit, still in driving rain, all three of them admiring the brilliant way this
big new yacht sliced her way onward, shouldering off water that occasionally slid
over the bow.

Just before dark, Boomer felt the wind shifting. “Oh, Christ,” he said, “it’s
backing round to the southwest, that’s not good.” At this point Bill Baldridge came
on deck, battened down in his foul-weather gear. “This wind’s changing,” he said.
“I'll take her for a while, Boomer, but I'm afraid she’s going southwest. I can feel it.
According to my navigation stuff, that means she’ll blow hard and colder, and we
might get some confused seas... bump us around a bit.”

“Yup. I was just thinking the same. Everyone okay down below?”

“Fine. They’re both reading. No seasickness, yet. Laura says she’s never been
seasick, but then some people don’t. But she’s only sailed a Scottish loch!”

Boomer laughed. “Okay, Bill. I'll go below, and you wanna arrange a watch
change? Thwaites has early dinner for Roger and Gavin, who are then going to
turn in. Jeff can come up here now, give me a hand, and take the wheel while we
have dinner around 2000. And the boys can take over at midnight.”

“Unless this gets a lot worse,” said Boomer. “Then we better get back here right
after dinner.”



Bill took over the helm, and as he did the wind seemed to come up fractionally,
and there was a sudden chill in the air. “It’s backing around, right now,” he yelled.
“STAND BY, JEFF! I'm gonna jibe onto starboard, get down on that winch and
haul the jib sheets across, under control all the way. Then when she swings over,
ease the starboard sheet to port... and stand by to let her go some more when I
yell.”

Bill turned YONDER a couple of ticks to starboard. The wind eased
momentarily, then blasted around the trailing edge of the storm jib with a
tremendous bang. Bill barked, “Right... now tighten it some... yeah, that’s good
right there, Jeff... ease it a little... better... that’s real good. Hey, we just hit sixteen
knots... shit, this baby flies, doesn’t she? Even on a storm jib.”

Throughout the night the wind rose and fell back, twice shifting to northwest,
bringing more rain, but each time returning to blow from the cold southwest.
Boomer and Bill were in the cockpit intermittently all night, and when the wind
gusted above force nine they debated whether to heave to, and ride it out with bare
poles. Boomer thought the big sturdily built YONDER was doing so well they could
safely charge on. Her storm jib, made of the newest liquid crystal sailcloth, gave
him huge confidence even in winds like this. In the fourteen hours between 1600
and 0800 the following morning, Boomer calculated they had covered over two
hundred miles.

“How long will it take to Kerguelen?” asked Jo.

“At this rate we might be there before lunch,” chuckled Boomer. “Right now
we’ve been going for two days, and we’ve knocked off close to five hundred miles.
Not bad. I don’t suppose this wind will last quite like this.

“Matter of fact that last gust didn’t seem to have real conviction, did it? And it’s
shifting round to the west. Still [ don’t suppose anyone will mind a nice day, which
is what I think we’re gonna get. Bill thinks we’ll be into the Roaring Forties late
tomorrow, so we better make the most of it—summer’s very erratic down here. The
weather never settles, but at least it never stays awful for more than a day or two
without some kind of a break.”

They fought their way through the capricious Southern Ocean in varying hard
westerly breezes. Sometimes it blew a gale, sometimes more, sometimes not so
bad. The sun occasionally came out, but mostly it stayed cloudy. But they never
once hove to, and it was a sharp bright February 8, shortly after lunch, when Bill
Baldridge announced, “I think we might see Kerguelen at around first light
tomorrow. Right now we’re about a hundred and fifty miles out, the winds steady
and west, and we’re making around ten knots. According to the GPS we’re on
meridian 66.50E, and from what I can tell, there’s no seriously bad weather
around.”

“The boys are taking the helm tonight, so I think we might risk a glass of that
good South African chardonnay,” said Boomer. “Splice the main brace, right? And
let the boys have a glass each. We all deserve it. This has been a hell of a sail. And
I hope you've all enjoyed it—I have. | needed it to take my mind off a few things.”

“So did I,” said Laura. “And you'’ve all been wonderful. I feel very American, and
for the first time in months, I feel really well. I can’t wait to see this bloody island
we’ve been talking about all week.”
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“Well, it’s not gonna be that long now,” said Boomer, pulling the cork out of a
bottle of Rustenberg’s finest. “Here guys, lemme give you a splash of this.” He
poured generous mugs for all four of them, so generous there was only about a
drop left. At which point he went right back into the fridge and opened up another.
“In the unlikely event anyone should want a bit more,” he chuckled.

“By the way, if your divorce is through, Laura,” he added, “I'm a man of my
word. I'm still ready to marry you and Bill, although I am drawn to the conclusion
that you might be a bit too good for him.”

Bill shook his head and smiled. “You coming to the wedding on May twentieth?”
he asked. “It’s going to be in Kansas, since Laura and I are not welcome in
Scotland. Her mother’s not speaking to us, and the Anderson clan would like us in
some Highland dungeon for the rest of our lives.”

“Course we’re coming... how about your dad, Laura, is he coming?”

“He told me he was,” said Bill. “And I hope he does. You'll really enjoy meeting
him, Boomer. He’s without doubt the most knowledgeable submariner I ever met.
Funny, the President asked me a few weeks ago if Sir [ain was coming. He likes to
talk to the Admiral. Says he’s coming himself; told me if it hadn’t been for him,
Laura and I would never have met. And he’s right!”

And so the night drew in. They finished their coffee and retired gratefully to
their quarters. The purity of the southern air had made them very tired, and all
those off watch crashed before 2300, warm in the bunks below with the dark,
freezing hell of the South Atlantic rushing by beyond the hull.

Boomer and Bill were awake by 0600, dressed, and up on deck five minutes
later. And their disappointment was total. There was thick fog along the choppy
water, and Roger was still holding their course, but no one could see anything. Bill
noted from the GPS they were about twenty-two miles east-northeast of
Rendezvous Island, the big rock that Cook named Bligh’s Cap.

“We passed that a coupla hours ago,” said Bill. “I'm putting us about twenty-
three miles due north of Cap d’Estaing. That’s the northern tip of the entire island,
the place where Goodwin says the CUTTYHUNK headed for shelter fourteen
months ago. We should steer south now if we want to have a look... Just hope the
fog clears in the next two hours. The wind’s out of the northwest now. How about
getting the main back up, and reaching down on starboard.”

“You heard what the man said,” Boomer told Roger. “We’ll come right to 180. I'll
take over as soon as you have the main up. Then you better go get some sleep.”

Two hours later, the GPS put them three miles north of Cap d’Estaing, but the
weather was still very murky. Boomer reckoned Kerguelen was under a blanket of
fog from one end to the other. Without their radar they could go no closer.

“Steer course 130,” said Bill. “There’s no sense going straight for the headland.
We may as well sail down into Choiseul Bay, then if the wind gets up from the
west or southwest and blows this crap away, we’ll have a bit of shelter and we’ll be
able to see the island. If we haven’t found CUTTYHUNK by lunchtime, we’re outta
here.”

“Our frigate didn’t find her in three months,’
the gals not to hold their breath.”

By 1030, YONDER was a mile off the entrance to Baie Blanche, and a
northwester was rising. Bill held her on the starboard tack but could have sailed
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either side, since the wind was dead astern and still only force three. The fog was
beginning to thin now, and the sun was not far away. The temperature was only
thirty-eight degrees, and it felt very damp and cold on deck.

When the fog finally cleared, it happened swiftly: one moment they were peering
through a thinning shroud of tallow-colored mist, the next moment they could see
the shoreline of Kerguelen across two thousand yards of bright blue, but freezing,
water. The five-hundred-foot rise of Gramont, between the Baies of Blanche and
Londres, was still snow capped, and a mile off the port bow they could see the
more gentle rise of Howe Island. “We’re not going anywhere near that,” said Bill.
“It’s kelp city in there.”

In the distance, in this light, the mainland of Kerguelen looked spectacular, with
its great craggy mountains, desolate shoreline, and high remnants of the winter
snows. Bill pointed out a jutting rock due north of Gramont Island. “According to
my chart, that’s Cox’s Rock,” he said. “That’s where Goodwin found the life buoy
from CUTTYHUNK.”

While Jo and Laura peered through binoculars, Boomer ordered the sails down
and started the engine. “So we can chug around for a bit. I don’t want to leave
much sail up—the katabatics round here are supposed to be horrendous, and
apparently you don’t see them before they hit you. For Christ’s sake watch the
chart and the depth for me, will you, Bill? It would not be perfect if we put this
baby on a rock.”

“That’s never been part of my master plan either,” replied the man from the
High Plains. “We’re staying in deep water, don’t worry. If I even see a rock within
two hundred yards I’'m setting a course for Hobart.”

Laura went below to fetch coffee. Jo wanted to drive. Boomer said, “Fine, so long
as there’s no speeding, and you listen to Bill, and do exactly what he says.”

“Not sure about that,” said Jo. “Not the way he’s been going on with Mrs.
Anderson!”

There was some levity as Jo made a great, lazy circle in the bay and headed
slowly north. “There’s kelp beds all the way to starboard,” said Bill. “Stay close to
the mainland, where it’s deep and clear.”

Jo slurped her coffee and kept chugging. Laura miraculously produced a plate
of hot buttered toast, and the four of them munched contentedly while Roger and
Gavin continued to furl the big mainsail and Jeff sorted out the sail wardrobe
under the foredeck.

At 1140 Boomer went for’ard to give Jeff a hand and to make sure the storm jib
was right on top of the pile should it be required in a hurry.

At 1141 Bill Baldridge saw it. Two hundred yards off their starboard bow, slicing
through the water leaving a V-shaped feather on the flat surface was... he could
not believe his eyes... no it couldn’t be... a shark’s fin maybe.

“BOOMER!!” Bill yelled at the top of his lungs. The Captain of COLUMBIA
thought he’d gone over the side.

He swung around to face the cockpit to see his shipmate pointing out in front of
him, still bellowing, “BOOMER!! BOOMER!!” Commander Dunning followed the
direction of Bill’s right arm, and what he saw almost took his breath away.
“JESUS CHRIST!!” he shouted as they both stared at an utterly unmistakable
sight cutting across Choiseul Bay at about five knots, heading southwest.



It was the raised periscope of a submarine—about three feet of it, pushing
through the water.

About twenty seconds later it vanished beneath the surface as swiftly as it had
arrived. Neither Jo nor Laura had seen anything. But then neither of them were
submariners.

* * * * *

In the White House office of the National Security Adviser, Admiral Arnold
Morgan was beaming with good spirits.

“Well, well,” he was saying. “So you’re the fabled daughter of Admiral MacLean,
the lady who captured this rascal’s heart—and also did us a thousand favors a
year and a half ago?”

Laura smiled. “That’s me, Admiral. And I believe I have to thank you for the very
mixed blessing of throwing Bill and me together.”

“Yes, ma’am,” replied the Admiral. “This office is actually just a front for my
famous dating service.”

Bill could hardly believe his ears. Arnold Morgan making small talk? Chatting to
a lady? “Jeez,” thought Bill. “Politics are turning him human. The President better
watch that. The Admiral might lose his edge.”

But the former Lion of Fort Meade was warming to his task. “Laura, I'm
delighted to meet you at last. I'm a great admirer of your father’s, have been for
many years. And between the three of us in this room, your insights during the
JEFFERSON crisis were invaluable.

“I often wondered what you might look like. You have captivated two thoroughly
outstanding Naval officers, after all, and now I know I’d trust their judgment... not
just on submarine warfare.”

Laura laughed. “You’re too kind, Admiral. I'm actually very ordinary—at least I
was until you sent your inquisitor across the Atlantic. Now I'm just very lucky.”

“So’s he,” chuckled the Admiral, nodding in Bill’s direction. “And I'm very glad
you called me. We’re staying here for lunch in one of the private dining rooms. The
President and Bob MacPherson both intend to stick their heads round the door to
say hello. After that my driver’s going to run you both out to the airport. I can’t
wait to hear about your sailing trip with Boomer; it must have been great.”

Bill smiled at him. “I'll tell you about the journey during lunch. Meanwhile there
is something [ want to tell you about—it might be significant.”

“What is it?”

“Arnold, we took a little side trip down to Kerguelen, just to see the island.
Boomer is really interested in that Woods Hole ship that vanished, the
CUTTYHUNK.”

“Yeah. I've talked to him about that. He is interested... I guess everyone from the
Cape is interested... You didn’t find it did you?”

They all laughed. “No, we didn’t find it. But something happened on the
morning of February ninth, just before midday.”

The Admiral nodded at the precision of Bill’s words, the way he stated only what
he knew to be absolutely correct, the dead giveaway of the former Intelligence
officer.



“I looked over the starboard bow and I saw the periscope of a submarine. It was
a couple of hundred yards away, making about five knots. Boomer saw it as well.”

Admiral Morgan looked up sharply. “Are you certain about that?”

“One hundred percent.”

“But there couldn’t be a submarine down there. There’s nothing to be down
there for. Not even aircraft fly over the place. It’s a military desert for thousands of
miles in all directions. There’re no shipping lanes even, never mind ships—except
for a few dingbat researchers from Woods Hole.”

“It was a submarine, Admiral,” Bill said calmly. “No ifs, ands, or buts. There is
no doubt in my mind.”

“Did Boomer see it at the same time, or did you tell him it was there?”

“No. I did not. I just shouted his name, three times. And pointed.”

“What did he say?”

“He actually yelled, JESUS CHRISTV

“Then what?”

“Boomer shouted, That’s a goddamned submarine, or am I dreaming?’ I told
him I knew it was a submarine. There was not, and is not, one shred of doubt.
And you have to believe us. We both saw it, clearly and definitely.”

“Did you see it, Laura?”

“No. I was looking the other way. But I heard Bill shout, and I heard Boomer say
it was a goddamned submarine. It’s very quiet down there. I should think about
three billion penguins heard him as well.”

The Admiral made some notations on a small pad on his desk. Then he picked
up the telephone and issued the command he had issued so many times before.
“Get me Fort Meade. Director’s office,” he said crisply. “Hurry.”

“Is Admiral Morris there? Morgan, Arnold Morgan. Hey George, how ya been?
Yup... fine... I wonder if you could run a check for me... Yeah... now. Can you find
out if there was any submarine that could possibly have been on patrol around
the island of Kerguelen in the Southern Ocean around midday on the morning of
February ninth? Yeah, I realize it’s the ass-end of the earth, George, that’s why I
wanna know. Run the checks on everyone. Lemme know every submarine
unaccounted for on that morning, including all the friendly nets, then gimme a
call back. I'm in my office; the switchboard knows how to reach me. Thanks,
George.”

He turned back to Bill, and said carefully, “Lieutenant Commander, as well as |
know you, and as much as I trust you, if you had come in here alone with no
corroboration for this story, I would not, could not, have believed you. And
precisely the same thing applies to Commander Dunning, who I happen to think is
the best submarine commanding officer in the US Navy. I would not and could not
have believed him either.

“l also know you two could not both have it wrong. I am very certain of that. I
believe there was a submarine down there, but what in the name of Christ was it
doing there? There’s nothing to do down there, except feed the penguins and count
the ice floes. But someone’s down there, or at least someone has been down
there... and in the next couple of hours I'm hoping Fort Meade will enlighten us.
C’mon guys, let’s go find some lunch.”



The small private dining room was elegantly set for three. Before the first course
of smoked salmon had been served, the President of the United States stopped by
to visit Bill. He walked through the door, smiling. “Don’t get up, Bill, good to see
you. Arnold, holding back the enemy, right? And you must be Laura. I am a
particular admirer of both your father, and your future husband, both of whom I
count as friends. I'm not quite so sure, however, about one of your ex-boyfriends!”

Everyone laughed, and the President sat down next to Laura and poured
himself a glass of sparkling water, which everyone was drinking. Bill marveled at
the President’s ability to be smooth but not too smooth... Presidential but
unfailingly able to say precisely the right thing to put everyone at ease.

Laura reacted to him as everyone who met him socially for the first time did.
She and the President were soon talking about the long yacht journey she had just
taken, and what fun it had been.

“You know,” he said, “I would love to do something like that. Just set off with a
few good friends and vanish from civilization for a month. No phones, no faxes, no
staff, no harassment, and no bullshit. Wouldn’t that be great? But it’s not going to
happen anytime in the near future. I have to get back to work. Bill, Laura... I wish
I could stay longer, but... I'm coming to the wedding, May twentieth, right? Tell
your dad... I hope to see him, Laura.”

With that, he gulped his water and was gone. “Wow,” said Laura, shaking her
head. “What a man. I adore Americans.”

Thirty minutes later, mid-roast beef, the telephone rang in the corner. “Hey,
hey, hey,” said Arnold Morgan. “This could be George.”

He was right. Fort Meade on the line. “Hold it. George, let me just get a pen and
a pad.”

The conversation was all of fifteen minutes long. Bill and Laura could only hear
snatches. “What about the Soviets?... China?... No, that about wraps up the big
players.”

When the call ended Admiral Morgan returned to the table looking serious.
“They did a fast thorough job,” he said. “Checked out all of the computerized lists
and all the latest overhead pictures, and drew some very sound conclusions.
Mainly that every submarine in the United States, Russian, and Chinese Navies
are accounted for. So is every one in the Middle East. All the small European fleets
are solid, no one’s missing.

“Except for three boats. The Brits are missing a Trafalgar Class nuclear boat,
TRIUMPH, but we are nearly certain it’s patrolling off the Falkland Islands. They’re
just not telling us for the moment, so it’s probably doing something it should not
be doing. We can confirm if we have to, but the Royal Navy often has a submarine
down there since the Falklands War, so we’re not surprised or suspicious.

“The French have a twelve-thousand-five-hundred-ton strategic missile
submarine missing. She’s called LE TRIOMPHANT, number S616, based at Brest.
Last detected in the Bay of Biscay, but not seen for ten days prior to February
ninth. She’ll still be on the French deterrent patrol in the Bay somewhere. But
from there to Kerguelen is around twelve thousand miles—even running at thirty
knots, dived all the way from Biscay, there’s no way she could have gotten there in
ten days or even twelve, or fourteen. I dismiss both of them.”

“And the third?” asked Bill.



“Almost too bizarre to think about. But we are showing a missing submarine
from the Taiwan Navy. A small Hai-Lung Class diesel-electric. She’s called HAI-
HU.”

“As in Silver,” said Bill, deadpan.

Admiral Morgan chuckled. “No. As in Sea Tiger. Hai Lung means Sea Dragon.
Anyway, this Dutch-built boat, eighteen years old, has been missing for a month
and a half. She’s got a range of ten thousand miles and could conceivably have got
down there. Kerguelen’s seven thousand miles from Taiwan. I can’t imagine what
she was doing down there, if it was the Hai Lung you and Boomer saw.”

“Even if it was,” said Bill, “what’s it gotta do with us?”

“Plenty,” said Arnold Morgan. “If someone’s sneaking around the world’s oceans
in a goddamned submarine I don’t know about, then that someone is up to
something devious; and when it’s devious, I don’t like it. And when I don’t like
something on behalf of this government, then someone’s gonna need to come up
with a few answers. Or I might get downright awkward, instead of just curious.”

“How do you feel now, Admiral?” asked Laura.

“I’'m curious. And I want to know where the Taiwan submarine is. I wanna know
exactly when it returns home. I don’t expect to be told where it’s been, but I'll be
watching them all very carefully.”

Lunch ended at 1500, and Bill and Laura were driven to the airport for their
flight home to Kansas. Bill’s brother Ray would meet them.

At the White House, Arnold Morgan was talking to the CIA, trying to determine
the comings and goings of Taiwan’s two Hai Lung Class Dutch-built submarines.
Their numbers, 793 and 794, were painted high up on the side of the sail. They
were easy to identify. The officer on the Far Eastern desk promised to get someone
on the case within the hour.

It was five weeks before any serious intelligence emerged. Around the second
week in April a few facts started to fall into place. There did appear to be a pattern
to the ships’ movements—a somewhat mysterious pattern.

Only one of the Hai Lungs left its base at a time. And when one left it did not
return for eleven weeks. Each time one returned, there was a ten-day period when
both the submarines were moored alongside each other, and then one would leave,
again for eleven weeks. There was no evidence as to where the submarines went.
But they always dived thirty miles outside the harbor and were not seen again
until they reappeared off the base.

Arnold Morgan pondered. “Sounds like five weeks out, five weeks back, one on
station. That little Hai Lung couldn’t make more than eight or nine knots on a long
journey, two hundred to two hundred and twenty miles a day, which means it
could cover seven thousand to seven thousand five hundred in five weeks. No
doubt, the HAI HU could have been the submarine they saw off Kerguelen. But
was it? That diesel could have traveled anywhere in five weeks.” Morgan walked
over to his computer and pulled up his world mapping program. He measured
seven thousand miles and described a large arc that covered the area in which the
submarine could have traveled.

The Hai Lung could have traveled almost anywhere from the Bering Strait to the
Cape of Good Hope—by way of the coasts of Mozambique, Australia, New Zealand,
Japan, or just about any of the islands in the South Pacific. “It could have gone to



the Antarctic,” growled Morgan. “My gut tells me it went to Kerguelen. That’s
where my boys saw it.”

Admiral Morgan put in a call to the Baldridge ranch. “Mr. Bill and Miss Laura
are both out riding now,” he was told by the maid who answered the phone. “We
lost some cattle in a storm out in the western end of the ranch last night. They
both rode out of here right after lunch... and I guess they’ll be back all depending
on whether they find ’em real quick or not.”

“Okay,” the Admiral said. “Please leave word that I called. I'll try again this
evening.”

They finally connected at 2100. It had been a day of searches for both cattle and
submarines, and Arnold Morgan still had no confirmed fix on the destination of
the Taiwanese submarines. He recounted to Bill the pattern that had emerged. “I
know you’ve been there and I haven’t, Bill,” he concluded. “But you think there’s
something going on down there, don’t you?”

“I'm not sure what’s going on, if anything. But I do know for sure we have two
major mysteries—one missing research vessel, which may have come under
attack, and one prowling submarine from Taiwan. They may be connected.”

“Two outlandish happenings in precisely the same spot are likely to be
connected,” agreed the Admiral. “I'd send a boat down there if I had even a remote
idea what we were looking for. But I haven’t, and I can’t really make out a very
good case for taking any action.

“I think I'm going to thicken up our surveillance in Taiwan—something’s afoot,
and we’re in the dark. And I need light. Lasers, preferably.”

Chapter 6

0300. April 21, Fort Meade

ADMIRAL GEORGE MORRIS WAS NOT NORMALLY light on his feet. He was a
big, heavy man with a superior brain, and a slow ponderous way of moving. A
widower, he slept flat on his back, snoring like the old Chicago Superchief running
late. He slumbered only just above the level of unconsciousness traditionally
associated with the dead. Telephones by night he neither heard nor answered.
Hibernating grizzlies have been known to be more receptive.

Which was why in the small hours of the morning of April 21, young Naval
Lieutenant John Harrison was standing in the Admiral’s bedroom at Fort Meade
shaking him and imploring him to awaken. He had turned on every light and was
about two steps from pouring a small glass of cold water strategically upon the
forehead of the Director of National Security, a mutually agreed-upon tactic if all
else should fail, when George Morris finally awoke.

“What in the name of Christ is going on,” he said, blinking at the lights.
“Someone declared war?”

“Nossir. But there is something we think may be important.”

“Jeez. It had better be. What the hell’s the time?”

“Er, 0300, sir.”



“Well what’s going on, Lieutenant, speak up for Christ’s sake.”

“Something about those Kilo submarines going to China.”

Admiral Morris was on his feet before the sentence was completed. The image of
the ferocious Arnold Morgan rose up in his mind’s eye. “Christ, man! Why didn’t
you say so?”

“l was waiting for you to wake up, sir.”

“Wake up! Wake up! I am awake, aren’t I? Gimme three minutes and we’re outta
here, got a car outside?”

“Yessir.”

“Get in it. I'm right with you.”

Inside the Director’s office, a set of satellite pictures was already spread out on
his desk. Two night duty officers were comparing details, staring through a
magnifier into a light box.

“There’s not much doubt about it, sir,” one of them said as Admiral Morris
approached. “The three Kilos in the shipyard at Nizhny Novgorod are almost ready
to leave. And judging by these pictures, it’s not going to be long.”

The officer stood up. “Take a look, sir. See that scaffold all over the sail on boats
one and two a week ago? Look at it on the pictures we got last night. It’s reduced
by at least two-thirds. You can see that the third boat now has less stuff all over it
than it did two weeks ago. These things, as you know, sir, tend to finish quickly.
They don’t have to do much in the way of trials until they get to the coast... they’re
going to be gone very soon.”

Admiral Morris considered the evidence before him. The satellite images
dramatically highlighted the speed with which the Russian submarines were being
readied. It was clear that if the work progressed at this rate, the ships could be
moved onto a transport barge within two weeks. It looked as if the three hulls
would travel together, possibly on barges and probably with an escort.

The CIA had intercepted several signals between Beijing and Moscow, and two of
them suggested that there would be heightened security in the light of the
unfortunate accident that had befallen the last two Kilos on their way home to
China. It was not, however, clear whether that security would stretch to the inland
part of the journey.

The director did not need to study the pictures for long. Lieutenant Harrison
handed him three additional satellite photographs showing several hundred miles
south—the stretch of the Volga River, which passes the sprawling industrial city of
Volgograd. Risen from the ruins of the 1942 to 1943 siege by the German army,
Volgograd occupies almost sixty miles of the bank of the Volga. It is here that the
river changes course, on the great southeastern bend down to the Caspian Sea.

On the long gentle curve of the river, the overheads had picked up a shot of a
giant two-part articulated transporter barge making its way slowly upstream. A
Tolkach such as this has a load capacity of ten thousand tons, and while there are
many big freight barges plying their way along Russia’s greatest river, these
monster nine-hundred-footers are comparatively rare. Powered from the stern (the
name means pushers), they utilize a large rising wheelhouse on the bow deck to
operate a massive for’ard rudder, without which they’d never get around a sharp
bend.



In line astern, this particular barge was followed by another Tolkach, not so
long, but all of six hundred feet. Both were of the Class of the XXIII S’ezd (KPSS,
the 23rd Congress of the Communist Party), and both were making approximately
five knots through the water on this busy industrial reach. They were the type of
barge used by the Russians to transport submarines.

In the West it is traditional to build submarines in yards close to the sea, or at
least to a major estuary. The Russians, however, have a mammoth shipbuilding
industry in the old city of Gorky, now Nizhny Novgorod, which is situated bang in
the middle of the old Soviet Union almost a thousand miles south of the Barents
Sea port of Murmansk, and almost a thousand miles north of the former Black
Sea Naval base of Sevastopol. Thus generations of Soviet warships would have
been, to the Western eye, stranded at birth, like so many Atlantic salmon born
upriver. Or more graphically, it is as if the new Trident submarines were being
built in central Kansas or Bedfordshire.

But the frozen heartland of Russia possesses one major natural asset—missing
from both central Kansas, and indeed from England... the 2,290-mile Volga, the
fifteenth longest river in the world, the very soul of the Communist Dream to
construct a great waterway interconnecting the entire Soviet Empire.

A series of canals have made it possible for the Russians to transport big
submarines and other warships between the Black Sea in the south and the White
Sea in the north. The route begins at the Kercenskij Strait, east of the Crimean
Peninsula, and crosses the Sea of Azov, heading northeast. Entering the Volga-
Don Canal, the route continues northeast through the lakes, and along a further
canal joining the Volga just south of Volgograd.

From that point heading north, the great river widens into breathtaking river-
lakes, up to two hundred miles long, before swinging west past the city of Kazan to
Nizhny. Here the River Oka, flowing in from the southwest, converges with the
Volga and forms a great wedge of land called the Strelka (the arrow), home to the
150-year-old shipyards of Red Sormovo. The Russian word Strelka is painted in
massive red letters on the concrete bank.

In recent years this yard has built a succession of merchant and low-draft
passenger ships, but it has a long tradition of building submarines—which can be
transported by barge, south to the Black Sea and also to the Northern Fleet. The
Red Sormovo shipyard constructed the Charlie II nuclear boats, and the old
Julietts. The 7,200-ton Barracudas of the Sierra II Class were built here as well,
and so were the nuclear-powered Victors, and the Tango Class diesel-electrics. The
yard also has an acknowledged capacity for construction of the most modern
Kilos.

Because of the landlocked geographics of the Black Sea, and with the
Mediterranean another virtual dead-end ocean, most of the submarines built at
Nizhny are transported north through a colossal waterway masterminded by
Joseph Stalin. It begins on the Volga as the great river winds its way north along
silted-up shallows, and along the timber-growing west bank with its barge loads of
sweet-smelling birch logs.

Right off the town of Yurevetsk, seventy-five miles upstream from Nizhny, the
river swings left, zigzagging its way on a lazy westerly course to the huge Rybinsk



Reservoir. Here the Volga swerves hard south, eventually joining Stalin’s
astonishing creation, the Moscow Canal.

At that point, the Russian Mother, as the Volga is known, turns its back on the
frozen north, and the submarines must continue their journey toward the Arctic
Circle in colder waters. The great Tolkach barges continue north up the seventy-
mile-long reservoir, traveling through the wide waterways and canals that skirt
Lake Beloje. They journey a total of 150 miles before entering the tranquil
northern waters of Lake Onega, which is 120 miles long and the second largest
lake in Europe.

This is the most beautiful part of the journey, for the lake is wild, and Russian,
and spotted with picturesque islands, and quite exquisite wooden churches, many
of them standing beneath carved onion-shaped domes. On the island of Kizhi, the
Church of the Transfiguration is decorated with twenty-two domes, all perfectly
shaped and carved by local eighteenth-century craftsmen. Not one nail was used
in the construction of this building.

Along these near-silent waters the Tolkach freighters shoulder their huge
underwater warships, malevolently moving across the surface against a backdrop
of some of the most lovely waterscapes in all of Russia.

At the end of the idyllic and peaceful Lake, the submarines enter the black
shadows of the Belomorski Canal, the embodiment of Stalin’s cruelest ambitions.
Thousands of slave laborers perished in a frozen hell while making the canal, as
the commissars forced them beyond the limits of human endurance.

The result is a masterpiece of engineering, a straight 140-mile-long waterway
joining the lake to the White Sea and the Baltic—a military thruway designed to
serve the remorseless ambitions of the Communist dictator. But the endless
deaths among the political prisoners and thinkers who formed that terrible army
of forced labor scarred the name Belomorski. The Russian writer Maxim Gorky,
who was judged to have approved the canal because he joined 120 writers on a
1933 press trip, was attacked for it years later by Alexander Solzhenitsyn.

Today the tourist boats do not enter here. And the military keeps a watchful eye
on the canal to make sure that it is running efficiently. But just as the submarines
looked so alien, so outlandish, on the lovely waters of the lake, their jet black hulls
look at home in the waters of the Belomorski—because they are ultimately
instruments of death, and the canal is a place of remembered death. The shades of
sadness will never leave here.

The Russian Waterway|
The Russian Navy’s two-thousand-mile-long inland submarine route]
lalong rivers, lakes, and canals—the great private waterway|
that joins the Black Sea and the White Sea.|

The slow eight-hundred-mile journey from Volgograd to Nizhny through often
congested industrial waters would be a long one for the empty Tolkach barges.
Admiral George Morris looked at the pictures taken off the Volgograd waterfront,
and then at those of the three Kilos. There was little doubt in his mind. The
Russian diesel-electrics were nearing completion, and the two gigantic
transporters were on their way to pick them up. The Admiral assessed they would



average sixty miles each day, which would put them off the Red Sormovo yard in
about two weeks.

He went to a computerized screen and pulled up a map of central Russia. It was
hard to assess the speed of the Tolkachs when loaded, but they’d probably average
five knots and make a steady 120 miles a day. That would put them at the
entrance to the canal a week after their departure. George Morris thought the
loading time in Red Sormovo might take anything between two and four weeks,
given last-minute corrections and repairs. He guessed, correctly, that the Chinese
would have their top technicians at the shipyard, signing off on everything before
China would pay the next installments on the $900 million price of the three Kilos.

On reflection he decided four weeks loading time might be closer to the mark
than two, and he began to assume that the submarines would be out of Nizhny
and on their way north some time around the first week in June. The ex-Carrier
Battle Group Commander frowned and wondered whether the Chinese and the
Russians had yet decided that the loss of K-4 and K-5 was no accident, and that
the culprits were probably operating under the flag of the United States.

He noted the almost 750-mile distance between Nizhny and the White Sea, and
he deliberated about the strength of the Chinese escort. He wondered whether the
submarines would travel under their own power, as the last Kilos from the North
had done. Or whether they would make the journey on freighters, like China’s first
three. One thing, however, was certain: there was no way the USA was going to
allow the submarines to arrive in China.

George Morris was uncertain about the best course of action for the USA. As far
as he could guess, if the Kilos were to make the transit under their own power,
they would be given a strong Russian escort force. They would be fully armed, and
there was no way a covert US operation could remove all three. Not that he could
see. Not without a sizable support force. And George Morris knew SUBLANT would
be reluctant to employ its Los Angeles Class boats in any other capacity than that
of the lone hunter-killer.

To destroy the three Kilos traveling under heavy Russian escort... well, as far as
George could see, you'd be talking about a US Navy Task Group stalking three
brand-new Russian submarines, plus another couple of ex-Soviet hunter-killers,
not to mention several frigates... “Jesus Christ!” he muttered. “This is beginning to
sound like the Battle of Midway. We can’t do anything like that. I guess it’s
Arnold’s problem.”

The Admiral walked over to his desk. It was 0515. His duty was clear. Admiral
Morgan had insisted he be informed the instant there was any development with
the Kilos currently under construction. He picked up the telephone and dialed
Admiral Morgan’s home number in Montpelier. The ex-Intelligence chief had been
awake for fifteen minutes and picked up the phone immediately, answering in the
refined manner that had endeared him to so many high-ranking politicians and
officers.

“Morgan. Speak.”

“Good morning, Admiral. George Morris. Sorry about the time.”

“If I was, or ever had been, worried about the goddamned time, George,” growled
Morgan, “the world would doubtless be a more dangerous place. Shoot.”



“Your three friends, Admiral. I have some pictures I know you’ll want to see
right away. Your place or mine.”

“I'll be with you in fifteen,” snapped Morgan, and he slammed down the phone,
leaving Admiral Morris standing awkwardly in a roomful of people, with the phone
still to his ear.

The Admiral did what many other people had done in similar situations with his
irascible predecessor, who rarely if ever hung around for telephonic etiquette once
he had heard what he wanted to hear and hung up.

“Yes, okay then, Admiral,” he said, speaking into the dead phone. “See you then.
‘Bye.”

By which time Arnold Morgan was burning rubber on his own driveway, driving
himself from home directly to Fort Meade. He arrived at the National Security
Agency in near-record time. His steely presence galvanized the night staff into
action, and a two-man escort accompanied him to Admiral Morris’s office, where
the resident Director had already ordered coffee for them both. “Black with
buckshot” for the Big Man, which at least alerted the entire building as to the
forthcoming arrival of their former boss. George Morris vacated his desk for Arnold
Morgan, who now sat quietly studying the picture taken from space. “Yup,” he
said. “Yup, George. You got it. These babies are on their way, real soon.”

Admiral Morris explained his fears about a serious confrontation in the Atlantic,
with a small flotilla of American ships effectively doing battle with the Russians.

Morgan waited. He did not wish to betray the fact that his plans had been in
place for several weeks. Nor did he wish to tell anyone about them. “Don’t worry
about the details, George,” Morgan said. “I've had this in hand since the day we
found out the Russians had put the Chinese right at the front of the Kilo build-
stream.”

He turned and stared at the Fort Meade Director and said grimly, “I want to
thank you and your team for your vigilance in this matter. Right now there’s no
need for you to know more. Just keep me posted every inch of the way.”

Then he lightened, just a shade. “George, old buddy, as you well know, we each
have to sit in our own chairs in this game. You in yours and I in mine.” The fact
that Arnold Morgan was actually sitting in George’s chair at George’s desk, at that
precise moment, was regarded by both men as irrelevant.

The bells of the watch tolled for 0800 on the Director’s maritime clock as the
Admiral left Fort Meade. He decided not to stop at home but to press on for the
White House. He arrived at 0930, turned the engine off, and told someone to take
care of his car, and to tell Charlie, his chauffeur, to call him on the telephone.

He arrived at his office in the West Wing just as the chauffeur was put through
from the garage. “Charlie,” he said, “go get my car from wherever the hell it’s
parked, and get it back to my home in Montpelier. Then return here with the office
car and be on parade by 1230. I could be moving in a lot of directions.”

“Yessir. But sir, how do I get back here from your house in Montpelier?”

“Charlie.” Admiral Morgan spoke kindly and patiently. “Right now I'm tackling
two or three very minor matters at once—I'm trying to ensure the northwestern
area of the Pacific stays safe and secure for world shipping; I'm trying to retain our
dominance over the Taiwan Strait; and [ may have to kick a few Chinese butts...
Just get my car down here, now!



“Charlie... Charlie... I know your problems are many... BUT WOULD YOU JUST
GET MY FUCKING CAR TO MONTPELIER? AND THEN GET YOUR ASS BACK
HERE ON THE DOUBLE, BEARING IN MIND THAT I DO NOT GIVE A FLYING
FUCK IF YOU NEED TO HIRE THE SPACE SHUTTLE IN ORDER TO ACHIEVE IT.”

Charlie was about to drop the phone in terror when the Admiral softened again.
“Try your best, Charlie,” he said as he hung up the phone. “It is only because of
these immense problems that men such as yourself are hired.”

He replaced the phone, grinning at a new degree of wit that he found himself
increasingly utilizing. Life at the White House was smoothing away the rougher
edges of his choleric personality. Nearly.

He picked up the phone again and asked the operator to connect him to the
Director’s office at Fort Meade. He was told that Admiral Morris had left for the
Pentagon and would not be back before lunch. He could be located with Admiral
Joe Mulligan. Not wanting to alert the entire Navy about the developing Kilo
situation, Arnold Morgan elected not to interrupt the meeting in the office of the
CNO, even though the Admiral himself would not have hesitated to interrupt a
conversation between God and the Pope if he believed that it fell within the
military interests of his beloved United States.

He glanced at his watch. It was now 0945, which meant it was 0645 in
California. No good. Admiral John Bergstrom would not yet be at his desk. “Lazy
prick,” snarled Morgan impatiently. “Have to give him another hour.”

He gazed at his map, absentmindedly picking up a jade-handled magnifying
glass. He found himself looking closely at the waters of Russia’s enormous Lake
Onega, the 120-mile stretch through which the Kilos would have to travel on their
way to the Belomorski Canal. He had asked Fort Meade to run through their
records, through all of their recorded photographic evidence, to try to find a
pattern in the outlandish inland waterway journeys of the Russian submarines.

“There must be something,” he murmured. “Someplace where they stop, refuel,
or change guard... someplace where they might be vulnerable.” He stared at the
map, noted the position of the island of Kizhi, and then considered the largest port
on the lake, Petrozavodsk. Arnold knew the name meant Peter’s Factory. He also
knew that Peter the Great had converted the entire place into a cannon foundry,
ransacking the town and nearby areas of all of their metal in order to melt it down
for artillery hardware in the early eighteenth century.

The result was, of course, that Peter had forced the Swedes into submission in
the Great Northern War of 1700-1712. “If I can just get this situation in order, I'll
give ’em some more scrap metal to fuck around with,” he growled. “I just need
someone to get some kind of pattern on those submarine internal delivery
voyages.”

It was hard to decide whom he was more irritated with—Admiral Morris,
Admiral Bergstrom, or “the goddamned Soviets.” On reflection he decided it was
probably a dead heat—with Charlie the chauffeur right in there behind ’em.

He informed a secretary that he was deeply depressed by the current absence of
coffee. When it finally arrived, he slurped it in solitude, leaning back from his
desk, trying to ensure his own thoughts, so that the immediate future of the Kilos
would be the product of solid, well-reasoned military logic.



“You have to start with one fact,” he declared to himself. “These three little
bastards ain’t never gonna get to the South China Sea. Not to that ocean, nor to
any other.

“And that gives us three military options, and only three... Option (A): we
arrange an air strike and blow them to pieces, right there in the shipyard where
the satellites have been watching their progress for almost two years. This would
of course instantly start World War III.

“Or, we could go to Option (B). Wait for the Russians to load them, and then
obliterate the barges and their cargo with a missile strike. This would also
detonate World War III.

“Option (C) is even simpler. Another air strike to blow up a section of the 125-
mile-long Belomorski Canal, which would end the northern journey of the
submarines, and for that matter the northern journeys of everyone else. You might
need a nuclear device for this, but you might not, if you could launch a big enough
bomb or missile. Either way, here comes World War IIl—which essentially renders
options A, B, and C out of the question. Therefore, it remains as I have thought
from the beginning. It’s gotta be Special Forces. And it’s not gonna be easy.”

He returned to the table and looked at the canal. “The trick is,” he said to
himself, “to confuse the life out of the goddamned Russians. Maybe get ’em to
blame someone else. We are going to have to get stealthy. Our big problem is
technology and organization. I just wonder what the hell time Bergstrom elects to
get out of the sack. And what time Morris intends to terminate his banquet at the
Pentagon.”

He was suddenly preoccupied with Admiral Bergstrom. The head of
SPECWARCOM had endured a late night and would not be at his desk before
0800, which was 1100 Morgan time. And Morris? The President’s NSA had
underestimated him.

As soon as he arrived at the CNO’s outer office, George Morris had called Fort
Meade and told them to give Admiral Morgan the latest update on the submarine
journeys. Lieutenant John Harrison was now on the line to the White House, being
put through to the office of the National Security Adviser.

“Morgan. Speak.”

“Er, Admiral... Lieutenant Harrison, Fort Meade. The line’s secure. I'm calling
for Admiral Morris, who thought you would like to be updated on our search for a
journey pattern on the Russian boats.”

“He was right. Shoot.”

“Sir. Well, as you know, we’ve gone back around twenty-five years, studying all
of the submarine journeys out of Gorky up to the White Sea. Naturally we do not
have data on them all, but we have a lot, around fifty... and there is just one thing
we think stands out—they all seem to stop at a certain point on Lake Onega, right
up in the way north, on the left, beyond Petrozavodsk. It was difficult to find a
reason, but in the end we came up with something very simple. Each time they
stopped, there was a buildup of traffic astern of the barges. We think they pulled
over to free up the north waterway, take a break, and get some sleep. Our notes
suggest they stopped at around 2100, then set off again at around 0500.”

“Interesting. And very helpful, Lieutenant. I'm grateful. Have you finished
writing it up?”



“Almost, sir. Say one hour from now.”

“Okay, Lieutenant. Ill send an officer down to collect it, usual high security...
manacled briefcase... Mark the envelope for limited distribution—Top Secret, US
Eyes Only.

“My own White House chauffeur will drive him... Charlie... tall, gray-haired guy
around fifty. He ain’t that swift of thought, so call him by name or he might get
bewildered.”

The Lieutenant laughed. But he had no time to start wondering why such an
apparently minor point should have earned the dreaded Admiral Morgan’s
gratitude because the phone was dropped back on its hook with a resounding
clunk, and young John Harrison was holding a dead phone to his ear just as his
boss had earlier in the day.

Arnold Morgan poured himself more coffee and instructed a secretary to locate a
detailed map of Lake Onega. It was almost 1100 and he also told her to get
Admiral Bergstrom on the line. As it happened, he wasn’t in yet, but the call came
bouncing back from US Navy SEAL headquarters by 0815 Pacific Daylight Time.

By then, the Admiral had commandeered a finely detailed map of the lake, and
he gruffly asked Bergstrom if he wanted him, Morgan, to do all of his work while
the SEAL boss slumbered in the West Coast sun, or whether he was proposing to
pull his act together.

“If you had been on the receiving end of my luck last night, Arnie, you would not
begrudge me my few moments of pleasure,” Admiral Bergstrom told him.

Admiral Morgan chuckled. “How are you, John?” he said. “Sorry I've been out of
touch, but I wanted to wait until I had something definite to tell you, and now I
have.”

“Are we looking at a basic plan similar to what we discussed?”

“Exactly that. We should meet soonest.”

“You want me to come to Washington, or will you come out here?”

“The latter. Two days from now. As you know the Chief’s coming to LA for the
day. I can get a ride—they’ll drop me off in San Diego.”

“Jesus. You sure you can use that aircraft like a taxi?”

“No problem. I'll be in San Diego around 0900. Get someone to meet me, John.
I'll need a lift back to the airport around 1600—we want to be home by midnight if
possible.”

“Right. Ill start to get this revved up. What’s our priority?”

“Timing and recce.”

“Okay. You want me to alert the guys. You know they’re all in place?”

“Yeah. We better get three of 'em moving within three days. Right after you and I
finish.”

“Okay, Arnie. I'll start it up. Look forward to seeing you before 1000 day after
tomorrow.”

* * * * *

Air Force One touched down at San Diego’s Lindbergh Field at precisely 0900
and headed for the seclusion of an outer runway. The airway steps were down for
exactly forty-five seconds, and Admiral Morgan was out and gone, ensconced in



the backseat of a US Navy staff car. By the time he reached the airport freeway
exit, Air Force One was off the ground and heading north for LA.

The Navy driver swung onto the Pacific Highway heading south, and the road
began to climb the spectacular curved bridge that crosses San Diego Bay on
towering concrete stilts, like a mammoth centipede, 140 feet above the water.
From its high point, the bridge curves steeply down to the island of Coronado,
headquarters of the US Navy SEALs. Surrounded by heavy-duty wire, and
patrolled by armed devils disguised as men, the SEAL base is not a place that
invites intruders.

SPECWARCOM is the acronym for the US Navy’s Special Warfare Command. Its
Commander, Rear Admiral John Bergstrom, was the latest in a line of outstanding
officers who had served in its ranks, after having trained as a Navy SEAL. Often
working undercover, usually in life-or-death situations, SEALs are the equivalent
of the British SAS or the Royal Navy’s Special Boat Service—they are highly
trained killers, experts with explosives who possess a thorough knowledge of
dozens of weapons, systems, and demolition techniques. Though they operate
behind enemy lines, SEALs do not, normally, expect to die. In the words of General
Patton they expect “the other poor dumb bastard” to take care of that part.

It’s more difficult to become a SEAL than to graduate from Harvard Law School.
A brutal indoctrination course awaits those who make it through SEAL training—
BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL), also known as “The Grinder.” To
survive, a man must be a paragon of physical, intellectual, and emotional
strength: aside from speed and a natural agility in the water, he also needs a first-
class memory.

The BUD/S course is designed to eliminate anyone who may be suspect either
mentally or physically. It comprises days of running along the five-mile-long
beaches that guard San Diego Bay. Recruits are periodically driven into the
freezing ocean by instructors, then made to roll in the sand, and forced to
continue running up and down the dunes, ignoring the agonizing pain of the sand
inside their wet shorts. “Keep moving, son... I'm probably saving your life.”

As the course moves on, exhausted men drop out, and the instructors drive
those who remain harder. During “Hell Week” men on the verge of collapse are
again driven one more time through an underwater tunnel, one more time out
onto the dunes, into the ocean, and one more mile home. Half of the men who
enter “Hell Week” never make it through. The instructors seek only those who are
shattered but still defiant—those who think they have nothing more to give but
still, in desperation, find more. That’s a US Navy SEAL.

The United States runs six teams of SEALs. Teams Two, Four, and Eight of
Little Creek, Virginia, and Teams One, Three, and Five from Coronado. Admiral
John Bergstrom, a veteran of Team Two, was the overlord of all SEALs. From his
office in Coronado he over-saw every SEAL operation worldwide.

Each SEAL team comprises 225 men, of which 160 are active members of the
attack platoons. Twenty-five people, including technicians and electronics experts,
work as support and logistics staff. Forty more are directly involved in training,
command, and control. The SEAL strike squadrons require enormous backup.
These are valuable men, with a code of their own; in their short but valiant history



they have never left a colleague on the battlefield. Neither wounded nor dead, not
even in Vietnam.

Admiral Arnold Morgan was shown into the office of Admiral John Bergstrom
shortly before 1000. The two men greeted each other warmly. They were old
friends, who had a lot of respect for each other. They were both tough and ruthless
in the execution of their duties, and fiercely protective of the men who served
them.

Whereas Arnold Morgan had allowed his career to destroy his two marriages,
John Bergstrom had suffered the agony of watching his wife of thirty years die of
cancer only twenty-four months ago. Alone now in his official base residence,
Admiral Bergstrom was considered a major asset by innumerable West Coast
hostesses. Like all SEALs, he carried a mystique about him. He stood six foot two
and still had retained the hard, athletic physique of a platoon commander. His
sleek, dark hair had not yet grayed, despite his fifty-seven years. He had big hands
and gray, sad eyes. It would not be true to say he laughed a lot, but he chuckled,
the deep, amused chuckle of a man who had operated in the face of danger, and
who now regarded all the rest of it as, essentially, kid’s stuff.

Arnold Morgan not only liked John Bergstrom, he also trusted him, and there
were not many who fell into that category. “Good to see you, John,” he said. “It’s
been a while. I have a few goodies here to show you, and I think we’re about to get
this show on the road.”

Admiral Bergstrom grinned and shook his head. “I'm telling you, Arnie, this is
not as goddamned simple as it looks. Quite frankly, I’'ve never worked on a Special
Ops project deep inside Russia. It’s a minefield of problems, and if my guys get
caught it would be the biggest embarrassment to the United States since the U2
pilot back in the 1960s.”

“It would be more embarrassing,” said Morgan, “if the goddamned Chinese get a
hold of enough of those fucking Kilos to shut us out of the Strait of Taiwan. Right
then we’d have to go to war to restore the peaceful trading rights of all Western
nations in those waters.”

“l haven’t taken my eye off the ball,” said Bergstrom. “I just hope we have
enough data to make it happen.”

Admiral Morgan patted his briefcase. “I have some good stuff in here,” he said.
“Pour me a cup of coffee and I'll show you. By the way, the President asked me to
pass on to you his kindest regards.”

“That’s very thoughtful of him,” said John Bergstrom. “I've only met him two or
three times.”

“This President just happens to like military men a lot more than he likes
politicians. He makes it his business to befriend all of his senior commanders. He
actually takes pride in the fact that he knows the first name of his SEALs’ C in C.
As I left the plane he just said, ‘My best regards to John.”

“Hope he’s still saying that a couple of months from now,” replied the SEAL
chief.

Arnold Morgan opened the briefcase and took out the manila envelope that had
been delivered to him two days previously by the much-abused Charlie. He walked
over to the detailed map of European North Russia, which was laid out on a wide
sloping desk with a green shaded light curved over it.



He traced his finger up the left-hand side of Lake Onega, past Petrozavodsk.
Here the lake is cut in half by two large peninsulas, forcing through traffic to the
eastern side of the waterway. He ran his finger past the lakeside town of
Kuzaranda, and then twenty-five miles farther north through the narrow gap
between two other peninsulas.

“About another twenty-five miles on,” he said, “we come to one of the loneliest
spots on the whole journey. See this town, Unica, which looks like it might be on
the lake? Well it’s not; it’s about eight miles west—all the way up here. There is
nothing but a few small farms.

“And right here,” he said as he pointed to the map with the sharp end of a pair
of dividers, “is where these submarine barges stop. If you draw a line due
northeast from Unica right across the lake to Provenec, where the canal comes in,
top right-hand corner, that’s where the barges stop, on that line about a mile
offshore.

“Follow the western shoreline of the lake for about a mile due north of where
that line first reaches the water... right here... and we have something even more
interesting. Along here... right on this desolate coastline is where the big tourist
boats pull over—they call it a Green Stop—the boats ease over to the port side and
park alongside the tall grasses that line this shore. They let down a long fifty-foot
gangway, like you get on a car ferry, and everyone can get off and take a look at
the virgin Russian countryside.”

“Jesus, Arnie. You might be a genius. Did I ever tell you that?”

“Well, I can’t claim credit for arranging the Green Stop, but I sure as hell claim
credit for finding out about it.”

“Was it difficult?”

“Murder. I had someone call the Odessa-American Line right here in the States,
and tell ’em he was a bird-watcher. I had him ask if he would get a chance to go
ashore for a while at the northern end of Lake Onega. I was so careful I actually
booked him on the ship before he made the call. Now the sonofabitch thinks he’s
going on a ten-day paid vacation.”

“Whatever it costs, it’s cheap,” said Admiral Bergstrom. “That’s some kind of a
break, right?”

“You make your own breaks in this game.”

“Which brings us to problem number one: how are we going to get the guys onto
the precise tourist ship that will be parked up there when the barges stop for the
night? And where the hell do the tour boats start from anyway?”

“They mostly run out of St. Petersburg.”

“St. Petersburg? Remind me, what’s the route up to the lake from there?”

“Through Lake Ladoga, then the River Svir, and into the canals that join Lake
Onega. The route of the tour boat converges with the barges in the southern half
of the lake. I expect our tour boat to pass the barges somewhere in the northern
half. Then I think they’ll both make an overnight stop within a mile and a half of
each other.”

“Right. But how do we get our guys on the right boat? How often do they run?”

“That’s the least of the problems. There are a lot of tour boats operational since
Russia opened up. There’s one leaving just about every day. Sometimes three or
four on weekends. They all seem to end up at the north end of Lake Onega for



their Green Stops sometime in the early part of the evening. Remember it never
gets dark up there in summer... you know, the White Nights and everything.”

“Right. But I still can’t see how we get the guys on the right boat.”

“Well, if you can’t, maybe the Russkies won’t figure it out either. The tour boats
run about four times faster than the barges, which tend to make a steady five
knots from Nizhny right up into the lake. And they don’t stop. Which means we
can get a very accurate fix on what time they’re going to reach the shoreline near
Unica. We watch the barges on the overheads all the way, then the guys get on the
tour boat we know will come sliding past the submarines around 1700 hours in
the north of Lake Onega. That Green Stop represents the end of the line for the
tourists. The ship turns round then and heads back to St. Petersburg the next
morning.”

“Yeah, but you can’t just get on a tour lasting several days. You have to book
cabins and Christ knows what,” said Admiral Bergstrom.

“Yup. No sweat, John. We take a coupla suites on the upper deck on all of the
probable boats, day after day. We book ’em right here in the USA.”

“Yeah. But there’ll be a lot of suspicion when we keep canceling.”

“What d’you mean, canceling? We’re not canceling anything. We’ll get people in
to take up the reservations. Secretaries, boyfriends from embassies and American
corporations all over Europe. Give ’em a free vacation for a few days. The boats are
packed with Americans. | have a survey here...of three hundred passengers on the
last three Odessa-American Line boats, an average of two hundred and eighty-four
were Americans. The worst thing that can happen is we have to change four or five
names when we put our own team in. But we’ll be giving them several days’ notice
because we’ll know the precise time they’re gonna reach the north end of the
lake—we’ll know it the moment the satellites spot the barges leaving Nizhny.”

“Jesus, Arnie. We're really gonna do this, aren’t we?”

“We have no choice.”

The two Admirals sat in silence for a few moments, each momentarily stunned
by the enormity of the may-hem they were about to unleash.

“Your guys have a headache packing the kit and transporting it?” asked Arnold
Morgan.

“Huge,” replied John Bergstrom. But he did not propose to get into the
complicated details of such a mission... the semantics of preparing the men’s
requirements, the four underwater breathing Draegers, their helmets, masks,
flippers, and wet suits. The four attack boards. The well-balanced, effective Soviet-
designed RPD light machine guns with their distinctive sound, which Bergstrom
hoped would confuse a Russian guard should it come to a fight. Their sidearms,
Sig Sauer 9mm pistols. The piles of ammunition clips. The Kaybar combat knives.
The medical kit with codeine, and morphine, and battle dressings. Water
purification tablets, radios plus batteries, plus a GPS. And five ponchos with liners
and ground sheets, just in case the SEALs were forced to shoot their way out and
take refuge in the countryside until they were rescued.

“I've made one change to our original plan, Admiral. We’re sending in a backup
SEAL caretaker to nanny them. CIA agent, worked behind the Iron Curtain in the
1980s. Very tough character, Angela Rivera.”

“ANGELA!” yelled Admiral Morgan. “Is this a girl? On a mission like this?”



“Yes. Makeup and disguise expert. Finished first in the CIA Tradecraft Class at
Camp Peary. Highly trained and unobtrusive.”

“What if she gets hurt, or can’t cope with a getaway?”

“Arnie, remember when that bastard Aldrich Ames was in the process of
shopping all these US agents working in East Germany, Russia, and Romania?”

“Do I ever.”

“Well, he blew the cover on the slim and clever Angela Duke in some Berlin
hotel. And the KGB sent a couple of spooks to her room. They apparently decided
that one should go in after her and one should keep watch. When the first one
didn’t come out, the second one went in himself, stupid bastard. He just had time
to find his mate dead on the floor. It was the last thing he ever saw. She garroted
’em both. And got away, back to Langley. She’s up to it. Trust me.”

“Jesus,” said Arnold Morgan. “Guess we’re gonna need a lot of explosives?” he
asked, changing the subject.

“According to my calculations, each of the four swimmers is going to need eight
small, shaped charges, weighing around fifty-one pounds each. These things make
a fairly small bang but blow a big hole...a kind of cylindrical shape to the
explosion forces it just one way, rather than an outward/inward blast. Each
charge has its own timer... very, very accurate. That’s forty pounds of explosive for
each man, and I don’t think they want to carry more.”

“Not with a mile, or even a little more to swim. Anyone looked at the water depth
yet?”

“Since I only found out seven minutes ago where the operation was taking place,
not hardly.”

“Jesus, you guys are getting slack,” said Morgan in mock seriousness.

“Well, on that note, let me tell you what I think is going to be a bit of a
roadblock right here,” replied Admiral Bergstrom. “And I'm not at all sure how to
solve it... How the hell are we gonna get all the stuff into Russia, and then
transport it to that northern wasteland? We’re going to end up with around seven
hundred and fifty pounds of gear—that’s a third of a ton. We’re talking forklift
truck, minimum.”

“Christ... so we are. I’'d kinda assumed we could somehow run it over the border
from Finland, up in the Karjalan Lanni area.”

“Arnold, there are no roads that cross the old Soviet border up in that area.
There’s a long border road running north-south, but it doesn’t cross into Russia.
And a couple of roads just come to dead ends. There’s a railroad, but even today
the Russians keep a careful eye on it. We can’t start running cargoes of fucking
Semtex all over the place.

“Of course there is a regular freeway that runs straight up from St. Petersburg
to Petrozavodsk. But it would be just about impossible for us to bring in a cargo of
this size under the eyes of the Russian Customs and port authority guards. And if
they found it, there would be an unbelievable uproar.”

“You’re right. How about an airlift from some remote spot in eastern Finland,
straight over the border and right into the area we need it?”

“We can’t chance that, Arnie. The Russians are still pretty hot about any air
transport crossing its borders. Specially after that Chechen bullshit.”

“Well, how about by the waterways?”



“Too risky. The canal traffic is subject to checks at various points all along the
routes. The truth is we cannot get caught.”

“What do you consider the best chance of success?”

“It’s all a bit worrying, Arnie. I suppose the chopper over the border... flying very
low, right under the radar. If one of their military listening stations picked it up,
they’d shoot it down. If push comes to shove we might just have to accept that risk
and go for it.”

“Christ, if that happened there’d be all hell to pay.”

“l know it. But I don’t know any other way round the problem.”

By this time, both men were pacing the room, deep in thought. Neither spoke for
several minutes. Then John Bergstrom said, “Arnie, there is something in the back
of my mind...you read about that new HALO development? It’s not perfected, but
my guys in the industry say it’s gonna work.”

“HALO,” replied Morgan. “That’s High Altitude, Low Opening, right? A free-fall
situation from above twenty thousand feet. You’re thinking of dropping a couple of
guys out of an aircraft, high over Russia, hanging on to all that kit. Jesus. I'm not
sure about that, John.”

“No, Arnie. I'm not talking about that. I'm talking capsules. Big metal canisters
that operate on the same system as laser-guided bombs. We’re gonna pitch ’em
out of a military aircraft high over Russia—maybe as high as thirty-five thousand
feet, and get ‘'em to home in on a beam.”

“Home in on what?”

“A beam. We just get our guys in there. On the ground, somewhere out in the
wilds near the lake, and they turn on their device and wait for the aircraft. The
beam locks on and the air crew dump the canisters out. Then the computerized
steering activates a small power unit in the canisters and steers ’em right in.”

“Christ. That’s pretty smart. But I have a few questions.”

“Hit me.”

“Do these things just crash into the ground like a bomb?”

“No. They fall like stones for thirty-four thousand feet. Then the ‘chutes open,
and they float in the last eight hundred feet at around twelve miles per hour. From
the moment the ’chute opens it’s about forty-five seconds before they hit the
ground. And barring a gale, they come in within thirty yards of the beam. The guys
will not only see them floating down, they’ll hear them thud into the ground.”

“How about radar?”

“With those things hurtling through the air, straight down, from thirty-five
thousand feet, the chances of the Russians getting a good fix, before they
disappear, are pretty remote. And even if they did, it’d be a bit late to do much
about it. On a screen I guess they’d look like meteorites or something.”

“What would they weigh?”

“Around two hundred and fifty pounds each, specially fitted with handles, of
course, to make it easy for two guys to carry.”

“Then what? Bury ’em somewhere near the edge of the woods?”

“Exactly. And as soon as the SEALs open ’em up, the first thing they take out
are a couple of spades. Then they lock ’'em up and bury ’em, all ready for the night
when they’ll be back for ’'em.”



“l got another problem, John. How are we going to send a military aircraft over
Russian airspace without them asking all kinds of questions?”

“That’s pretty simple. With sensible care, there’s nothing to identify a military
aircraft from a commercial one, unless they just happen to put up an interceptor
for a visual ident. And that’s most unlikely.”

The SEALs Commander walked over to a large globe in the corner of his office
and ran a length of a tape measure across the top, edging it into position. “There
you are,” he said, tapping the globe. “The polar route from Los Angeles to the
Emirates, right on the Gulf. Passes directly down the right-hand side of the lake.
We bring in the chief executive of whichever American airline flies that route, and
have him file a commercial flight plan with the Russians for that night. No one
would think of questioning it. The only difference is, it'll be a high-altitude echo-
enhanced military aircraft making the journey, five miles up there, instead of a
regular Boeing.”

“Did I ever mention the fact that you might be a genius?” said Arnold Morgan.

“Not lately,” said Admiral Bergstrom.

“Have they actually tested this system?” said Morgan. “In the desert, and it
happened just as you are saying?”

“l have no hard report, but a couple of my guys were out there, and they said it
was a goddamned miracle. Those things just came floating in from thirty-five
thousand feet and landed right there, just a few yards from the beam.”

“John, old buddy, we got ourselves a plan. That’s the way we’ll go. Where are
the guys right now.”

“They’re in a hotel in Helsinki, waiting for the word to move into one of the tour
ships across the bay in St. Petersburg. They have excellent papers and passports,
as we agreed before.”

“Sounds good. Now, Ill get the CIA to take care of all of those tour ship
bookings. I think we better start those four days after the Tolkach barges actually
arrive off the Red Sormovo yards. In theory, they could load and depart right away.
Although I don’t think that will happen.”

“Right. I'll send a veteran chief petty officer into Helsinki, and he can go with
two SEALSs up the lakes on a ship right away.”

“We need to move fast. They’d better get the canisters made and trucked down
here in a couple of days. We'll load them, and have ’em ready to go that same day.
I'll get the chief on a flight to Helsinki tomorrow morning. We’ll almost certainly
have a couple of weeks to spare, but we wanna be ready.”

“One thing, John, are we going to need good timing to get the recce team away
from the tour ship and out to the drop zone?”

“Not really. You see we’ll know the exact time they’re scheduled to arrive at the
Green Stop before the ship departs. We just need to get the dropper overhead, say,
two hours later. That way the guys can just appear to take a walk and set up their
beam, and we’ll make sure the aircraft is up there right on time. If he’s late, it just
means the guys will have to hang around for an hour. Which doesn’t matter. The
thing is, he can’t be early, because he cannot slow down much during his
approach through Russian airspace. But I'm not seeing a problem there.”



“No, John, neither am 1. The key to this lies in our ability to organize it without
a hitch. And then it’s in the hands of the SEALs. By the way, how do we get ’em
out? They’re not going back on the ship are they?”

“The recce team will... the ship makes very fast time back, running nonstop at
around twenty to twenty-five knots all the way to St. Pete’s. Of course, the strike
squad will not return to the ship. We’ll have them out in a small truck, but there
will be nothing incriminating about them. Just a small group of tourists trundling
around in the land of their forefathers. No problem to anyone. It’s very rural up
there. Nothing much for anyone to be sensitive about.”

“Until the charges go off. That might change things a bit.”

“So it might, Arnie, but we’ll be long gone by then.”

“How about afterward? There’s gotta be a fucking uproar, whatever happens.”

“Now that’s your problem. Not mine. I'm here to bang out three little Russian
diesel-electrics. And I think I can do it. The uproar will be political. And that’s your
beat. We better get the guys at the CIA to work on it.”

“Yeah. Guess so. Somehow we want to be indignant... file some complaint or
other... try to sow the seed of doubt in the Russian mind that the whole thing
might have been carried out by those Chechens, or a fundamentalist group. We’re
not the only country that has a beef with the Moscow government.”

“No, Arnie. We’re not. But we are the only country that has made it absolutely
clear we’re not having those Kilos going to China.”

“l don’t suppose the Chinese Navy will be throwing a party in honor of the US
Embassy staff in Beijing either.”

Chapter 7

THE LAKE WAS FIFTY MILES WIDE HERE, AND the MIKHAIL LERMONTOV
was heading north through the short seas at a steady twenty-five knots. It was
mid-afternoon on May 1, and the spring sky was overcast. Deep, dark gray clouds
drifted northeast before a steady breeze, a harbinger of the rain that would soon
sweep in off the cold Baltic, where it had already slashed through the city streets
of Helsinki and St. Petersburg.

“This weather could turn out to be a serious pain in the ass,” said Lieutenant
Commander Rick Hunter. He sat huddled with his two companions in the corner
of the small bar on deck three, right at the stern of the three-hundred-foot-long
blue-and-white tour ship. “Matter of fact, if it rains like I think it’s gonna rain, this
little holiday could turn out to be a royal fuck-up. Still, we can’t turn back now.”

His words were carefully chosen to betray nothing to possible eavesdroppers.
Rick Hunter was a rare man. He was a SEAL team leader selected from a pack of
equally rare men. In him, instructors and commanders had spotted something
different. There was a coldness behind his bright blue eyes and Kentucky
hardboot manner. They had judged this rugged, country Lieutenant Commander
from the Bluegrass as a man others would follow, and who in turn would treat his
team’s problems as if they were his alone.



Back at Coronado, and at his home base in Little Creek, Virginia, most everyone
had a hell of a soft spot for Rick Hunter. Perhaps not least because of his
unwavering eye for a thoroughbred racehorse and finely tuned ear for the
Kentucky gossip. Three times in the last four years he’d correctly forecast the
winner of the Kentucky Derby. Two of his picks had been favorites, but one had
gone in at 20-1. There were young SEALs who believed that Lieutenant
Commander Hunter was some kind of a god. His father, old Bart Hunter, bred his
own thoroughbreds on an immaculate horse farm out along the Versailles Pike
near Lexington, and was not among this particular fan club. He found it a
profound mystery that his oldest boy had not the slightest interest in raising
horses, as he did, and as his daddy before him had done.

There was no way he could understand the thirty-five-year-old Rick when he
told him, as he had told him every year since he was about fifteen, “Dad, it’s too
passive. I just can’t spend all year wandering around in a daze looking at baby
racehorses, waiting for the Keeneland yearling sales to see if we’re gonna go on
eating. I need action. In the horse business I would have considered becoming a
jockey. But that’s not possible.”

It sure wasn’t. The six-foot-three-inch Rick Hunter tipped the scales at 215
pounds, and he carried not one ounce of fat. He actually weighed the equivalent of
two jockeys, and he had quarters on him like Man O’ War. Rick Hunter had been a
swimmer all of his life, a collegiate champion from Vanderbilt University, and he
had very nearly made the Olympic trials for the 1988 Games but had dropped out
of college suddenly. A year later he was accepted at the US Naval Academy in
Annapolis.

His third-generation farmer’s strength, combined with his coordination and
dexterity in the water, made him a natural candidate for the SEALs. The fact that
he was a deadly accurate marksman, and a man used to exercising authority from
a very young age on the two-thousand-acre farm in the Bluegrass, made him a
potential team leader right from the start. Rick Hunter disappointed no one.
Except maybe Bart.

And now he sat, frowning, staring through the big stern windows at the lowering
sky. “Fuck it,” he thought to himself as the MIKHAIL LERMONTOV ran smoothly
beneath thick gray cloud. “Not much light tonight. Even with the full moon that
cloud cover will just about kill it. Another pain in the ass.”

It was not quite the phrasing the young intellect for whom the ship was named
would have chosen, but the nineteenth century romantic author of Russia’s first
major psychological novel, A Hero of Our Time, did deal principally with the twin
demons of frustration and isolation. And Rick Hunter understood all about that.

He and his two colleagues had spent some time in the little ship’s museum,
which was devoted to the life of Mikhail Lermontov—all Russian tour ships these
days are like cultural theme parks built around the person the ship is named for.
The three SEALs had watched the illustrated account of Lermontov’s demise,
killed in a duel at the age of only twenty-six. “Shoulda rolled off to the right when
he’d fired his one shot,” thought Chief Petty Officer Fred Cernic, “then come right
back at him with his knife... low off the ground... leading off his right leg... blade
forward... one movement.” Then, aloud, the Chief observed, “He’d probably still be
around if he’d been properly taught.”



“Yeah, right,” said Rick. “He’d’a been about two hundred years old.”

The third SEAL was Lieutenant Junior Grade Ray Schaeffer, a lean, dark-haired
twenty-eight-year-old native of the Massachusetts seaport of Marblehead, where
his family traced their lineage back to the time of the Revolutionary War. There
was a Schaeffer pulling one of the oars when the Marbleheaders rowed General
Washington to safety from the lost Battle of Long Island to Manhattan. Ray was
proud of his heritage. His father was a fishing boat captain, and the family home
was a medium-size white Colonial down near the docks. The Schaeffers were a
deeply religious Catholic family.

Ray had gone from high school straight to Annapolis. A lifelong seaman, expert
navigator, swimmer, and platoon middleweight boxing champion, he had SEAL
written all over him. Both he and Rick Hunter were considered destined for high
office in this unorthodox branch of the US fighting forces.

All three men were traveling along the Russian waterways on false passports.
They kept their given first names to avoid any careless errors but had changed
their last names. They mostly kept clear of other passengers, but not in any way
that would attract suspicion. In fact the slim, dark-haired divorcée Mrs. Jane
Westenholz, and her doe-eyed nineteen-year-old daughter Cathy, had taken quite
a shine to Rick and his friends. Mrs. Westenholz was apt to call them Ricky,
Freddie, and Ray Darling, as if they were three hairdressers, which sure would
have amused Admiral Bergstrom.

Lieutenant Commander Hunter looked at his watch. They were still four hours
from the Green Stop, and because the tour boats were not yet on their summer
schedules, they were due to arrive at 1930. Tonight they would dock in a grim,
damp northern twilight. The Russian tour boat would secure alongside the jetty
overnight and allow the passengers to sight-see in the morning, when a barbecue
lunch ashore might be possible, weather permitting, before the ship returned to
St. Petersburg.

Right now Rick could feel the boat altering course to the west for their
scheduled swing around the island of Kizhi, the treasured national historic site.
Some boats made a four-hour stop here for tourists to see the three carved
eighteenth-century churches and visit other historic wooden buildings in this
strange place where time has stood still for three centuries. The MIKHAIL
LERMONTOV was not stopping at Kizhi, and its detour would be fairly swift, but
the island is a unique place and ought not to be missed. Its onion domes adorn
every guidebook of the great lake.

The three SEALs pulled on their parkas and baseball caps, paid and tipped the
young Russian waiter, and went out on deck to see the island. Fred brought a
camera with him, and they all leaned over the port-side rail on the upper deck
while the Chief Petty Officer shot pictures. Ray said he didn’t think there was a
snowball’s chance in hell that any of the photos would come out because of the
poor light. At which point Mrs. Westenholz stepped out on deck wearing a
fluorescent scarlet raincoat with bright yellow boots. “You boys shouldn’t be out in
the rain, you all could catch severe chills in this awful Russian weather.”

“Ma’am,” Rick said, “I been walking around big fields in the pouring rain all of
my life back home in Kentucky... doesn’t affect me now... 'cept I sometimes get a
little rust creeping up under my eyelids.”



Mrs. Westenholz squeaked with laughter, and opened her own dark eyes wide.
“But this isn’t proper American rain,” she said. “This is Russian rain, and it’s
colder, comes from the Arctic... it'll freeze you right through.”

“Don’t worry about him, ma’am,” said Ray Darling. “He’s insensitive. That chill
couldn’t get through to him.”

“Ooh,” said Jane Westenholz. “I think Ricky could be very sensitive... and I
think you should all come inside now and I'll get us some coffee and a glass of
brandy to warm us up.”

Chief Cernic actually considered that an appealing idea. He also considered,
very privately, that Mrs. Westenholz might be a bit of an athlete in the sack.
Trouble was she plainly had eyes for only the big, straw-haired team leader from
Kentucky. And at forty-four, Fred also realized that he was too old for her good-
looking daughter. His wife and three sons, back home in San Diego, would
probably have been pleased about that.

Rick grinned at Jane Westenholz. “Okay, you go ahead, we’ll see you in the
stern bar in five minutes... but hold the brandy. I forgot to tell you, Fred here is a
reformed alcoholic... gets really difficult after even one drink. Ray and I never
drink when he’s around... we try to go along with his program... just to help him
through it.”

Chief Cernic raised his eyebrows at the enormity of the lie. “Oh, darling
Freddie,” Mrs. Westenholz said, “we mustn’t allow you to slip back, must we? One
day at a time... and no drinkie-poohs for anyone this afternoon.”

Ray Schaeffer shook his head. “Jesus,” he muttered. “This old broad could be a
real fucking nuisance. We may end up heaving the bodies of her and her daughter
over the side before long.”

The identical thought occurred to Rick Hunter, but he thought it would be
better if they could get through this without taking anyone out. “We’re going to
have to make ourselves a bit remote this evening,” he said quietly.

The ten-thousand-ton MIKHAIL LERMONTOV turned back to the southeast,
toward the narrow strait that divides the headland of Bojascina from the island of
Kurgenicy. The fifty-mile north-south channel up to the Belomorski Canal lay just
beyond.

The rain stopped as they turned away from Kizhi, and a watery sunlight lit the
surface of the lake intermittently. The high rolling cloud banks to the southwest
remained in place, but the dying afternoon breeze had slowed the low pressure
system as it moved northeast. Lieutenant Commander Hunter had baleful
forebodings of the night’s weather, and he was already shuddering at the thought
of the forthcoming conditions in which he and his team would almost certainly be
working.

To Rick, this strange and foreign place was merely an operational zone, and he
tried to view it dispassionately. But the sight of the hills, climbing away in a misty
purple shroud on the eastern shore of the glistening silver lake, was almost
overwhelming in its desolate beauty. Lieutenant Commander Hunter, no stranger
himself to breathtaking landscapes, shook his head at the thought of three Soviet-
designed submarines moving innocently, yet somehow obscenely, like huge black
stranded slugs, across these waterways of God.



The light began to fade again, and the air suddenly seemed colder. The SEALs
left the deck and wandered down to the stern bar, where Jane Westenholz and her
daughter Cathy were ensconced with two large pots of coffee and a plate of small
pastries. Rick and Fred, whose nerves were beginning to tighten now as the Green
Stop grew closer, managed only to sip coffee. Ray, full of confidence in his own
ability to survive anything, ate seven pastries with deceptive speed.

By 1800, the bar was full and smoky, and filled with the aromatic smells of
coffee and alcohol. Many of the 140 Americans on board were coming in now for a
drink before dinner, which was served early, in one sitting, during these
springtime weeks before the tour ships became really crowded to their three-
hundred-passenger summer capacity. Things were even busier in the big
horseshoe bar in the bow of the ship, where there would later be Russian folk
dancing and then a disco for the younger passengers.

Outside a light rain was slanting in from the southwest, glistening in the bright
lights of the three upper decks. Rick Hunter could see the warning lights on the
big channel markers as the ship headed north, into the rain, into the drop zone.
He was dreading the condition of the fields, worried about the mud and the mess
they would surely find themselves in. Worried more about the return to the ship,
when they would be trying to look normal. It would be long after midnight.

Jane Westenholz chattered on and invited the three Americans to join her and
her daughter at dinner in the big dining room. Trapped, unable to use Fred’s
“alcoholism” as a way out, Rick found himself agreeing to meet at 1930—just
about the time the ship was scheduled to pull up—knowing that it was unlikely
they could get to the dining room at the correct time; he wanted to get a GPS “fix”
on the anchorage location and, assuming they were in the right place, a damned
hard look at the surrounding country, and that might well keep them occupied
past 1930.

Once out in the dark, they would have only numbers to go by: 62.38N, 34.47E.
That’s where the MIKHAIL LERMONTOV must be when she came to a halt, the
precise spot Fort Meade had designated for the Green Stop. Those were the
numbers Rick must see when he switched on the Global Positioning System. Four
hours later, less than five miles northwest of that position, the SEALs would light
up their electronic beacon in the middle of some godforsaken Russian field and
pray the laser homing device on the canisters would locate it. At 2330 exactly. Five
hours from now.

* * * * *

Meanwhile, as the tour boat ran on up the lake, leaving the town of Sunga to
her port side, a 220-ton United States Air Force B-52H long-range bomber was
thundering at 440 miles per hour through the ice-cold skies forty-five thousand
feet above the Arctic Circle. Lieutenant Colonel Al Jaxtimer, a seasoned front-line
pilot out of the Fifth Bomb Wing, Minot Air Force Base, North Dakota, was at the
controls, concentrating on maintaining precise airspeed over the ground in the
north-westerly jet stream. It had been a long day for Jaxtimer and his crew, copilot
Major Mike Parker, electronics warfare officer Captain Charlie Ullman, and the two
navigators, Lieutenant Chuck Ryder and Lieutenant Sam Segal.



They had first flown the B-52 up from Minot to Edwards Air Force Base, north
of Los Angeles. They had taken off again at 1000 (Moscow time) that morning,
except that it was 2300 the previous evening for them in California. The big
Edwards tanker aircraft had waited high above in the dark as they roared upward
to their climb-out refueling point. They then headed north with full tanks, a ten-
thousand-mile range, and a light cargo load of 750 pounds, plus 180 pounds of
parachutes. Deep inside the bomb bay were three 250-pound bomb-shaped
canisters, attached to furled black parachute containers. Each one had been
personally packed by the senior petty officers at Coronado. The kit was detailed
right down to a couple of shovels, and the SEALs’ twin godsends of a flashlight
and a plastic-sealed three-pack of towels.

Since the climb-out refuel, they had been arrowing up over the Northern ice
cap, through several time zones en route to the drop point over the western shore
of Lake Onega. No one was bored or tired—the adrenaline took care of that. All five
men understood that even a minor foul-up could cause the most embarrassing
international crisis for the USA. Each of them was determined not to let that
happen. Not in their bomber, not in MT0S58.

The time was 1830 now in Moscow, and the B-52 Stratofortress was skirting the
north coast of Greenland. The giant 160-foot-long gun gray aircraft, with its
distinctive shark’s head nose and 185-foot wingspan, was rumbling on south of
east now, toward Russia.

Colonel Jaxtimer kept the aircraft’s speed up as he headed out toward the
Barents Sea. According to their computer they were on schedule, although they
were deliberately flying at ten thousand feet too high an altitude, to conserve fuel.
Their ETA over the drop zone if they maintained this speed was 2336, six minutes
late. Not bad. In four hours and six minutes the B-52 would enter Russian
airspace.

Major Mike Parker had their official flight plan stowed in his flight bag. It had
been formally filed by American Airlines the previous day. Basically it described a
routine commercial flight, number AA294, from Los Angeles to Bahrain, via the
polar route. A Boeing 747 leaving LA 2300, and flying over Norway’s North Cape.
Estimated arrival in Russian airspace, from Finnish airspace, 400 miles west of
Murmansk, 2230, Moscow time. The flight plan then briefly described the journey
across Russia, passing just east of Moscow, down the center of the Caucasus, and
on over Iran to the gulf.

As they approached northern Europe, Major Parker would report in to each new
air-control zone. First Norway. Then Finland. Then Russia. The B-52 would have
no military radar switched on. At the lower altitude of thirty-five thousand feet
they would be regarded as any other big passenger jet, with an officially cleared
flight plan, heading south. At least, with reasonable luck, they would. Routine
commercial flights are not normally identified visually over Russia, certainly not at
night.

* * * * *
Jane Westenholz poured more coffee for each of the three SEALs. She then

stood up gracefully and announced that she and Cathy were leaving to change for
dinner. She looked forward to seeing them at seven-thirty. Rick stood up gallantly



as they got ready to leave and said he was sure they all looked forward to dinner
as well, and should he inform the dining room of the table change... a change of
such severity it might send the LERMONTOV’s rigidly trained Russian headwaiter
into a state of near collapse.

Jane smiled and said no, she had already taken care of that. The SEALs
watched her walk away, Fred Cernic more appreciatively than the other two. “How
the hell are we gonna get out of this bullshit?” Lieutenant Schaeffer wondered
silently. On this Russian ship, the need for professional silence was uppermost in
their minds. Without one sentence being uttered, they each knew instinctively that
they must be unobtrusive, normal; that this well-meaning, irritating lady must
never say one word about them to anyone, except about how nice they were.

She might be a bit of a pain in the ass, the circumstances being what they were.
But it could be catastrophic if she drew any attention to them by telling anyone
they were rude, or strange, or suspicious. All three SEALs had noticed the boat
contained a few officers who were clearly ex-Soviet military.

This applied to the senior official on the ship, whose manner suggested he was
an executive of the tour company, superior in rank even to the Captain. He went
by the title of Colonel Karpov, and to Rick’s eye he was ex-KGB. The man was
lean, smooth, and clear-eyed. He was immaculately turned out in a civilian suit,
and was grotesquely polite to everyone. He was a fit-looking “new Russian,” the
diametric opposite of the old pale-faced lumpen officials of the former Soviet
Union.

Colonel Karpov, at the age of around forty-five, might easily have been a ladies’
man, but there was something missing. He almost flirted with the best-looking of
the female passengers, including Mrs. Westenholz. But it was not quite flirtation.
It was as if the true personality had been drained out of him. Cathy Westenholz,
who was going to Yale in the fall to study psychology, had informed her mother,
memorably, that she regarded Colonel Karpov as “sexually obscure.”

Rick Hunter thought he was dangerous, watchful, wary, and smart. The SEALs
Lieutenant Commander always greeted him when they passed each other, but he
preferred to watch the Colonel from a distance. He decided that the man
essentially missed nothing that took place on the MIKHAIL LERMONTOV. He also
knew that they could not consider taking him out, not even if the man elected not
to mind his own business. Such an assassination would cause the place to
become stiff with KGB men. The SEALs would never get out. No, they would just
have to be meticulously careful, as always. The Colonel must neither see, hear,
nor smell anything suspicious. And Lieutenant Commander Rick Hunter would
continue to walk around in a slumped, sloppy civilian way, trying to keep away
from the Colonel. He would also try to keep Jane Westenholz cheerful, even
hopeful, and, above all, unsuspecting.

At 1914 Fred Cernic sensed the change in the beat of the engines. The tour ship
was slowing down. Through the big square windows they could see little in the
gloom outside, but Ray Schaeffer guessed the land was not far off to port. The
deck lights were still reflecting the light rain, and the three SEALs zipped up their
parkas and replaced their baseball caps. Rick’s was emblazoned with the big C of
the Cincinnati Reds, Fred’s was Dodger Blue, and Ray’s carried the distinctive red
and white B on dark blue, of the Boston Red Sox.



Out on the second of the upper decks there was a sheltered walkway, but the
seating area at the stern of the ship was exposed to the weather. As far as Fred
could see there was no one in sight. They leaned over the rail, apparently watching
the white foamy lake water slash along the side of the ship as they strained their
eyes to become used to the dark while trying to make out the shoreline.

Ray Schaeffer was sure it was no farther than a couple of hundred yards away,
and they all heard the engines drop in tone as the ship eased toward its Green
Stop. It was not surprising the shore was so difficult to see. The land on the
northern reaches of Lake Onega was flat, growing and grazing land for cereals and
small herds of cattle, and the hard black line where the water ended and land
began was partially obscured by very tall grasses and bulrushes.

They all looked up as the captain suddenly switched on a couple of big lights up
near the bow. Craning forward, Ray could see a low gray jetty, not more than three
feet high, set deep into the rain-swept water’s edge. “This is it,” he muttered. “He’s
gonna bring her right in against the jetty. Guess he’ll lower the gangway down
onto the grass, so’s it reaches firm ground. That way everyone can just walk right
off.”

“I hope he lowers it tonight, whatever the weather,” said Rick. “They did say the
gangway would come down as soon as the ship docked, and stay down, so
everyone can walk about.”

The MIKHAIL LERMONTOV was almost stationary now. As she moved through
the shallows at less than one knot, Lieutenant Schaeffer felt her lurch gently
against the jetty. Then he heard the starboard engine reverse, rev quickly, and die
as the ten-thousand-tonner came to a complete halt. “This bastard’s done it
before,” murmured the Lieutenant from Marblehead.

They moved quickly to a deserted part of the deck. Rick Hunter pulled the little
black GPS from his pocket and switched it on. The green light on its square face
glowed dimly in the dark. Rick held it out in the rain as its beam sought the
satellite twenty-two thousand miles above. A minute went by, then another thirty
seconds. Then the numbers flicked on: 62.38N, 34.47E.

“We’re right on the money,” said Rick, turning the GPS off and stuffing it quickly
back in his jacket pocket. “Now, what can we see out there? Anything hopeful?”

“Not much. But there is a light close to the shore, just about fifty yards left of
dead center where the gangway is supposed to go down. See it? Right there...” He
pointed out over the long lake grass, and they could all see the glow of a light,
coming and going, probably behind the swaying branches of a tree.

“Guess it’s a house,” said Chief Cernic. “Or maybe a shop. I don’t think there’s
much out here... they said it was a kind of nature place, wild birds and lonely
farmland... give everyone a real feel for rural Russia.”

“Yes,” said Rick. “But there’s supposed to be a few people around selling things,
carvings and stuff to the tourists; possibly a little café selling coffee, brandy, and
sausage late at night to the passengers.”

“Not in this weather there won’t be,” said Ray. “I wouldn’t be that surprised if no
one left the ship, except us.”

“Jesus. I hope youre wrong,” said Fred. Just then they heard the metallic bang
as the gangway went down. Moving back to the port side, they could see the lights
shining out over the grass from the interior of the ship. A brown dirt road lay just



beyond. There seemed to be people out there, probably the rope handlers and a
few locals out for a quick buck from the tourists. They could hear members of the
crew calling out greetings in Russian.

“l hope the rain stops, that’s all I hope,” said Rick, turning away. “And how the
hell are we gonna get back for dinner with Jane, and out by 2100? She’ll never
buy we’re going for a walk... Ill just have to come up with something.”

The SEALs quickly headed for the dining room. It was 1945, and they apologized
to Jane and her daughter. Dinner was like all meals on the ship, plain and
plentiful, light-years better than the old Soviet Union, but still no better than an
American diner. The waitress was young and Russian, and eager to please. Mrs.
Westenholz had ordered a bottle of red Bulgarian wine, but Rick shook his head
and leaned over to her conspiratorially. “Not for us,” he whispered, “not while
Fred’s here, perhaps later. He’s not feeling too well this evening.”

“Of course, Ricky,” the Connecticut divorcée whispered back. She touched his
hand fleetingly, and added, “Perhaps later.”

They ordered some fizzy water from the Ukraine, and the food arrived with
conveyor-belt speed. Large well-roasted portions of chicken, with mashed potatoes
and cabbage. Jane and Cathy picked at their dinners, but the SEALs ate heartily,
each aware of the long cold night that lay before them, and the need of their
bodies for fuel, especially carbohydrates. They each requested second servings of
potatoes with gravy. Ray had another breast of chicken as well, and between them
they demolished a loaf of heavy nutritious Russian black bread. No one else in the
entire dining room was eating anything except white bread, since the popular
perception was that black bread was for the peasants. However they had been
briefed directly from the White House. Admiral Morgan himself had passed a
message through Admiral Bergstrom to the departing SEALs. It had read starkly:
“On ops nights tell ’em to eat a lot of Russian black bread... it’s pure wheat and
highly nutritious. That white crap they make is like eating the Washington Post
and just as fucking worthless.”

“They don’t seem like lowlife,” whispered Jane to Cathy, “and they all look fit...
but I can’t imagine how they can be, when they eat like that.”

All five of them declined dessert, which was a very sugary pastry and ice cream,
but the two SEALs lieutenants both asked for cheese and “a bit more of that black
bread with butter.”

“If T ate like that I'd weigh two hundred and twenty pounds,” said Jane
Westenholz.

“That’s right, ma’am. That’s about what I do weigh. Gotta keep my strength up.”

The clock ticked on to 2040. Jane and Cathy sipped the wine. Rick Hunter had
to get his team out of this dining room and back to their cabins to pick up the few
things they needed, and out of that lower deck exit, on to the shore. Nothing would
stand in the way of that, but he wanted to take his leave of the women as
gracefully and smoothly as possible.

“Jane,” he said suddenly. “I'm afraid I am going to have to take these two
reprobates away for a while. Every week they gamble too much on baseball scores.
It’s a terrible weakness, and one I never had myself, but here’s the thing... we can
only get the results on one of the American Forces radio wavebands, and I have to
get it going up on the deck before nine o’clock.”



“But, Ricky, darling, it’s pouring out there... you’ll all get soaked.”

“No, we’ll get under the shelter on the second upper deck. The radio works fine
in there. We do it often... these two clowns have three hundred dollars apiece
riding on this, which is very bad news for Fred, who thinks the Reds are going to
lose to the Dodgers, which is plainly impossible.”

“I'll just go and get the pen and writing pad,” said Ray. “See you up there in
five.”

Jane said, “Well, hurry back and let’s meet in the stern bar a bit later.”

“You got it,” said Lieutenant Commander Hunter. “We’ll try to get Fred to bed,
then we can jump into some of that Armenian brandy.”

Jane Westenholz laughed, a quizzical look in her eyes. He really was a mystery
to her, that Ricky. He was like a big country boy, but sometimes his eyes seemed
so knowing, so hard. And they were so blue, and he had such a physique. But he
ate like a long-shoreman, which was in total contradiction to his graceful southern
manners. “I wonder who and what he could be?” pondered the lady from
Greenwich.

In cabin number 289, Lieutenant Commander Hunter gave himself ten minutes
to get ready. He strapped the big hunting knife he had bought in a backstreet in
St. Petersburg onto his belt. He took out the laser beam target-marker, which had
been designed to resemble a small transistor radio, and fitted the batteries into
their slots. He crammed the high-tech device into the big, zipped side pocket of his
parka along with the GPS, snug in its padded leather case. He put a pair of
Russian-made sneakers into the inside pockets of the jacket, and two full-size
black garbage bags, folded dead flat, into his other side pocket. He put his hat
back on, and made his way down to the gangway.

He could see Ray and Fred chatting under the light in the doorway. They were
talking to Cathy Westenholz. Ray could see the rain had just about stopped, and
Cathy was dressed to go outside. He could not turn away. They had all seen him,
and he walked boldly up to them. “Hiya, Cathy,” he said. “There’s some kind of
electrical stuff on this ship that’s playing hell with the radio, we gotta get out on
shore. Get some distance between us and the ship’s generators.”

Cathy laughed. “I'm going to the little café and shop. I just wanted a walk. It’s
over there by those trees... wanna come?”

“Well, not really,” said Rick, whose mind was racing as he blurted out the first
reasonable sentence he could think of. “I don’t want you to leave your mother
alone in that bar, Cathy. I just came by, and there were some Russians getting
kinda rowdy. The Colonel was in there, but they weren’t slowing down any.”

“Oh, Mom’ll be fine,” said Cathy brightly. “Come on, let’s walk outside for a bit.
The rain’s stopped.”

Rick put his arm around her shoulders and moved her to the side. “Cathy,” he
said. “I want you to do me a favor. Go up and get your ma out of that bar. I know I
should have stopped myself, but then we’d miss the scores, and I thought you
were with her. Please, Cathy... go up and make sure everything’s okay. Please.”

“Okay... will you guys be right out here when I get back? Maybe I'll take mom
over to the café.”

“Sure,” said Rick. “See you a bit later... and thanks.”



Cathy headed back to the upper decks, and the three SEALs walked across to
the dirt road and swung right, breaking into an easy loping run as soon as they
were out of the artificial light. The time was 2114 and Rick kept going for about
1,500 yards before leading the way quite suddenly into the woodland away from
the lake. All along the left side of the road there had been tall, soaking wet foliage,
and he knew the trees went back deeply for a long way. He knew from endless
study of the satellite photographs. And he whispered to his companions they must
keep going for one mile, to the open field beyond the pines, where the canisters
could safely land.

After fifty yards they came to a stop in a place where the trees seemed less
dense, and Rick signaled a halt. Each of the SEALs changed into sneakers and
zipped their street shoes into their parka pockets. They then took out their tightly
wrapped Gore-Tex lightweight waterproof trousers and pulled them on over their
pants.

While the SEAL leader checked the GPS, Chief Cernic pulled out his compass
and set it for a walking bearing, 320. They would endeavor to hold that line as
they went, knowing the way back would be course 130. Walking a mile in a dense
wood is very different from walking a mile along a road. It’s almost impossible to
walk dead straight through a wood in broad daylight. In pitch dark it is
impossible.

Fred led the way, trying to avoid thick brush, and correcting the course when he
could. They pressed forward for fifteen minutes, making somewhat slow progress.
Rick thought they had gone no more than half a mile, and it was beginning to rain
again. There was not a sliver of clear moonlight through the invisible clouds, and
the skies were without stars. Nonetheless, the full moon was back there
somewhere, and it provided a muted, diffused light, good enough for Fred to see
about three or four yards ahead. He walked with his left arm out in front of him to
avoid thin overhanging branches. Their footsteps made a soft padding sound,
occasionally broken by the sound of a snapping twig.

Above them they heard the unmistakable call of a night owl. “Jesus, what the
hell’s that?” Fred cried, in response to a quick scuffling of footsteps in front of him.
“Probably a fucking grizzly,” said Lieutenant Schaeffer, walking right behind him.
“Don’t worry, I'll tell Rick... he’ll kill it with his bare hands.”

The wood seemed endless, and Rick thought they must have gone almost a mile
when the trees suddenly began to thin out, and they could feel the rain driving at
them sideways from the left. Visibility was so limited they might just have been in
a clearing. Only a whispered cry of “FUCK IT!!” from Fred clarified the situation.
The Chief had hit a brick wall. Actually it was a low, dry stone wall, and he had
hissed in fury rather than pain. It was fury with himself really, that he had slightly
misjudged its position, when the satellites had identified it so clearly for them.

They gathered by the wall, and they could feel the wind rising, the rain slashing
down. Exposed now, without any cover, the SEALs’ waterproof jackets and
trousers provided welcome protection and warmth. Ray placed one of his dim
chemical light markers, glowing red, on the wall, and they proceeded forward, still
warm in their “double trousers” and shirts and sweaters under waterproof parkas.
The baseball caps were too wet to matter, but at least they helped to keep their
heads warm.



As the weather worsened, and the clock ticked on, it became clear they had
reached the wide flat grazing pasture the satellite pictures had transmitted. Most
of the neighboring fields were growing fields for cereals and vegetables and were
presently sprouting green but sparse shoots. The mud was pretty terrible right
here on the firmer grazing land, but on the winter wheat it would have been
impossible. Tiresome clods of mud were already forming on the SEALs’ sneakers
as they crossed the pasture.

This heavy rain was the one single area for which the backup team in Coronado
had not been able to plan. The satellites had photographed these fields over and
over, and they knew there was only limited grazing land right here... land over
which the SEALs must heave their heavy burdens.

Thus the drop zone effectively selected itself. It had to be pasture, and the
Coronado executive had decided to take a chance on the weather, hoping there
would not be long soaking rains as the SEALs headed north on the waterways.
Those hopes had been dashed during a filthy, wet week. And now the situation
was as bad as anyone could have imagined. Rick Hunter knew he had the option
to abort the mission, and that everyone would understand. But he, with his great
strength, believed they could get the job done whatever the conditions.

And they stood in seriously soft going. They were in open country, about three
hundred yards from the wood, the red glow of the chemical light barely visible
against the wood’s blackness. The time was 2236, and almost five hundred miles
to the north, Lieutenant Colonel Jaxtimer was flying over Finland, toward Russia.

The entry into Russian airspace went without a hitch. Major Parker called in
their identifying numbers, and the Russian controllers cleared them instantly,
scarcely checking that the numbers did in fact coincide with the flight plan filed by
American Airlines. With the blessing of the Russian authorities, the B-52 pressed
on southward toward Lake Onega.

Colonel Jaxtimer knew they had to drop their three-part cargo within a four-
mile radius circle if the canisters were to lock on, and land, close to the beam from
the SEALs’ target-marker on the ground.

Both the aircraft and the SEALs were working to the five-meter accuracy of the
GPS. If the SEALs were down there, Colonel Jaxtimer would find them. The big
laser sensor in the nose of the B-52 would pick up the beacon from twenty miles,
about two and a half minutes of flying time. The canisters would be released when
the special bombsight signaled. Once the marker had been picked up, it was a
“hands-off” routine, as far as Colonel Jaxtimer and the US Air Force was
concerned.

Behind the Colonel in the control cockpit, Lieutenant Chuck Rider was calling
out their position relative to their destination every fifteen miles. Lieutenant Segal
had located no threatening indications of a military radar sweep, from the ground
or the air. To Russian eyes, the United States Air Force B-52 was just another
long-haul commercial passenger jet headed south for the Middle East.

In fact, just about every aspect of the flight plan was a total fabrication. The
aircraft was not headed for Bahrain, but for the gigantic US Air Force base outside
of Dahran on the east coast of Saudi Arabia. There was also a chance the B-52’s
fuel would not last the journey. If they met serious headwinds, the Air Force was
sending another tanker out to meet them high over the northern end of the gulf.



By 2310 the SEALs were becoming very cold, and the rain had not abated. They
stood shivering in the field, jogging up and down, trying to get the chill out of their
limbs. Water streamed down their Gore-Tex trousers into their sneakers, which
were now waterlogged. They were still dry under their parkas, but the cold rain on
their faces was numbing. Rick Hunter prayed that the aircraft would not be late,
and that the rain would stop. But it didn’t. The SEALs waited in soaking,
windswept silence. None of them uttered one word of complaint.

While they waited, the B-52 raced southward, high above the coastal city of
Belomorsk on the southwest corner of the White Sea. Its route would take it above
the canal, west of the shoreline of the lake. Lieutenant Chuck Ryder had them
steady on the required approach course, as the GPS mechanically counted down
the range to the tour ship’s Green Stop. As they flew, the Air Force Lieutenant kept
his eyes glued to the GPS, watching the numbers change as the satellites gave an
update of their position every one and a half seconds. Right now they were
crossing 65.30N. At 63.42N they would be slightly to the west of the city of Segeza,
just sixty miles from the northern point of the lake and less than eleven minutes
from the drop zone. There were only two rules for Colonel Jaxtimer... don’t be
early, and maintain a steady course and speed. Any change would serve as a red
flag to a Russian bear in a control tower.

The first rule was easy. They were already six minutes late because the
favorable jet stream had eased off. The second rule required no great effort
because everyone was right on top of their game. This was the US Air Force at its
very best. Major Parker’s radio crackled with a communication from ground
control. Once more he called out the identification numbers that would give him
clear passage across the old Soviet Union.

Back on the ground Lieutenant Commander Rick Hunter strained to hear the
sound of an approaching aircraft, although he knew full well that the B-52 would
be far too high for that. There would be no sound whatsoever until it had passed
overhead and downwind. He was hoping for a few seconds of warning before the
canisters arrived, so he still listened and wondered how long they would have to
wait. If anything, the rain was harder, and he struggled to control the shivering
and shaking such remorseless cold, wet conditions can bring about.

By 2325, he had placed the laser marker unit on the ground and had activated
it, its antenna pointing up and northward. The three SEALs then spread out
around it, forming a triangle. They were twenty yards apart from each other. Such
a formation would give them the best chance of seeing or hearing the airborne
canisters as they came in. The marker unit made no sound as its beam lanced
upward into the dark Russian sky, and the silence in the field was total, save for
the splashing of the rain in the mud. For a moment Rick Hunter thought he might
be going mad. How would anyone or anything find him in this freezing wasteland?
What could he possibly be doing here?

The trouble was he knew exactly what he was doing here, and he tried to
imagine the big long-range bomber heading south toward him. He glanced at his
watch every thirty seconds. It was 2334. He did not know it, but Colonel Jaxtimer
was out over the northern end of the lake. And Chuck Ryder was counting. The
laser marker had just started “painting” on the aircraft’s receiver, the final seconds
now ticking automatically.



Lieutenant Ryder quietly, professionally, helping to keep his Colonel on track,
confirmed, “Red light, sir. Bomb doors open...

“Looking good, sir... on track... left... left... on track... on track... 6238, sir...
that’s it... bombs gone.” No elation. No emphasis. Just quiet information.

Beneath the great bulk of the US Stratofortress, the doors of the weapons bay,
in the central fuselage section, between the fore and aft sets of wheels, began to
close behind the falling canisters, which were already hurtling through the
darkness, straight down the laser beam.

The eight mighty Pratt & Whitney TF33 turbofan jets powering the B-52 on
toward Moscow left behind a deafening, throaty growl, but it was still not quite
audible to the SEALs waiting in the mud below.

Lieutenant Commander Hunter and his men, hunched away from the driving
rain, stared at the sky to the north, alert for any warning they might get of the
arrival of the canisters. It was almost impossible to see more than about twenty
feet above them, and right now there was only blackness. “Should have been here
minutes ago,” thought Rick. “Useless fuckers. Have they missed us? Jesus
Christ... There’s no way I'm gonna see anything before one of these containers
fucking well kills me. But if they don’t drop real close, we’ll never find them. Jesus
Christ.”

But then, he suddenly heard the first whisperings of the big Air Force jet
engines, high above. “That’s gotta be them,” he thought, his heartbeat rising. And
then he saw it—a ghostly shape, almost directly above and very close, falling
slightly to one side, jet black. It seemed to swing against the wind. Fast, now slow,
silent, and menacing, like a dreadful hooded vampire, swooping low out of the
night.

Before the SEAL leader could move more than three paces it was down, landing
with a heavy thud in the soft ground not ten yards from where they stood. The
field shook, and the parachute billowed and rustled in the wind as Rick wrestled it
under control. He called softly into the dark, “Got one. Heads up for the other
two.” To himself he muttered, “Holy shit! How about that?”

He heard Chief Cernic say softly, “Here’s one right now... LEFT... LEFT... right
there.” And the second canister hit the field almost simultaneously. The third
followed five seconds later, twenty yards farther to the south.

“That,” thought Lieutenant Commander Hunter, “was the goddamndest thing I
ever saw.” Even more startling, he decided, than the day he and his team blew the
engine of General Noriega’s yacht three hundred feet into the air by mistake.

Rick and Ray headed for the nearest canister. “What d’you think, boss?” asked
the Lieutenant from Massachusetts. “Do we open it and take a look, or do we just
rush all three of them right back over to the woods?”

“The latter,” whispered Rick. “Let’s just get ’em the hell out of this exposed field.
Fred, you take the parachutes. Get over to the wood and look for a good spot to
bury them with the canisters...leave another chemical marker at the edge of the
wood. We'll start on the first load right away. What are the handles like?”

“Good. Well balanced right in the center,” said the Chief Petty Officer. “Wide
with padded leather grips. Big enough for a two-handed hold if necessary.” He
grabbed one and lifted. “Christ,” he said. “These things are really heavy.”



Rick’s soaking wet brow furrowed. And he prayed the guys back at Coronado
had not misjudged the weight, prayed that he and Ray could lift the canisters. He
slipped his big farmer’s hand into the grip of the handle and heaved. The canister
came off the ground easily. “Not too bad,” he said. “We can get these over the field
and into the trees, but it ain’t gonna be easy—the grass is so damned slippery.”

“Okay, sir,” said the Chief. “I got the first 'chute free. You're off.”

“Beautiful,” thought Ray. “You’ve made it possible for me to get a hernia... I'll
probably have died from exposure and pain before we get to the next one.”

The Chief quietly confirmed that he now had all three canisters, and the
chemical marker at the wall, set up on the GPS. “No one’s gonna get lost unless
the GPS dies on us. If you two lose contact, make two short owl-hoots. But stay
dead on 130, that’ll take you to the marker on the wall, and on to the wood, where
there’s another. If there’s real trouble, that’s three owl-hoots, and we all head for
the wall, no matter what.

“By the time I pick our burying spot and get back to the marker light, you two
should be there with the first canister. Don’t crash into the goddamned wall like I
did.”

“Okay, Chief. Take the left side for your right arm, Ray. We’ll swap sides at a
hundred paces.”

The two SEALs lifted the 250-pound canister. Ray’s heart skipped a beat at the
weight of it. When he thought of the trek across the slippery grass in the now-
driving rain, the bravado drained from him. Rainwater streamed down his face,
and he closed his eyes. “This is going to be hard,” he said to himself. “Pace
yourself, Ray, old buddy. And please, please God don’t let me fail.” It was the same
prayer that had sustained him through Hell Week.

“It worked then,” he thought. “It’d better work now.” He began to move forward,
trying to find a rhythm, trying to settle into a regular stride, trying to ignore the
fact that this huge weight was much easier for the massively strong Rick Hunter
than it would ever be for him. The first twenty strides were not that bad, but the
rain was coming down in sheets, and the wind was rising. Both men were
shivering uncontrollably as they fought their way through the pitch black
darkness, sliding on the muddy patches, struggling for a foothold. Rick was trying
to keep one eye on the dim glow of the compass, trying to hold the flickering arrow
on 130. He was also trying to adjust their direction, pulling the canister around,
when he went down for the first time, thumping forward onto his knees.

The force of the huge, unbalanced weight heaved Ray Schaeffer forward, and he
pitched heavily into the field, breaking his fall with his right fist at the last second.
They had gone only forty yards, and Rick climbed to his feet and made two owl-
calls into the night. They both heard the Chief answer, “What’s up?”

“Bring the clothes bag, will you. I'll talk you in... Ray, we gotta stop assing
around here like a coupla second-class mud wrestlers... gotta get our stuff off
before it gets torn and filthy—that means trousers, shirts, sweaters, and parkas.
We can get back in the ship looking a bit wet, but if we stay dressed we’re gonna
look like a coupla walking shitheaps on the upper deck. We can’t risk it... We'll
finish this in shorts and sneakers.”

“You mean I'm about to contract pneumonia and a hernia,” said Ray. “Sweet.”
He climbed back to his feet and stripped down to his undergarments and stuffed



them into Fred’s plastic black garbage bag. And then he grasped the handle on the
canister once more, and he and Rick Hunter set off again in driving rain, clad only
in their shorts and sneakers. Course 130. The temperature had dropped to 37
degrees Fahrenheit. In the rain and wind, it felt closer to freezing. Neither SEAL
mentioned the cold. They just kept moving forward, toward the three-foot-high
wall.

After sixty more paces they changed sides. Ray was sweating and shivering at
the same time. The cold water streamed down his body, and his left arm was
throbbing. He turned to try and grab the handle with two hands, but as he twisted
he fell forward into the mud. The canister came down heavily on the back of his
thigh, shoving his knee into a sharp flint.

He heard Rick Hunter mutter “Jesus” and felt the great weight move off his leg
as the Lieutenant Commander, with an outrageous display of strength, pulled the
heavy metal cylinder off him.

“You okay, Ray?”

“Yup. Fine. Just lemme get a grip.”

He struggled to his feet, feeling the warm blood streaming down his leg, feeling
the rain trying to wash it away. He hoped the cut was not deep, but there was no
time to find out. He grabbed the handle again with his left hand and walked
forward, counting the strides as he went. He knew the wall must be close, and he
hauled at the canister with every ounce of his strength, trying to ignore the pain in
his arm, to dig deep within himself, as he had done so often before, when the
chips were down. He did not dare to question whether he could repeat this two
more times. He had to repeat it. In the blinding rain, he whispered, “Please, please
don’t let me stop.”

“Here’s the wall, Ray.” The welcome words were whipped away by the wind. And
then Rick Hunter said, “Okay, let’s rest for one minute, then we’ll get this baby on
top of the stones, and drag it down the other side.” Chief Cernic materialized out of
the darkness and announced he was heading back into the middle of the field,
where the two remaining canisters rested in the mud.

Sixty seconds later, Ray Schaeffer dragged himself over the wall, and he and the
big SEAL leader maneuvered themselves into position. Then they carried the
canister forward, into the trees, where they lowered it to the ground by the green
chemical marker the Chief had left.

The walk back, in the near-freezing rain and twenty-knot southwest wind off the
Baltic, was not much short of paradise. Relieved of their heavy burden, the two
SEALs marched along, smacking their feet into the mud. After three hundred
paces they called out Fred’s name. Just out of sight on the right they heard the
Chief snap, “Over here.”

Rick Hunter was concerned at the distance of separation, and he decided they
should carry the last two canisters in fifty paces at a time, going back for the third
one each time. “That way we get a rest between the drives, and it keeps Fred up
close in case we need help.”

It was a psychological masterstroke. Ray Schaeffer felt he could handle fifty
paces if he could just get a rest in between, and with a renewed vigor he picked up
the new handle, this time with his right hand, and walked forward into the dark.
He counted off the first twenty-five paces before the pain began to set in, right



across his forearm. Even Rick Hunter was feeling the strain. And the ground
seemed to grow more waterlogged by the minute. First Ray went down, then Rick,
then Ray twice more. Rick’s knee was cut almost as badly as Ray’s.

But the SEAL code was never broken. Neither of them uttered one word of
complaint. When they fell, they got up again. When the pain was too great, they
ignored it and walked forward. When Ray felt he could go no farther, he drove on,
assuming that he would either make it or die out here in this horrific Russian
farmland.

It took one more hour. And it was a truly terrible hour. No ordinary man could
have withstood it. The two SEALSs, covered in mud, were almost at the end of their
tether. Shivering violently, sweat pouring down their chests, they were exhausted
by their titanic efforts carrying one-third of a ton across a saturated field, by hand.
Neither man had much left.

But they had reached the wall, and now Chief Cernic was stripped for action
down to his shorts and sneakers, trembling in the freezing rain, helping to
manhandle the two final canisters over the wall. The three half-dragged, half-lifted
them over to the trees, where Lieutenant Ray Schaeffer collapsed on the wet leaves
of the woodland.

“Get him up, sir,” snapped the veteran Chief. “Get him up, sir...he’ll stiffen up in
two minutes. Get the jackets out and get him upright.”

They pulled the shattered SEAL to his feet, and Rick Hunter wrapped one coat
around Ray’s shoulders. The Chief came up with a small flask of brandy, and
tipped it between Lieutenant Schaeffer’s lips. The liquid burned its way through
the youngest SEAL’s throat and worked its magic. Ray came around, shook his
head, and said, “Christ, guys, I'm really sorry. I'm okay. Just lemme sit here for a
minute...”

“Keep moving, sir, straightway,” said Fred Cernic, who knew imminent
hypothermia when he saw it. “And keep talking... don’t even think of stopping...
keep moving.”

He moved to the first canister and opened it. Bull’s-eye. The first things he felt,
right on top, were two shovels, and a flashlight. He grabbed them and shut the
metal door, handed one to Rick and said, “Pick a spot and let’s start digging...
what do you say, Ray?”

“That’s it, Chief... I'll help in a minute. Just gimme a minute.”

Fred and Rick walked deeper into the wood, using the flashlight sparingly,
looking for a spot in the undergrowth. The Chief picked one out under a loose
straggling bush. “Let’s pull that out and bury them underneath, then stick the
bush back in.”

“Good call, Fred. Let’s go.”

They pushed through the branches, ignoring the scratches and slammed their
shovels into the area around the root, loosening the earth. Then they grabbed the
stem and heaved, and the entire bush came out in one rush. They did not stop to
discuss the matter. They just started to did three trenches, each one six feet long,
four feet wide, and three deep, about the size of a well-proportioned grave.

Fred Cernic was tough. He was from New Jersey, and he knew how to dig. But
he had never seen anyone dig quite like the country boy from Kentucky who
worked beside him. Rick Hunter got into a rhythm, cleaving the shovel into the



ground and lifting out a mound of wet earth with every stroke. Fred reckoned he
could pull out ten such shovels without a break. Rick Hunter could do thirty.

The first “grave” took them forty minutes to dig. The second took an hour. The
rain, if anything, grew worse. It was 0330 and there was still another hole to dig.
Fred Cernic was spent. Ray Schaeffer was half-dead, and Rick Hunter worked on.
Cut and scratched by the foliage, bloodied and shivering, they were covered in
mud, their hands too slippery to hold the shovels efficiently. Only one man was
still pulling the wagon. And Rick dug on without complaint, understanding that
when a highly trained SEAL can offer no more, there is simply no more to offer.

Rick crashed the shovel into the ground, hauling out the earth, trying to find a
rhythm, his breath now coming in short angry bursts, his rib cage heaving, the
pain in his massive arms excruciating from the lactic acid buildup in his muscles.
He was operating on the edge of blackout now, and he knew it. Rick Hunter tried
talking to himself, snapping out the word “NOW!” every time his shovel hit the
ground. He worked like this for three minutes before he became conscious of
another shovel slamming into the earth alongside his, and through the sharp light
of the Chief’s lowered flashlight he could see the pale face of Ray Schaeffer, still
fighting, still trying to help. Covered from head to foot in mud and blood, flecks of
white spittle coming from his mouth, his lips drawn back from his teeth with
effort, Ray Schaeffer was alone now with his god, still praying softly that he would
not let the SEALs down. They rammed their shovels into the ground alternately,
each of them drawing strength from the presence of the other.

And they kept going like this, shoveling steadily, tackling the pain barrier, for
five more minutes, before Ray Schaeffer collapsed facedown into the trench he had
just dug, his head sinking in the five inches of rainwater that had gathered there.
Chief Cernic came out of the dark like a panther and dragged Ray’s head clear.
Rick Hunter dropped his shovel and helped to carry the younger Lieutenant out.

They propped him against a tree while the Chief grabbed the jackets and
wrapped all three of them around the unconscious SEAL. Ray was beyond brandy,
he needed a doctor, or a hospital, and there wasn’t one. However, his breathing
was steady, and Fred Cernic left him covered and picked up the second shovel. It
took twenty more minutes to complete the “graves,” and they rolled the canisters
into position carefully, before tipping them into the holes, with their long doors
uppermost. While Lieutenant Commander Hunter fell back exhausted, conscious
but battered, the Chief checked the contents of the canisters, rescued three
towels, locked the doors, and began the much easier task of covering them with
the loose soil.

The holes required only about one-third of the available earth, and as the Chief
began to tackle the last one there was one hell of a pile of soil still left. When he
was almost through he dropped one shovel into the last “grave” and then covered
it. He and Rick then took turns making the mound of spare earth smooth above
the precious buried stockpile of SEALs demolition kit. Afterward they brought in
piles of dead leaves to make it look like a natural mound. Finally, they dragged the
big bush back into place and replanted it to disguise the disturbed area. It was
almost 0500 when they laid the last shovel into the loose earth, deep under the
bush, and camouflaged it with soil and leaves. Rick checked the burial position
with the GPS as the rain dripped steadily down through the trees.



“Okay, Chief, let’s go,” said the team leader. “You pack up the clothes and
towels into the garbage bags, and we’ll head back to the road as fast as we can.” At
which point, he walked back to Ray, zipped up his jacket, and lifted him up and
over his shoulders, walking forward on course 140.

They made the return journey faster than they expected; Ray regained
consciousness and insisted on walking unaided. It was 0534 when they reached
the dirt road. They could see the lights of the MIKHAIL LERMONTOV almost half a
mile away, and they stood in the rain for ten minutes, trying to wash off the mud
and blood. The towels felt like heaven, and they worked beneath an ancient pine
tree, getting dry. They then put on their shirts and sweaters, which had never
been wet, then their trousers, and dry socks and street shoes, then their parkas
and hats. They put the wet towels and three pairs of mud-caked sneakers into a
garbage bag along with a couple of small rocks, and heaved it into the lake. Rick
recorded their GPS position, the landmark for their next visit.

At 0615, looking more or less normal, they strolled back up the gangway into
the darkened ship. A seaman on duty was asleep in a deck chair, and the three
SEALs walked silently past to their cabins. They were not seen by their fellow
passengers.

There was an envelope pinned to Lieutenant Commander Hunter’s cabin door
with the name “Ricky” on it.

“Guess who, lover boy?” grinned Fred Cernic.

Rick was too tired to respond, too tired even to speak. He grabbed the envelope,
opened the door, and fell on top of his bed. The other two walked on to the
adjacent cabins, and as they got there, Lieutenant Schaeffer turned to Fred and
said, “I’'m sorry. I'm really sorry.”

Chief Petty Officer Cernic turned to face the junior officer, and said, in a barely
audible whisper, “You didn’t let anyone down, sir. I've known men who've been
decorated for a lot less.”

Chapter 8

FRED CERNIC WAS ESSENTIALLY A PRISONER in his cabin. He had not been
allowed out all morning, and a steward had delivered his lunch of potato soup,
rare sirloin steak, beetroot, cheese, black bread, and a pot of coffee. He ate alone,
unlike the other two SEALs, who were busy regaling Jane Westenholz and her
daughter with a succession of truly majestic lies.

“...And then we met these two Russian farmers along the road there, and they
invited us into their house for a glass of homemade vodka... Of course before we
knew it, Fred had got ahold of a second bottle and drunk it... started falling about
all over the place... In the end we had to lock him up in a barn until he passed
out, then Ray and I managed to drag him back here in the small hours. The two
Russian farmers were pretty damned good about it.”

“Oh, how perfectly awful,” said Jane. “He seems like such a nice man.”

“Jane, I’'m telling you, you wouldn’t recognize him when he gets into the booze.
Part of the reason we brought him up here for this little trip was to get him away



from the bars at home... never thought he’d manage to find a bottle of homemade
vodka right out here in the middle of nowhere.”

“Are you sure he’s okay?”

“Yeah. He’s just sleeping it off right now. Didn’t want any lunch. I guess he’ll be
fine by the end of the day... but it might be better if we had dinner separately
tonight. I just don’t want him near wine or anything.”

“Oh, yes. I understand, Ricky. And of course I won’t mention anything if we
meet later, but I'm glad you told me about it... By the way, did you get my note?”

“Sure did, ma’am. And I appreciate what you wrote about me. Maybe we could
get together for a drink later tonight, after we get Fred back to bed.”

Jane Westenholz smiled and touched the SEAL Commander on the back of his
hand. “Then,” she said, “you can tell me what you do with your life back home in
the States. I think you’ve been a teeny bit secretive about it.”

“It’s pretty damned dreary, Jane,” said the Lieutenant Commander. “But I'll be
real happy to give you the highlights.”

He smiled his big farmboy smile, and he and Ray Schaeffer made their way out
of the ship’s dining room. The MIKHAIL LERMONTOV ran on south down the
middle of Lake Onega, making an easy twenty-five knots through flat water. She
would dock at the Naberuzhennoe in St. Petersburg tomorrow afternoon.

Hunter made his way up to the ship’s communications office and asked to send
a cable to the United States. “Just to let the folks know we’re okay,” he said,
grinning at the dark-haired girl operator who handed him a form. He addressed
the cable to Sally Harrison, jotted down the phone number with its 301 area code,
and then carefully wrote, “Lovely time. Freddie fine. Rick.”

He handed the form to the girl with a five-dollar bill, and asked her to send it off
as soon as possible.

Two hours later, at 0600 Eastern Daylight Time, Lieutenant John Harrison
answered the phone in Admiral Morris’s office, six thousand miles away, and
wrote down the message he received from Cable and Wireless. He had no clue as
to its meaning but had been instructed to call Admiral Morgan immediately,
should he receive a cable from “Rick.”

He picked up the direct line to the Admiral, who was in his office, waiting.
“Short cable from Rick, sir,” he reported.

“Beautiful,” said the Admiral, putting back the phone. He stood up and punched
the air with delight. “Those guys! They just delivered the bacon!” he exclaimed. “I’ll
show those Russian pricks they can’t fuck with me!”

Back in Russia, the LERMONTOV steamed on, cutting her speed as she entered
the waters of the Svir River, which joins Lakes Onega and Ladoga. The tour ship
spent most of the afternoon and evening making the hundred-mile journey along
the winding waterway. The following morning the ship ran across the wide
southern waters of Lake Ladoga and turned into the Neva River for the final thirty-
mile stretch up to the port of St. Petersburg.

Lieutenant Commander Hunter and his men said good-bye to Jane and her
daughter as they disembarked. They were met by the driver of an unmarked car,
which drove them to the airport. Inside an hour, they were on a Finnair flight to
Helsinki and touched down before dark. Jane Westenholz would never know who
they were.



* * * * *

The two Tolkach barges were observed by America’s KH-III satellite as they
moved slowly north up the Volga. Captain Igor Volkov, master of the articulated
double barge, led the way through the channel. His twenty-four-year-old son, Ivan,
was at the wheel on the for’ard rudder, nine hundred feet in front of him.

On the evening of April 25 they had arrived at the cement town of Volsk. Its
factory chimneys belched yellowish smoke and dust across the sky. The chronic
pollution could be seen in the orange glow of the streetlights and was even visible
in the photographs Admiral Morris studied in faraway Maryland.

The Tolkach and its six-hundred-foot-long consort stretched for over five
hundred yards of the Volga as they moved in stately procession through the
heavily industrialized reaches of the river on the approach to the imperial
university town of Kazan.

On April 27 they had rolled past Syrzan, a town of old rusty chimneys and
sprawling brick factories that looked like a throwback to the early days of the
Industrial Revolution. The picture definition was poor because of occasional rain,
but the eye of KH-III was good enough. “They’re gonna make Nizhny by May sixth,”
George Morris told Arnold Morgan.

Four days later, on May I, at the approximate time the SEALs had been fighting
their way through the rain-swept woods of Lake Onega, the giant barges had
reached Ulyanovsk, the birthplace of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. It was night as they
hove into sight, and Captain Volkov could see the red neon nameplate stark above
the new river station. They were not stopping, and he gave a short blast on the
ship’s horn as he passed. Scatterings of people stood and gazed out across the
sandy shallows into the great black flow of the central stream of the river, where
the barges left hardly a ripple.

They were a hundred miles short of Kazan, and these miles would be traversed
in wide waterways—up to eighteen miles across—as the Volga turns into a virtual
inland sea. At the town of Zaton the barges made a ninety-degree turn for the port
of Kazan, which they made in the small hours of May 3. Just beyond there they
swung hard left, along the now-narrowing river, and began their nonstop run to
Nizhny Novgorod, 250 miles away.

The US satellites charted their progress most days. Late at night George Morris
and Arnold Morgan would examine the photographs of the three Kilo class
submarines in Red Sormovo and the progress of the Tolkach barges. There was
still some scaffold left on Kilo three, but the two American admirals assessed the
first two to be almost complete.

All the way along to Nizhny, the Volga is flanked by green rolling hills and
woods. Intermittent villages set in the folds of the hills are bright in the morning
light, and almost invisible in the misty rain that sweeps through every few days in
spring. The eastern shore of the river is flatter than the more hilly Asian bank, but
the two diverse green plateaus along the shallow, slow flowing stream of the Volga
are a feast of glorious rural landscape. The presence of the giant barges with their
military overtones was hideously intrusive.

In the small hours of May 7 Captain Volkov steered around the Strelka and
moored alongside the loading quay at the junction of the Volga and the Oka Rivers
at Nizhny Novgorod. Both barges made a huge 360-degree turn in the mile-wide



waterway and came up in the shadows of a forest of dock cranes. Behind them
stood the great Cathedral of Alexander Nevsky. With the dock on their starboard
side and the waters of the Oka to port, the barges now faced northeast. They were
less then four hundred yards from the three Kilos.

At Fort Meade, Admirals Morris and Morgan peered at the satellite pictures.

“How long, George? How long before they leave?”

“Well, if we assume they will go together, the most significant factor is that the
third Kilo still has some scaffold. I'm not sure how long it takes to load and secure
something that big onto a barge, but it’s gotta be a day for each one, and they are
not yet down at the loading dock. Right now I'd say the earliest those transporters
could start moving would be ten days from now—say May seventeenth. But if you
want my best guess I'd still say first week in June.”

“Any idea how they load ’em?”

“They move the hulls around on the land the same way we move our big boats,
on a multiwheel trolley system, running on rails over some very hard standing. We
use hydraulic lifts to put the hulls into the water, rather than onto floating barges.
I've never seen anyone do that, but I guess it’s possible. We might even learn
something if we get a photo at exactly the right moment.

“We have seen them put submarines onto those oceangoing freighters they
sometimes use...That’s when they flood the ships down into the water and float
the submarines onto the decks, same system as a floating dock. These barges look
a bit different, but they must do it the same way. I don’t see any other possibility.

“The Kilos will have to be lowered into the water, and then floated over the
barges. Then the barges will pump out and lift the submarines clear of the water.
I’'d say the whole process is going to take a couple of days.”

* * * * *

Arnold Morgan thought quietly to himself.

“Right. Then we got five days running time at five knots to make the journey up
to the middle of Lake Onega. The very earliest I'm going to see them in the right
area is going to be May twenty-second.”

He calculated that would require a five-day tour boat with the scheduled Green
Stop at the north of the lake at around 1900 to 2100 on that same night—a tour
boat that had left St. Petersburg three mornings previously on May 19, and which
would meet the submarines on the waters of Onega in the afternoon of May 22.

“Just gotta make sure we have a block of rooms on one of those ships every day
from May nineteenth,” he concluded. “Once we get that in place, the only thing we
need to do is to get the travel agent to change the names on the day we send the
team in.”

* * * * *

The CIA would now take over the nuts and bolts of the operation, organizing
travel agents to book two suites on the top deck, plus one extra cabin, for one ship
every day between May 19 to June 10. The entire plan was carried out from
Langley, and the space was booked through the United States offices of the
Odessa-American Line. As long as the Kilos stayed in Red Sormovo, a succession
of young American executives would be enjoying nice vacations touring Russia’s
canals and lakes.



By May 31, almost fifty staff members from various consulates, embassies, and
private corporations had made the journey up to the gateway of the Belomorski
Canal. And more were scheduled. Except that on June 1 everything changed, fast.
The first Kilo was photographed by KH-III moving down to the loading dock on
rails. Twenty-four hours later a new picture showed it on board the lead Tolkach.
There was suddenly no scaffold whatsoever on the third Kilo.

“Christ,” said George Morris. “They’re on their way. Looks to me like June third
or fourth departure.”

Arnold Morgan alerted Admiral Bergstrom in Coronado, who confirmed that the
SEALs were ready to go at a moment’s notice—he just needed Morgan to let him
know the day his men were to leave St. Petersburg, and the name of the ship.
Meanwhile he would move his SEALs across the Atlantic and into a hotel in the
busy Russian seaport immediately.

* * * * *

Lieutenant Commander Rick Hunter’s team was ensconced in the Hotel
Pulkovskaya near the St. Petersburg Airport. Lieutenant Ray Schaeffer was with
him, but Chief Petty Officer Fred Cernic had remained in California. Two other
SEALs, a thirty-year-old Petty Officer, Harry Starck, and a much younger
noncommissioned seaman, Jason Murray, were already in place. The CIA officer,
Angela Rivera, a slim olive-skinned veteran in her midthirties, had arrived on May
29 with a large bag of theatrical makeup and a box full of wigs.

* * * * *

The Tolkach barges were loaded by the afternoon of June 4. At first light on the
morning of June 5 four tugs dragged the transporters and their $900 million cargo
off the Red Sormovo moorings. The massive engines of Captain Volkov’s mighty
barge churned up a seething maelstrom in the middle of the Volga junction and
slowly pushed their way forward, followed by the six-hundred-footer, fifty yards
astern.

The usual complement of Russian military personnel was on board. Three
armed guards worked shifts on each of the three barge sections; one of them was
on duty at all times. The lieutenant in charge stayed with Captain Volkov. When
they reached the White Sea, the Kilos would proceed under their own power, on
the surface, to Pol’arnyj for trials and workup. Then they would set off on their
journey to China, escorted the entire way by four heavily gunned Russian
antisubmarine frigates carrying guided missiles, torpedoes, antisubmarine
mortars with a six-thousand-meter range, and racks of depth charges.

America’s KH-III satellite photographed the barges as they set off from Nizhny.
George Morris had pictures of the Kilos in his hand at Fort Meade within two
hours. Admiral Morgan called Coronado, and Admiral Bergstrom himself hit the
start button for Operation Northern Wedding at 2122 Pacific time. The SEALs
would depart St. Petersburg on the Russian tour ship YURI ANDROPOV at 0800
on the morning of June 7.

That meant an additional two-day wait for Rick Hunter and his team. While they
settled down to the mind-numbing boredom of life in a commercial hotel in Russia,
the Tolkach barges cleared the partly elegant thirteenth-century city of Nizhny,



with its population of one and a quarter million, and its belief that it stands as
Russia’s third capital.

Captain Volkov settled into a speed of five knots and led the way slowly upriver
past the dark-green forests that stretch all along the right bank, forming the heart
of the central Volga timber-growing industry. The sight of the three jet black
submarines being ferried along the river brought local people out by the dozens,
and they watched the Kilos pass by, along the lonely, wide stretch of the river that
leads to Jurevec. The Volga begins to narrow here, passing first through the
picturesque nineteenth-century artists’ colony near Plyos, where white houses
built like Swiss chalets cluster along the riverbank. It then passes the neoclassical
town of Kostroma, to which Czar Nicholas II pleaded unsuccessfully to be exiled,
and where Tolstoy was a frequent visitor.

The submarines ran nonstop past the city of Jaroslav, with its ghastly chemical
factory, placed with typical Russian flair so close to the old-world bourgeois charm
of the town itself.

At 2200 on the night of June 7 they swept past the hundred-foot-high statue of
a female warrior, which guards the entrance to the waters of the Rybinsk
Reservoir. They were more or less halfway between Nizhny and the center of Lake
Onega now, a distance of five hundred miles. Captain Volkov pressed on into the
night, occasionally speaking by phone to his son, who was up in the bow
wheelhouse, three hundred yards for’ard. The Russian Navy guards patrolled
through the night, walking back and forth with Slavic doggedness.

* * * * *

The 9,500-ton tour ship YURI ANDROPOV was named in honor of the one-time
head of the KGB, who presided, briefly, over the Soviet Empire in the early 1980s
after the death of Leonid Brezhnev.

The ship was packed. The suites on the uppermost deck, of which there were
two, were greatly sought after. They were newly designed and built, each
comprising two bedrooms with en-suite bathrooms, and a small salon between
them. They were much superior to the ten old single-bedroom suites they had
replaced, and much more expensive.

Four Americans occupied these suites. In number 400 was seventy-six-year-old
Boris Andrews, and his brother-in-law Sten Nichols, who was one year younger,
both from Bloomington, in the southern suburbs of Minneapolis. In 401 resided
Andre Maklov, a seventy-eight-year-old diabetic from White Bear Lake, St. Paul,
and his roommate, the bearded Tomas Rabovitz, a somewhat youthful seventy-
four-year-old from Coon Rapids, north of Minneapolis.

All four knew each other and had saved for many months to make the trip, each
of them having once had distant ancestors from European North Russia. They
were all in reasonably good health except for Mr. Andrews, who would soon
require a hip replacement. He presently walked with the aid of a cane and used
painkillers to deaden the endless hurt at the top of his right leg.

The four had shared the cost of a nurse to accompany them back to the land of
their forefathers. She was accommodated separately on deck two. Her duties were
to attend them throughout the trip, and to ensure that none of them were left
alone for too long. Her name was Edith Dubranin. She was fifty-two and also had



some Russian ancestry, although she had never before traveled outside the United
States. Edith was a stern, no-nonsense kind of a lady who had spent much of her
career as a staff nurse in a Chicago hospital. She was five feet tall, fair skinned
with obviously dyed blonde hair. In her new job as nurse-companion she wore a
gray skirt with a white jacket and favored formality.

She addressed her four charges as Mr. Andrews, Mr. Nichols, Mr. Maklov, and
Mr. Rabovitz. She would attend to their laundry, arrange for their various
medications, and accompany them to the dining room, where she would eat with
them and deal personally with the waitresses. The table was for five only.

On the first morning Edith had walked her charges slowly around the ship for
some exercise after breakfast, watching the banks of the wide Neva River slip by
during the thirty-eight-mile trip to Lake Ladoga. Mr. Andrews, a big, stooped man
made smaller by the pain in his hip, said very little, except to Mr. Nichols, but
Edith Dubranin seemed to strike up rather serious conversations with Mr.
Rabovitz. Mr. Maklov, who also walked very slowly, seemed quickly exhausted by
two strolls around the upper deck.

The nurse arranged for a steward to make sure there were always five deck
chairs placed outside the two suites in the small private area reserved for the
passengers who had paid the most.

Late in the afternoon the party of elderly midwesterners made their first contact
with the outside world when the senior officer on the ship, Colonel Borsov, called
to pay his respects, in impeccable English, to his most valued passengers. Like all
such men on these tour boats, he would have been obviously ex-military, even
without the formality of his rank, by which he announced himself.

Old Mr. Andrews made the introductions and explained to the ship’s
commissar, in an infirm voice, how much they were enjoying the lake. He also
mentioned that it was wonderful to be back in Russia four generations after his
folks had left for the United States back in the nineteenth century. Colonel Borsov
asked where the Andrews family was from originally and smiled when he was told,
“Right up there in Archangel, on the White Sea.”

“Then we are from opposite ends of Russia,” the Colonel replied. “My family is
from the Ukraine—like President Leonid Brezhnev.”

“Well, you are a very nice, polite man,” chimed in Mr. Maklov, brushing his
white mustache upward with the back of his right index finger. “And I think you
should run for president as well.”

This brought a smile to the face of the Colonel, who replied, “Not of Russia, nor
of the Ukraine, Mr. Maklov. But perhaps one day of this shipping line.”

“Good luck to you, Colonel,” Mr. Andrews said. “A bit of ambition never hurt no
one.”

“That’s right,” added old Mr. Maklov. “When you’re young, that’s the name of the
game. And if [ hadn’t shown some of it when I started out in insurance, I wouldn’t
be where I am today.”

“And the YURI ANDROPOV would be the poorer for it,” said the Colonel,
gallantly. “By the way, have you been to see the little museum we have dedicated
to Mr. Andropov, down on deck two. No? ... Well, you should. I know you will find
it interesting. He came from central Russia, along the Volga, you know? He was a
great man, a lover of American jazz, who died too young.” He did not mention that



Mr. Andropov was also a Communist ideological hard liner, who had been a
ruthless head of the KGB. Neither would the museum.

“Well, we’ll certainly make a point of doing that before dinner,” said Mr.
Andrews. “And we appreciate you visiting with us.”

When the Colonel left, Miss Dubranin walked with him and thanked him for
making it such an enjoyable afternoon. “They will be so proud that you came to
talk to them, Colonel. They are such lovely old gentlemen, it’s a real pity that
walking is so difficult for Mr. Andrews and Mr. Maklov. But they are both very
uncomplaining.”

“l was glad to come up and see them, Miss Dubranin. What line of business
were they in back in the United States?”

“Well, Mr. Andrews had a business distributing spare parts for automobiles. Mr.
Maklov was an insurance agent. I think Mr. Nichols at one point worked for Mr.
Andrews, and Mr. Rabovitz was some kind of a retail buyer for a clothing store in
Minneapolis, Minnesota.”

“Men from the heart of the Western capitalist system, eh?” said Colonel Borsov.

“I suspect you will all be getting used to it before long,” replied the nurse.

“No doubt,” said the Colonel. “No doubt. But I must continue with my calls, and
I hope we may speak again before too long.”

Miss Dubranin watched him descend to the lower deck, and she walked back
and sat down once more. “Very nice,” she said, carefully.

A little later, on their way to the second shift, in the horseshoe-shaped dining
room, they walked slowly past the museum and looked at the pictures of the late
General Secretary of the Communist Party...pictures of him in his birthplace,
Rybinsk; pictures of him in the Kremlin; pictures of him in Naval uniform, taking
the salute at the Naval Academy in Rybinsk. Yuri Andropov, who died in 1984,
before the full horror of the Soviet Union’s collapsed economy became known.
Andropov, one of the very last of the Communist old guard, a blinkered man who
thought until the day he died that another idealist from the Volga, Ilyich Lenin,
may yet be proved right.

“What a total asshole,” murmured Andre Maklov.

And with that, the four old gentlemen and their nurse made their prolonged way
to dinner, Mr. Andrews’s limp becoming noticeably worse. Two of their fellow
passengers, both elderly ladies, smiled sympathetically as they passed. It was the
natural telepathy of the elderly, a smile of shared anguish at the passing of middle
age and the onset of twilight.

That evening they stood on deck with many other passengers and watched the
distant shores of Lake Ladoga as the ship wended its way to the lake’s north end,
where they would stop to see the islands. By 2200 the ship had cut its speed
almost to zero for the night.

Tomorrow they would sail close to the islands before turning south, making a
slow ninety-mile run down to the estuary of the Svir River. A hundred miles
farther up the river would bring them to the port of Voznesene in the southwest
corner of Lake Onega. They were scheduled to arrive there in the early morning
hours of June 9 and would anchor for the night in the lake’s sheltered southern
waters.



They would spend that day running north to the island of Kizhi to see the
spectacular wooden churches, and would then steam down to an anchorage
among the islands that dominate the central part of the lake north of
Petrozavodsk. On the morning of June 10 they would set off for the Green Stop at
the northwest corner of Onega.

During this time the four gentlemen from Minnesota quietly made themselves
known to a variety of passengers. They never shared their table but would sit up
in the little bar at the stern of the ship, sipping coffee and the occasional glass of
Armenian brandy, listening appreciatively to the Russian songs that invariably
broke out when sufficient vodka had been consumed. They befriended the young
blond-haired steward, Pieter, who served during the afternoon and early evening.
He liked talking to old Mr. Andrews about the secondhand American car he one
day hoped to buy, though Mr. Andrews never seemed to say much himself.

Nurse Dubranin always awakened her men at 0630. She attended to their
laundry and organized clean clothes. By 0800 the party from the Midwest had
emerged from their two suites for breakfast. June 10, however, was an early
morning. All five were out on deck before dawn as they cleared their anchorage off
Kurgenicy and set off at a low speed for the main north-south channel, which lay
to the northeast. The Captain spent much of the day cruising along the lovely
western shoreline, which was dotted with remote farmlands.

In the late morning, the YURI ANDROPOV began to speed up, running straight
for the Green Stop, which she would make by 1830 in the evening. They spotted
Captain Volkov’s convoy, at 1252 about a mile ahead, driving slowly along the
deep central channel. Traffic on the route had been unusually light during the last
few days, but there were still five large freighters trying to pass the Tolkach
barges.

The ANDROPOV was not forced to wait in line with the freighters and
overhauled the barges effortlessly. Nurse Dubranin and her four employers were
out on deck to see the truly astonishing sight of three Kilo Class Russian
submarines being carried across the lake and up to the White Sea on the biggest
transporters any of the assembled passengers had ever seen.

The ship’s broadcast network pointed out that this was not an unusual sight.
The barges were traveling the regular summer route for new Russian Navy ships
that had been built, or undergone a refit, in the famous Red Sormovo Yards at
Nizhny Novgorod on the Volga River. The Soviet Navy had been using these inland
waterways for more than half a century to move warships around. Not, of course,
in the winter, the female guide explained, because these northern waters were
frozen solid from October to April.

She added that it was a testimony to the immense foresight of the Communist
leaders who had constructed these “matchless” throughways, which joined rivers,
lakes, and oceans together, through the canals. She also mentioned that the
Russian water transport system, engineered for major shipping, was unequaled
anywhere in the Western world. She left out the part about the thousands and
thousands of deaths that had occurred among the enslaved labor force that built
the Berlomorski-Baltic Canal.

The ANDROPOV slipped past the Kilos, and both Mr. Andrews and Mr. Maklov
noted the presence of three guards on the barges, all of whom waved cheerfully at



the passengers while the Captains sounded the ships’ horns in greeting. Mr.
Nichols and Mr. Rabovitz were speechless at the size of the two submarines, each
two and a half thousand tons, high on the deck of the nine-hundred-foot Tolkach.

The four men and their nurse spent the afternoon resting. At 1800 they went to
watch their final approach to the Green Stop, peering out at the sunlit shore on
the port side as the Captain slid up to the jetty, reversed his engines, and came to
a halt in the shallows. The waving summer grasses brushed the side of the ship.

Nurse Dubranin walked back to the stern and stared back down the lake,
marveling at its translucent light, a light that would scarcely fade throughout the
long night ahead, a light that all summer long creates the White Nights up here in
the northerly reaches of Russia. Never had she seen such bright water. A group of
seagulls swimming on the surface were lit by a light so pure, at an angle so
oblique, that the water had turned, literally, into a mirror; the reflections were as
sharp and focused as the birds themselves.

She saw that the submarines were left far behind, and she watched the lines
being secured before walking back to rejoin her gentlemen—just as the big
gangway was lowered out of the hull, across the grass and reeds to form an easy
bridge to the dirt road beyond. She could see passengers walking out to investigate
the territory. A small army of traders awaited them, their trestle tables set with
local wares—filigree silver, wood carvings, jewelry of all types, antiques, little
paintings of the area, and pots of jam. Right here was capitalism taking firm roots.

Along the road fifty yards to the left was a small farmhouse, which had been
converted into a café-bar. The hand-painted lettering on the sign said: WELCOME
INN. And on the timbered counter there were three brass samovars full of
steaming tea, plus two large coffeepots, and various bottles of brandy and
liqueurs.

Farther along the road at least six buildings were under construction,
presumably shops that would cater to the foreigners who were eager to spend
money on Russian souvenirs.

The ship’s broadcast system announced that the crew would prepare a
barbecue on the shore that evening. Passengers were welcome to picnic or to eat
on the ship. There would be a small charge for those wishing to sit at tables set up
by local people in the field adjoining the Welcome Inn.

Nurse Dubranin quickly paid ten dollars for a five-dollar table on the edge of the
field and placed a reserved sign on it. As her gentlemen prepared to leave the ship
at 1930, they took one final walk on deck along the starboard side. They walked
more slowly than usual because, less than one mile off their beam slightly for’ard,
were the two giant Tolkach freighters, anchored now with their cargo of
submarines, lit by the still-bright western sunlight, their hulls stark against the
distant horizon. K-6, K-7, and K-8.

Boris Andrews nodded slowly, and the group then walked away without a word,
eager now for the grilled steak and baked potato with butter and sour cream that
awaited them on shore. They would also be sure to eat plenty of Russian cheese
and black bread with hot coffee. For their night would be long.

Dinner was over, but by 2200 the sky was still light above the western flatlands,
and the fireball of the sun could still be seen above the endless horizon, casting a
pinkish light on the long waters of the lake. The winds were from the southwest,



warm and light. Sipping coffee while awaiting the midnight shadows, the little
group from the Midwest watched the Russian crew attempt to make money.

Stewards, bearing little envelopes, mingled with the passengers, requesting tips
for the less public members of the staff—the cooks, the galley staff, and the maids.
The tips were not expected to be high, just a little something, a dollar or so from
the wealthy folk from the West for the underprivileged Russian workers. The
envelopes would be collected on the way back to the ship. By 2230 Boris had five
of them in his pocket.

Fifteen minutes later, with fifty or more passengers still sitting in the warm
field, sipping brandy at their tables, Nurse Dubranin rather ostentatiously stood
up and announced that she was taking her men for a short evening walk along the
dirt road. Then, she added, addressing the people at the next table, an edge of
asperity creeping into her voice, that she would insist they go to bed. “They have
all drunk quite sufficient of that brandy, or whatever it is.”

There were two or three cries of “C’'mon, Edith, let the guys have a few laughs...
they’re on vacation, right?” But the nurse from Chicago was having none of it. She
bossily told them to follow her out of the drinking area, and to breathe deeply,
especially Mr. Nichols, who occasionally suffered from asthma.

They set off along the road, heading slowly north. Boris Andrews could be seen
limping painfully at the rear of the group. “Poor old guy,” said a Texan at the next
table. “She shoulda left him alone. He was having a good time.”

It took them more than ten minutes to walk six hundred yards while still in
sight of the other passengers. The final two hundred yards along the shallow left-
hand curve in the dirt road were completed more quickly. It was still light, and
they could see the silhouettes of the Tolkach barges, way out on the water.

Andre Maklov led the way, and he walked carefully along the left-hand side of
the road, staring at the trees. He stopped suddenly before the trunk of a big pine.
Then he said softly, “Look carefully left, then right, guys.” And all five of them took
a hard look around. No sound disturbed the night, not a soul moved anywhere
within their vision.

“Okay,” Boris Andrews said very quietly, staring at a small square instrument
he had taped inside his guidebook. “This is it. Let’s go.”

He bounded across the grass and slid through the undergrowth into the wood,
followed by his three companions. Nurse Dubranin was hurrying along behind
them, trying to remove her wig. They moved with swift, sure steps, guided by their
leader, who now had his GPS in his hand, leading them to the last way point he’d
entered several weeks previously.

It was darker in here than it had been on the road because of the dense foliage
above them. But in the gloom of these critical minutes, Messrs. Andrews, Nichols,
Maklov, and Rabovitz ceased to exist. And the four US Navy SEALs, looking
ridiculous in their old-man disguises, moved swiftly, easing branches and bushes
aside as they ran. Edith Dubranin, running fast, with the trained skill of the CIA
field officer Angela Rivera, followed in their wake.

They reached the rising ground just below the big straggly bush they sought,
and the light appeared brighter in front of them now as the mile-deep wood
prepared to give way to open farmland. They arrived, silently, tearing off their
disguises with relief, and placed them in a neat pile.



Ray Schaeffer was under the bush like a ground-hog, scrabbling for the shovel,
which he found in twenty seconds flat. He and Rick Hunter grabbed the bush and
heaved it out of the ground. The Lieutenant Commander ordered young Jason, the
late Mr. Rabovitz, to stand guard. “Patrol around us... if you see anyone, warn us
with two owl-hoots, and hide. Let him come on in if he must, then take him out
with this combat knife, instantly. Right now we have zero margin for error.”

Rick Hunter handed over the knife. “Start digging right there,” he ordered the
late asthmatic Sten Nichols, who he now referred to as Harry, “...not deep... the
canister doors are right on top, no more than a coupla feet below the surface.”

It took less than five minutes to uncover and open the door. Lieutenant
Commander Hunter took charge of the unloading of the first canister, while Petty
Officer Harry started digging for canister number two. Inside, Rick found four sets
of wet suits carefully packed in sealed plastic bags, each one containing a
numbered pair of flippers—the white painted number each SEAL had been
awarded on the day he passed his BUD/S course, the number that would follow
him throughout his career in the elite Navy corps.

Angela took over now, arranging the packs in a line and then placing on top of
each one a SEAL’s Draeger Mk V, the underwater breathing apparatus that leaves
no bubbles behind and no noise to betray the presence of the combat swimmers to
an alert sentry. The cylinder holds thirteen cubic feet of oxygen at two thousand
pounds per square inch. A trained SEAL, breathing steadily, has four hours of air
in his Draeger, but stress and adrenaline can empty the oxygen supply in half that
time. The equipment is a hefty thirty-five pounds on dry land but is virtually
weightless underwater.

Already packed, in with the wet suits, was each SEAL’s modern, commercial
scuba-diving mask, which fit perfectly, but such masks are apt to be
manufactured in fluorescent greens, oranges, and reds to attract attention. Each
SEAL had, naturally, taped or black painted his personal mask, and each one had
been carefully checked and wrapped by the instructors back at Coronado.

Beneath the underwater equipment Rick Hunter found four SEALs attack
boards—the small, two-handed platforms that contain a compass, depth gauge,
and watch right in front of the swimmer’s eyes as he kicks forward. It keeps the
swimmer straight and keeps him on time; it helps him check his likely oxygen
consumption; and keeps him cool and steady with all the information he needs
effortlessly at hand. Two SEALs usually share one board, but Rick Hunter thought
they should have one each for this mission, since they would be traveling
subsurface all the way there and back, and would have to separate under the
barges.

At the bottom of the first canister were two light machine guns—Soviet designed
RPD’s, with six ammunition clips each. Rick grunted, as he dug for the door of
canister two, “The guns are for Ray and me. There’s gonna be pistols for all five of
us.”

The second door came open, and inside there were two old canvas bags
containing obvious street clothes for the SEALs—jeans, shirts, and sport jackets,
socks and Topsiders. Beneath them were four packages of Semtex explosive, 160
pounds of the stuff grouped into sets of eight charges, each one weighing five
pounds, and each with a separate timing device, and a separate magnetic clamp.



Ray had the third canister open by now, and he pulled out more explosives and
timers, plus five Sig SAUER 9mm pistols with ammunition clips. There were also
five sheathed Kaybar combat knives, and the standard medical and survival
supplies, plus ground sheets and ponchos they might need should they have to
take to the hills and walk out. On the floor of the canister was a flashlight, a pair
of powerful binoculars, ten chocolate bars, and five large bottles of fizzy water.
Plus another hunk of Semtex fixed to a wooden board designed as a booby trap,
with a battery detonator.

They dumped their disguises into the underground canisters, pulled on their
wet suits, and prepared to walk to the lake. They would carry flippers and
Draegers by hand, with the two rifles, pistols, knives, and explosives strapped and
clipped on their cross belts. It took no more than five minutes for each man to
become battle-ready.

Angela cleared up as they went, organizing what was now their home base. The
plan had been reviewed over and over. They were to make their way back here
afterward and get rid of as much stuff as they could before heading off across the
fields to the main road, which ran north-south, one mile to the west. Angela wore
a loaded pistol at her side, and a Kaybar handily strapped to her belt close to her
right hand. It was agreed that she would make her way to the shore of the lake in
one hour and wait on the edge of the wood in case there should be an observant
passerby. She knew if someone came along at the wrong time, she would have no
option but to kill instantly.

They shook hands silently, and the SEALs set off in the twilight of the wood,
arriving at the outer edge of the trees, gazing out from the undergrowth to the still
light waters of the lake. It was 0145 exactly. They stood quietly, to make certain
the coast was clear, then slipped across the dirt road. Crouching low, they made
their way into the long grass that grew in the shallow lake water, listening for any
unusual sounds above the sigh of the summer wind in the reeds, and the constant
whine of mosquitoes.

But there was something else. Something that sounded like a ship’s engine.
They peered out through the bulrushes, looking along to the Andropov, moored
with lights blazing a half mile to the south. The sound was nearer now, a steady
buzzing from the other direction. This was bad news, and it was arriving at the
worst possible time. Jason, unaware, was trying to return Rick Hunter’s sheathed
hunting knife, and he tossed it forward to the SEAL leader. But he tossed it too
far, and to his horror it missed Rick’s outstretched hand, hitting the water with a
significant splash five feet beyond the edge of the bulrushes where Rick stood.

“Fucking HELL!” snapped Schaeffer. “This is an outboard motor, about fifty
yards away. One of the ship’s little inflatables... I guess the one Pieter said he
takes passengers out on for a dollar a ride. FUCK. He’s coming this way. THERE’S
SOME BASTARD WITH HIM, RICK... he must have seen the knife splash... he
can’t miss us. They’ll probably start fishing right here.”

“Get your stuff off,” Lieutenant Commander Hunter snapped immediately.
“Stand up and greet them, keep only your knife handy. Get rid of everything else.
Jason, get over and help him. Ray... call them over in Russian. Smile and wave.”

The SEAL leader moved forward into deeper water, sliding under the surface
with his heavy equipment. The noise of the outboard was louder now, and in the



shallows Rick could see that Ray was standing bareheaded in his wet suit,
shoulders out of the water.

“Hi there, Pieter,” he called, in the elderly voice of Andre Maklov. “There’s good
fish in here. Come and see... help me catch him... we grill for breakfast on the
barbecue back there.”

Rick heard the young Russian answer quizzically, in the hesitant words of a
man who recognized someone but on the other hand had not seen the person
before. “Who’s that, Mr. Maklov? Okay? Where’s Mr. Andrews?”

The boat drew nearer, slowing right down as it came up alongside Lieutenant
Schaeffer. The SEAL now recognized Pieter’s companion as Torbin, the head waiter
from the ship, and he greeted them both warmly, ignoring the fact that he was no
longer disguised as a seventy-six-year-old. Rick heard the ANDROPOV steward
speak again. “Do I know you...?”

Rick then came to the surface. His feet found the bottom, and he shoved the
rubberized hull upward with all of his strength. Pieter, standing, overbalanced and
pitched forward, not quite out of the boat.

Ray Schaeffer grabbed the Russian’s blond hair and heaved him into the water,
plunging his long Kaybar combat knife between the fifth and sixth ribs, cutting
clean through Pieter’s pounding heart.

His friend, still hanging from the rear seat, was about to cry out when Harry
Starck vaulted off the bottom and into the boat. His right hand found the
Russian’s windpipe, crushing it from behind. He simultaneously slammed his
Kaybar right through the head waiter’s back, stopping his heart as abruptly as
Schaeffer had stopped Pieter’s. With the boat now upside down, the engine,
starved of air, also died.

“You drag the boat, Ray, Ill bring the bodies,” said Lieutenant Commander
Hunter. “Get ’em inshore, dump ’em in the water, facedown. Get the engine off,
deflate the boat over on top of ’em, and weight it down with the outboard. Could be
weeks before anyone finds anything in the middle of these fucking weeds.”

The exercise took six minutes. The two SEALs then returned to where Harry and
Jason waited. For the umpteenth time Rick went over the plan. He glanced at his
watch, which now read 0210. “We’ll delay for a couple more minutes while your
adrenaline settles down,” he said. “Otherwise we might run out of air...
meanwhile, you all know what to do... take a bearing on the middle barge and
head straight for it...deploy underwater one man for each vessel... attach the eight
charges at fifty-foot intervals down the starboard side of the front two, starting fifty
feet from the bow. That’s Harry and Jason. Ray, you know you’re taking the rear
barge—the separate one—and placing your charges on the port side, same
distance apart, starting a hundred feet from the bow. Timers are set and
synchronized for twenty-four hours from the time of the first charge, right?”

“Right, sir.”

“Jason, remember now... measure your distance. Each kick takes you ten feet,
that’s five between charges. Breathe slowly and carefully. Look for the bilge keel
and get them clamped up behind it. I'm not sure of the depth or the clarity of the
water. But stay deep anyway. We’re looking at forty minutes to get out there, forty
minutes under the barges, and forty minutes back. If you are not back here in two



hours and fifteen minutes, I'll assume you’re dead, and come out to replace you
myself.”

It was now 0220. Rick Hunter, the strongest swimmer, would stay behind,
sitting in the shallows, watching the barges through the binoculars. If one of his
men were still missing at 0435, he would immediately swim out there himself and
check out the barge that had been worked on by the missing man. He would, if
necessary, attach his own charges to the bottom, and then search for his missing
colleague.

Each of the SEALs nodded curtly. Ray announced he felt no adrenaline running
right now, and that he was ready to go. Lieutenant Commander Hunter nodded.
“That’s it, guys. Go do it.”

Lieutenant Ray Schaeffer and his men slipped silently under the water, each
kicking forward with their attack boards held in front of them at arm’s length, the
compass bearing set on 044, one tick light of due northeast. Rick had calculated
the barges were around three-quarters of a mile offshore, which at 4,500 feet
meant the SEALs must kick 450 times to reach them, a little more than eleven
kicks a minute... their rhythm would be steady KICK... one... two... three... four...
KICK... one... two... three... four... Kick and glide, kick and glide, all the way to
Admiral Zhang’s submarines.

The SEALs would not come to the surface. The first they would know of their
proximity to the Kilos would be from the darkness in the water. The key was to
stay on bearing. They swam together silently, three jet black figures running deep,
twelve feet below the surface, so as to leave no ripples.

After twenty minutes Ray Schaeffer had counted to 240—ahead of schedule—
and on either side of him he could see his two colleagues, both moving effortlessly
through the water like the SEALs they were. The compass bearing remained on
044, and they were more than halfway. At the thirty-minute mark, he had counted
to 340 exactly. They were slowing down, but still just ahead of schedule. The final
ten minutes would be the worst. The trick was not to press, not to force anything,
otherwise they would kill their oxygen supply prematurely.

Deliberately, Ray slowed just a little. There was now a pain in his upper thighs,
right in the place where it always hurt on a long swim. But he could fight through
that. The lactic acid buildup was not that bad. Not as bad as it had been the night
they had carried the canisters. One hundred and ten kicks more, that was all he
needed. No sweat. He could make that on willpower alone.

But they all received an unexpected bonus right here. Lieutenant Rick Hunter
had slightly overestimated the distance as three-quarters of a mile. After only
thirty-six minutes of swimming they were suddenly overwhelmed by the darkness
just above them; darkness that could only mean they had entered the waters
beneath the gigantic Tolkach convoy, which carried the three brand-new
submarines ordered by the Navy of China.

Ray stuck out his right arm as agreed. They would swim down the hull until
they reached either the giant iron link on the articulated double barge in front, or,
alternately, the clear water between the two separate vessels. Either way they
would then know where they were, which, right now, they did not.

As it happened they were bang on the middle barge. When they reached the
open water at its stern, it was obvious that Ray alone would proceed through the



empty water and make for the six-hundred-footer to the rear. Jason and the Petty
Officer would head back along the starboard side of the middle barge and part
company at the coupling joint. Jason would then count his five kicks back and go
deep in search of the bilge keel. Harry would go farther for’ard and attend to the
lead barge. They would not see each other again until they reached the shore,
returning on bearing 224.

Ray Schaeffer was first into position. He kicked ten times down the port side of
the rear Tolkach, right next to the straight-sided hull. He then went deeper, sliding
his hand down the great ship’s plates until he came to a thick iron ridge,
protruding by about six feet at a forty-five-degree angle. This was the bilge keel, a
kind of giant stabilizer. Ray knew he had to get up under it, on the inside, closer
to the central keel in order to clamp on his explosives.

He pushed out to the end of the ridge, and to his horror found he was standing.
There was only three feet of water below the keel, and he thanked God there was
no falling tide up here at the northern end of Lake Onega. He dived down,
headfirst, kicking to get right under the barge. Then he stood again on the sandy
floor of the lake, running his hands across the inside of the bilge keel, working his
way up to the point where it joined the hull right above his head. It felt awfully
rough, like the underside of a rock, full of barnacles and weeds. This was not good
news. Worse yet, he was now working in the pitch dark.

He took out the first five-pound pack of explosive and screwed in the magnetic
clamp, tight. Then he fixed the timer, with its small glowing face showing a twenty-
four-hour setting. He placed it against the hull, but as he suspected, it would not
stick to the rough surface. So he held it in his left hand and drew his Kaybar for
the second time that night. He scraped a small spot clean on the hull and then felt
the powerful magnet pull, and then lightly thud home, hard on the bottom of the
ship.

He elected to stay on the inside of the bilge keel and swam on, proceeding down
the port side of the hull to his next stop. There he repeated his process and,
checking the time, saw that it was taking him six minutes to make each
connection. He had six more to go. He was more or less safe down here, and his
bigger worry was young Jason. He wondered how the kid was getting along as he
adjusted each timer to run for 360 seconds less than the previous one.

Lieutenant Schaeffer wrapped up his project at 0340. It had taken forty-eight
minutes exactly. He now swam out from under the bilge keel, into the light. He
unclipped his attack board from his belt, grabbed it with both hands, and kicked
straight along bearing 224. Breathing slowly, he wondered where the others were.

All the way back, he kicked, counted to four, and kicked again. During the final
fifteen minutes he was murderously tired, and his upper legs throbbed. But he
kept going, kicking and counting, fighting the pain barrier, repeating his little
prayer. No one, he thought, could have done this faster.

He was truly amazed when he finally surfaced and saw Rick Hunter still sitting
in the bulrushes, chatting with Jason and Harry.

“Where the hell have you been?” asked the SEAL leader. “I was just beginning to
wonder if you might be dead.”



“Well, I'm not,” snapped Ray, unnecessarily. “It was just the bottom of that rear
barge. It was so dirty... nothing would stick. I had to clean every spot free of
fucking barnacles before the clamp would go on.”

“Oh, right,” said Harry. “Ours was completely clean, probably been in refit. I was
whipping those babies on there in three minutes. So was Jason. We both adjusted
the timers for 180 seconds. By a fluke we finished at the same time. Came back
together.”

“Short straw again,” said Ray. “I probably ruined my knife scraping the
bottom... just hope I'm not asked to assassinate anyone else tonight.”

“No, I hope not anyway,” said Rick. “But right now it’s going to start getting
lighter by the minute... we have to get back across the road and into the woods...
Angela, by the way, has gone, as planned... we’ll catch up with her later.”

The SEALs emerged from the water, crouched, and observed the empty road.
Then they bolted across, free now of their forty-pound weights of explosive, and,
clinging to their attack boards and flippers, they jogged through the woods to the
spot where the canisters were buried. Angela had left one uncovered, with their
new street clothes, chocolate, and water right on top.

They stripped off their wet suits and Draegers, and placed them with the two
machine guns, ammunition clips, and attack boards inside the canister. Then they
dressed in socks, shoes, jeans, shirts, and jackets. They each ate some chocolate,
drank some water, and piled everything else inside the last canister. Rick Hunter
set the incendiary booby trap and placed it inside, against the door handle, and
closed it carefully. If anyone in the next fifty or so years ever found that canister
and tried the door, it would blow to smithereens with everything in it. Right now,
Ray Schaeffer shoved the old bush back into the loose earth and took the last
shovel and covered the disturbed area with soil and dead leaves. He and Rick
twisted and turned the bush back into place, and the four of them left, carrying
the last shovel and armed with their Kaybars and pistols.

They did not head back to the dirt road but went farther west, walking softly
along the edge of the wood in the early morning light. They found the highway
after one mile and hid on the steep bank that led up to it from the forest. A couple
of hundred yards to the right, they could see an old Russian peasant woman
wearing a shawl, sitting on the roadside, awaiting a lift, and they too waited.

At 0655 an old Volkswagen bus pulled up, collected her, and then drove on to a
spot right above their hiding place. Angela’s face peered out from under the shawl,
through the passenger seat window... “Okay guys,” she said, “let’s get the hell out
of here.”

The SEALs came up off the bank like bullets and hurled themselves and their
surviving shovel into the vehicle. Angela Rivera spoke freely. “This is young
Vladimir,” she said, nodding at the driver. “He’s a colleague of mine, works for us
in Moscow. All our clothes, papers, and passports are here. Vladimir will take us
straight down to the M18, then south all the way to St. Petersburg. For the record,
in case we’re stopped, we all work for a citrus-growing outfit in Florida... you all
know the cover... go through it all in your minds one more time.

“Vlad’s taking us straight to St. Petersburg airport... then we’re going by private
corporate jet to London. Everything’s fixed. The Russians never bother with
commercial executives on private planes these days. Specially Americans.”



“Beautiful,” said Lieutenant Commander Hunter.
“By the way, did you fix the Kilos?”
“Sure did,” said Ray Schaeffer.

Chapter 9

CAPTAIN VOLKOV MOVED THE KILOS NORTHEAST across Lake Onega at
0830 on June 11. This was the regular departure time for cargo moving at five
knots. The journey to the White Sea was one of approximately twenty-four hours,
the 0830 departure would see them comfortably into the canal by 1030, and to
Belomorsk for refueling just as the port came to life the following morning.

The big Tolkach freighters always pulled out at this time after their overnight
stop, and there were no surprises in Fort Meade shortly after 0200 when the
satellite photographs showed them doing exactly that.

* * * * *

Admiral Morgan was pleased. No communication had been received from the
SEALs by midnight, which meant everything had gone according to plan. Arnold
Morgan was even courteous to Charlie as they made their way back to Washington
from Fort Meade in the small hours of the morning. A thin smile played around
the edges of his mouth as he contemplated the mayhem due to erupt in both
Moscow and Beijing around seven o’clock (EDT) that evening.

“You’re driving beautifully, Charlie,” he observed. Which almost caused his
nerve-racked chauffeur to run straight up the back of a Greyhound bus.

* * * * *

It was 1300 local time when Lieutenant Commander Hunter and his men,
having changed clothes during the journey, arrived at the St. Petersburg airport.
They disembarked the van, leaving Vladimir to get rid of the clothes, combat
knives, and pistols, which he would do at the US Consulate, on Petra-Lavrova
Street.

By 1500 the SEALs were on board the American Learjet, ready to take off for
London. Five hours later they would be traveling business class on the American
Airlines 747 making its daily flight to New York. Rick calculated they ought to be
somewhere over the coast of Maine when the barges blew up in the narrow
northern reaches of the Belomorski Canal.

* * * * *

Pieter, the steward, and Torbin, the head waiter, were not due to report for duty
on board the YURI ANDROPOV until lunchtime. When they failed to show up, the
matter was reported to the Captain and to Colonel Borsov. The senior officers
ordered a thorough search of the ship, which took almost two hours, and at 1400
the executives decided the two men were undoubtedly missing.

The ship was heading south down Lake Onega now, and the Captain couldn’t
decide whether just to inform the nearest police, or whether to return to the Green



Stop. It was hard to imagine that anything had befallen the men in that lonely
rural area. But the search had revealed that one of the ship’s rubber inflatables
from the upper deck was also missing—several people knew it to be the very one
Pieter had been using to take passengers on late-night sightseeing excursions.

Colonel Borsov decided something was a foot. He ordered the ANDROPOV to
come about and headed right back to the Green Stop, where all members of the
crew would be expected to assist in the search for their lost colleagues.

The four old gentlemen from Minnesota and their nurse, Edith Dubranin, were
also missed at lunchtime. Their table was empty; they had not been in for
breakfast, and no one had seen them. Colonel Borsov himself had noticed they
were not at lunch and ordered a steward to go to the upper deck and check the
two suites.

The steward used his master key and found the rooms intact, but found no sign
of the old gentlemen. Colonel Borsov suddenly understood that the ANDROPOV
had somehow left seven people at the Green Stop, which was precisely when he
ordered the ship to come about.

* * * * *

All day long, Captain Volkov pushed north at his normal slow speed. There
would be no more stops before the White Sea, and he always found the 120-mile
journey laborious. He had made the trip many times before, in various ships, but
the presence of submarines completely blocked his forward view, and the trip
seemed endless as a result. He just had to sit and keep the engines steady, driving
forward and relying on his son to steer from the wheelhouse on the bow of the lead
barge. Young Ivan was good at that.

By sundown, or what passes for a sundown in the season of the White Nights,
he was running through the long wide lakes toward the town of Segeza. They
reached the town around midnight, and then turned into the narrow inland canal
that begins south of Nadvojcy. It was a four-hour run on this very slow stretch up
to the next lake, and the master of the Tolkach was glad both he and Ivan had
slept for most of the evening while the first mate and the navigator had taken over
the helms.

At 0258 on June 12, lit by the bright glow in the northern sky, the Kilos were
just four and a half miles south of the lake, and six miles south of the town of
Kockoma. The water was flat, there was no breeze and little traffic when Captain
Volkov sensed a long and distant rumble beneath the keel. He had heard such a
noise before, and he knew what had happened. “FUCK!” he shouted. “WE’RE
AGROUND...”

Reaching for his phone he yelled for Ivan, uncertain whether there had been a
steering failure. He heard a truly sensational thundering sound again right
beneath the keel. “CHRIST! WE’VE HIT SOMETHING... JESUS... IVAN!! WHERE
THE HELL ARE YOU?”

But there was no reply, and Captain Volkov put his engines to stop as he left
the bridge and rushed down the companionway, running along the deck beneath
the port side of the Kilo. When he reached the bow, where the two Tolkach
freighters were joined, he could not believe what he was seeing. The lead barge
was listing to starboard before his eyes, the deck now at a forty-five-degree angle.



He could see the guard hanging on to one of the great wooden blocks that held
the submarine in place. Suddenly there was another thunderous roar from under
the keel, and the front barge twisted farther to starboard. As it did, two-and-a-half
thousand tons of Kilo Class submarine swayed, and then toppled sideways,
smashing into the barge’s deck edge before hitting the water with a gigantic
splash, and disappearing almost immediately beneath the surface.

But the Kilo vanished for only a split second before it surged upward again with
terrifying force, like a giant breaching whale, before settling on the soft bottom of
the canal, with the lead barge capsized on top of it. Deep beneath the surface the
waters of the canal rushed through the huge split in the submarine’s hull caused
by the impact with the deck edge and began to fill the Kilo with water.

But Captain Volkov had more immediate worries. The lead Tolkach had now
broached, and the clockwise pressure on the coupling that attached his own rear
barge was immense. They were swinging right across the canal, and he could feel
his ship twisting to starboard. She lurched right just as the force on the coupling
became too great. The entire barge rolled right over, in massive slow motion,
sending the Captain hurtling to his death, across the deck and into the tortured,
fractured coupling area under the bow. More spectacularly, the second Kilo
hurtled off the deck onto the right-hand eastern wall of the canal.

The Kilo hit the bank with crushing force, smashing the concrete and destroying
the hull. The submarine rolled back into the side of the barge, then down into the
water with an impact almost equal to that of the first one. Split wide open below
the sail, she lay half submerged, with water gushing in, pinned to the bottom to
the great Tolkach that had carried her halfway across Russia. Ivan Volkov had
somehow survived and fought his way to the shore, not yet knowing that his father
had died.

He clambered out just in time to hear the muffled underwater roar of Lieutenant
Ray Schaeffer’s slightly later Semtex charges blast eight gaping holes along the
underside hull of the rear Tolkach. He heard the dull thunder, as his father had
done four minutes earlier, and then he stood and stared as the six-hundred-foot
following barge began to list and then to lurch dramatically as the water rushed in
below. She seemed to rise, and then groan her way onto her port side, just as
John Bergstrom had planned.

From Ivan’s perspective, the barge seemed to roll with agonizing slowness, and
he watched in horror as the rear Kilo wobbled, then crashed majestically, plunging
down from her keel blocks, twenty feet above the water. The Kilo hit the surface of
the Belomorski Canal with breathtaking reverberations before rebounding back
into the water with a gaping hole behind her tower, and a giant split all the way
aft, through which water gushed, short-circuiting and wrecking the battery,
flooding the diesels, ruining the computerized firing systems, wiping out the sonar,
the radar, the operations center, and flooding every compartment.

No crane would ever be able to lift even one of the Kilos out of the water. In
u