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Аннотация
For the new post-Soviet Commonwealth of Independent States, it was supposed to be a historic event and moment of great celebration.
But when the launch of the new A2e rocket goes terribly wrong, panic grips the entire world — because this rocket has a nuclear reactor on board.
From the moment the A2e crashes, that nuclear reactor is on a countdown to meltdown. It will reach a supercritical state within a matter of days.
And so, even as the A2e plummets to the very depths of the ocean, the desperate race to retrieve it begins.
Failure will result in catastrophic damage to Earth and all life upon it. Yet the rocket has plunged so deep into the ocean that it seems almost impossible to find, let alone salvage.
Enter Dane Brande, maverick but world-leading oceanographer who, with his highly-skilled, international team of experts and cutting edge equipment, may be the world’s best, possibly only, hope of salvation.
But will Brande take on the job and if he does, will he survive it?
Against a background of riots and international rage, interested parties converge on the sea above the crash site.
A rogue environmentalist, whose ambitions are unclear even to himself, threatens to derail the operation. Newspaper reporters circle and protesters gather as the world looks on.
Soon after the end of the Soviet era, the Russians and the Americans are once more racing each other to an achievement — that of raising the rocket — but in this new world order and time of threat, do they actually need to co-operate?
To what extent are they willing and able to do that?
Meanwhile, Brande must keep his own demons at bay and hold his nerve long enough to find and retrieve the rocket. If he succeeds he will save the world from catastrophe and secure the future of his ground-breaking research and diving salvage company…
But will Brande succeed or will he, like others, lose his life in the search for the lost rocket and its terrifying cargo?
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Chapter One

0520 HOURS LOCAL, PLESETSK COSMODROME
“Respectfully, General Oberstev, I cannot…”
“Ah, but Pyotr Nicholavich, you can.” Dmitri Oberstev was not in the mood for defeatism. He did not allow negativism to crowd his own thoughts, and he deplored it in others, no matter their talents and capabilities.
“Yes. Certainly, the problem is not insurmountable, General, but not in the time allotted.”
Oberstev turned to the windows overlooking the control center. Below him, he saw that most of the technicians were seated before their consoles. His aide, Colonel Cherbykov, meandered through the center, stopping to talk to controllers or to inspect information readouts. Many of the monitors, and the large screen at the end of the room, currently displayed a two-mile distant view of the A2e on the launch pad. Actually, it was yet another variant of the A2, though it had not been officially designated. If it were up to him, Oberstev would call it the A2d. The A2 was the orbit-achieving workhorse of the Strategic Rocket Forces, with over a thousand successful launches since its inception.
Floodlights lit the gantry and the area immediately surrounding it with a glaring whitewash. A mist from transferring fuels swirled about the steel skeleton of the gantry, quite ghostly in the night. Beyond the pad was only darkness, with a sparse sprinkling of stars. Dawn took longer to arrive in the latitudes of the Arctic Circle, where the Plesetsk Cosmodrome was located.
Though smaller than the Baikonur Cosmodrome in the Kazakhstan Republic, Plesetsk was still a large operation. From its forty-plus launch pads, it managed to launch at least one rocket a week. Winter launches were commonplace. Most of the payloads were military, ranging from scientific experiments to Salyut photo-reconnaissance satellites.
While Col. Gen. Dmitri Ivanovich Oberstev was not in charge of the cosmodrome, he did have total control over the Soviet Celestial Laboratory Project, called Red Star, and the A2s assigned to him departed the earth at his discretion.
He turned back to the scientist. “It is September the first, Pyotr Nicholavich.”
“Yes, General.”
“It is five-twenty in the morning.”
Pyotr Piredenko nodded his agreement.
“The A2e is scheduled to lift off at eight o’clock. It is the primary event in a month-long celebration of the New Order.”
“I am aware of that, General Oberstev.”
“Not to mention that it carries a significant component for the laboratory.”
“That worries me,” Piredenko said. “I should not like to lose it.”
“We cannot disappoint Moscow.”
“We could very well disappoint Moscow, if the A2e malfunctions.” There was an uncharacteristic resolve in Piredenko’s tone. He did not normally resist the Red Star project director’s wishes.
Oberstev grimaced his displeasure. He asked, “What is the success ratio of the A2?”
“Very high,” Piredenko said, “but we have never attempted a payload of this weight.”
“Soviet space vehicles are celebrated for their massive payloads,” the general argued. “Besides, the boosters will more than compensate for the additional mass. Your very own computers say as much, Director.”
“This configuration is untried on the A2. For that reason, we must not ignore any warning at all, General.”
There was some truth in what the director of the Flight Data Computer Center had to say. For the first time in the Soviet Red Star program, large booster rockets had been attached to the sides of the A2e, an imitation of the American Titan III, in order to provide the initial thrust necessary to raise the oversized payload module into orbit.
Oberstev surveyed the earnest look on the computer scientist’s face and almost reversed his decision to proceed. He had the authority to do so, but others in higher places depended upon him. Moscow had ordered a live telecast of the launch for the citizens of the Commonwealth of Independent States. The event was a rarity, and no one in the Kremlin would appreciate having it canceled. Moreover, they would remember for a long time, and in a negative light, the name of Dmitri Oberstev.
By appearance, the scientist and the general should have switched roles. Piredenko was squat and blocky, with a square-cut face. His outsize nose appeared chiseled from granite. His dark brown hair was cut short. American football coaches would have been interested in the wide and muscular shoulders straining at his white jacket.
The general, who had graduated from Moscow University in aerospace engineering, was slight of stature, barely topping one-and-a-half meters. He wore spectacles with thick lenses, optically enlarging his hazel eyes to gargantuan proportions. They seemed all-seeing. His hair had gone sparse and gray shortly after his sixtieth birthday. Despite his diminutive appearance, however, Oberstev had a firm grip on his authority, which derived, not only from his rank and his knowledge of aerospace, but also from his many friends and acquaintances among the members of the Military Council of Command and Staff of National Air Defense. Not to be forgotten, either, was his brother, a senior deputy to the new chairman of the Central Intelligence Service, the CIS.
Since the days of the ill-advised — in Oberstev’s mind — coup attempt, of course, the CIS and the military had suffered dramatic losses in influence, as well as numbers. The Russian Republic was the dominant member of the remaining republics, but the loose federation of the Commonwealth remained in place to govern those activities of a more encompassing nature, such as space exploration.
The general felt, however, that he had risen to his present position almost solely on his own ability, rather than through the intervention of friends and relatives. Wherever it was possible, he attempted political neutrality. He took a great deal of pride in his achievements and in his capacity for understanding and managing people. There were many methods of obtaining cooperation and satisfying goals.
Oberstev looked at the red numerals of the large digital readout located to the right of the main screen in the control room: Time to Launch: 02:18:43.
Down on the main floor, Colonel Cherbykov was hunched over the console that monitored rocket motor telemetry transmissions from the A2e. He stood upright and looked up at Oberstev, shaking his head minutely.
Oberstev’s observation room overlooking the Number Two Fire Control Center was small, containing four overstuffed leather chairs, two side tables, a sideboard containing a large silver teapot, and a small communications console. Oberstev crossed to the chair next to the console and settled into it.
“All right, Director Piredenko. You say the primary flight control computer is malfunctioning?”
“The telemetry we are receiving indicates that to be the case, yes. In one of the subsystems.”
“But the secondary and tertiary backup computers appear to be normal?”
Piredenko nodded his blunt head. “That is correct.”
“And yet, you would not proceed without the use of the primary machine?”
“I would not, General.”
“What is the nature of the malfunction?”
“It appears that the interface which balances the thrust of the main motor against the booster motors is out of synchronization. It is a programming problem.”
“So that you may investigate the problem from your computer center, without boarding the rocket?”
“That is true.”
“And what would you do?”
“First of all, compare the programs of all three computers. Perhaps there is simply a misstated instruction in the primary programming. If so, General, the correction will be quickly made.”
“And if not?”
“Then we must examine all of the programming documentation.”
“Or proceed utilizing the secondary computer,” Oberstev suggested.
The director winced.
“I will suspend the countdown for one hour. No longer.”
Shaking his head sadly, the director scuttled for the door. He was a brilliant man, and Oberstev had no doubt that the crunch of time would urge him toward a successful resolution.
Oberstev lifted the telephone handset from its cradle on the console next to him.
The operator responded immediately. “Yes, Comrade General?”
“Tell the launch director to report to me, then connect me with the office of the First Deputy Commander in Chief.”
Oberstev hated making the call to General Burov. Failures or delays were direct threats to his pride and his well-being. He detested the necessity of such admissions.

Chapter Two

2220 HOURS LOCAL, LANGLEY, VIRGINIA
Carl Unruh was Deputy Director for Intelligence for the Central Intelligence Agency. As far as he was concerned, his only vanity was the twice-weekly touch-up of the gray at the temples of his dark brown hair. He did not know why he did it. Miriam thought he would look more distinguished if he let the gray shine through.
Other than that, he had come to accept his fifty-three years, the slight paunch protesting his belt, the enlarging bags under his green eyes, the desire for just a few more minutes after the alarm rang. He had also come to accept that most of the desires he had had in twenty-seven years with the CIA, six of them in the operations directorate, were bound to go unfulfilled in his lifetime.
His alarm went off at ten-thirty at night. He had napped for two hours on the sofa in his office. Unruh groaned aloud, pushed himself off the couch, and went into his bathroom to wash his face and shave. Donning a fresh shirt and one of the ultraconservative ties that Miriam picked out for him, Unruh got a fresh pack of Marlboros from his middle desk drawer. He lit one while putting on his suit coat, took three quick drags, and put it out.
He had quit smoking three years before and had been working on it ever since.
He left his office, locking the door behind him, and walked the quiet hall toward the elevators. The doors of all the offices were painted different colors. He thought the decor was asinine.
He took the elevator down to NPIC’s floor and got off to find Jack Evoy standing in the hallway with a Coke can in his hand.
Evoy headed the National Photographic Interpretation Center. He always had a harried look, pulled as he was by the NPIC’s mission to provide photographic analysis gathered from overhead reconnaissance for the entire intelligence community — CIA, DIA, NSA, Army Intelligence, Naval Intelligence, Air Force Intelligence, FBI, State, Treasury. All of the acronyms and agencies thought they had first priority.
Evoy’s office was staffed by both civilian and military experts, but he was a civilian, having come up through the ranks in the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research. He was something of a diplomat when it came to saying, “No.” Built along the lines of a greyhound, he was lanky and tall, with a jutting jaw. His suits, though tailored, always seemed too large for him.
“Want a Coke, boss?” Evoy called almost anyone he favored, who was in a superior position, “boss.” His true superior was the Deputy Director for Science and Technology.
“If it has Scotch in it,” Unruh told him.
“Ugh. Sorry, can’t help you.”
“That’s pretty poor social preparation.”
“New austerity, boss.”
Unruh tilted his head down the hall to where a conference room had been set up as an observation post. Light from the room spilled through the open door into the corridor, and he could hear muffled voices. “Are we on time?”
“As far as we can tell, Carl.” Evoy looked at his watch. “Nine minutes, and we’ll know.”
“I wish to hell these people would start launching at civilized hours.”
“It’s a civilized time at Plesetsk.”
“Nothing’s civilized at Plesetsk.”
The two men walked down the hall together and turned into the conference room. It was large, with a boat-shaped table and twenty chairs taking up the center. At the far end, a large screen built into the wall was glowing. An outline map of the Asian continent, along with latitudinal and longitudinal lines, was imposed upon it, and a black circle identified the Plesetsk Cosmodrome close to the Arctic Circle. Major cities were pinpointed by black dots, to provide additional orientation.
Three of Evoy’s staff people toyed with two portable consoles that had been wheeled into the room.
“We’re watching this symbolically,” Evoy said. “All my data feeds will be interpreted by the computer, then shown on the screen.”
“What have you got in place as sources?”
“There’s a Teal Ruby in polar orbit that will give us infrared tracking. The Rhyolite in geo-stationary orbit over the Indian Ocean will help out, as will the Aquacade now cruising the Pacific.”
All of the satellites were sophisticated beyond any dream Unruh might have had as a boy who reveled in reading Arthur C. Clarke and Robert Heinlein. They captured their imagery in almost any level of detail and spat it out in the general direction of a communications satellite which grabbed it and relayed it around the world, then delivered it to friendly ground stations.
“How about NSA?” Unruh asked.
The National Security Agency, the largest of the intelligence agencies, was located at Fort George G. Meade, Maryland. Beyond the development of communications security, it was responsible for foreign intelligence gathering in the electronic communications realm. The NSA broke cryptographic codes regularly and listened in on the rest of the world through its own network of spy satellites.
“They’re up and running on the frequencies we’re interested in. They’ll send us any pertinent voice or telemetry data on the second console over there.”
Unruh went to a small side table and poured himself a cup of coffee from an insulated pitcher. He carried it to the table and sat down.
Evoy sat down beside him.
They waited.
The operator of the second console looked back at them.
“Mr. Evoy, the countdown has been suspended.”
“Shit,” Unruh said.
“For how long?” Evoy asked.
“Hold on.” The operator spoke into his headset. After a short conversation with whomever was doing the monitoring out at Meade, he said, “Looks like about an hour. They’ve got an intercept of voice communications between the control tower and the chase planes. The pilots have been told to stand down for an hour.”
Unruh said, “I may stretch out on your table and go to sleep.”
“Don’t scratch it, huh?”
“You’re a lousy host,” Unruh complained.
“You know, Carl, we monitor every damned launch the Soviets make as a matter of routine. What’s so special about this one that the DDI wants to watch?”
“Our assets in place tell us it’s another component package for the Red Star space station.”
“So? They’ve been working on that station for two years. Hell, boss, they’ve been running a regular UPS freight service to it.”
“This one’s got a nuclear package, Jack.”
2135 HOURS LOCAL, 26°9′ NORTH, 92°32′ WEST
Dane Brande stood spread-legged on the bridge of the Gemini, gripping the brass rail that ran across the width of the forward bulkhead with both hands. The safety glass of the windshield panes was canted forward at the top, and several sections had been cranked open at the bottom. A salt-tasting breeze whispered through the bridge area, rustling the papers clamped in clipboards hanging on the rear bulkhead.
Below him, the short foredecks of the twin hulls rose and fell with the contours of the Caribbean Sea. Brande guessed the seas were running at four feet, long and smooth swells that rolled under Gemini without bothering to whitecap. The only wind was that created by the ship’s passage. Identical fans of white spray flared from the twin bows. The water passing through the wide gap between the hulls appeared translucent, but there was nothing to be seen in the depths.
Ahead, for as far as he could see in the darkness, the ocean appeared entirely empty. When they had left Houston just after noon, a tall stand of cumulus had been building in the northwest, but nothing had come of it so far.
“We should be picking up something on radar soon, Dane,” Jim Word said. Word was the captain of the 240-foot research vessel Gemini and her sixteen-man-and-woman crew complement. He stood a few paces behind Greg Mason, who was manning the helm station located at the forward center of the bridge, three feet back from the windshield.
“What are we making, Jim?”
“Still at the top end, twenty-six knots.”
Brande went back to staring at the invisible horizon. The stars were clear and cold. A phosphorescent glow below the surface off to starboard suggested a school of fish.
“For someone who’s spent so much time at sea, Chief, you’re not very patient,” Word said.
“I hate waiting rooms.”
The theme song from the The Bridge Over the River Kwai, whistled through a chipped front tooth, announced the imminent arrival of Maynard Dokey, expectedly called ʻOkey.ʼ He emerged from the curtained hatchway to the radar/sonar room, gripping his omnipresent coffee mug. The mug sported a picture of two whales amorously eyeing each other, communicating in question marks. Okey Dokey was as well known for his personally designed mugs and T-shirts as he was for his expertise with a screwdriver, a computer, and an electronic schematic.
Today’s T-shirt was conservative. No artwork, just the motto, WANNA SCREW? Dokey was fond of questions, and many of the women working for Brande’s Marine Visions Unlimited had taken to wearing shirts that screamed, NO! in various fonts and styles.
“Ringling Brothers’ train got there ahead of us,” Dokey said.
Brande turned to look at him. “A real circus, huh?”
“Radar shows twelve boats are in the area,” Dokey told him.
“I’ve got ten bucks says eleven of them are only getting in the way.”
“That’s not a bet,” Word said. “That’s your typical moneymaker.”
“How far?” Brande asked.
“Call it nine miles to first contact, Dane.”
“Do you think George Dawson has really got something?” Word asked.
“I hope so,” Brande said. “We need the contract.”
George Dawson, who captained the salvage vessel Grade, had called Brande at his San Diego office early that morning. Brande had asked four questions, proposed a percentage, then called Dokey, then called United Airlines for reservations. Fortunately, the Gemini was in Houston for service and supply after a three-month surveying stint for the U.S. Naval Oceanographic Office. He had called Jim Word to warn him of their arrival in Houston as he and Dokey left the office for San Diego International Airport.
When the running and anchor lights of a large flotilla of vessels appeared ahead of them, Brande opened the side door and stepped out onto the small starboard bridge wing. Directly behind him, a ladder descended to the main deck. He leaned into the railing and felt the Gemini shift slightly as Mason altered course slightly to port. Crew members, male and female, appeared on the narrow side deck from cabin and work areas and moved to the railings to watch their arrival.
The open gridwork on which he stood thrummed with the vibration from the big diesel engines. The vibration died away as they neared the motionless boats and Word ordered the throttles retarded.
It looked like a small community, a village on the plains. Each of the boats in the cluster had its deck lights illuminated, along with a few searchlights, and the whole area had a moonlit quality to it. As the Gemini approached at ten knots, Brande saw people moving about on board most of them. There was a wide variety of craft represented: several salvage vessels, an oceangoing tug, and power cruisers of various length. Most of them were aged. He couldn’t miss Curtis Aaron’s Justica. It was a thirty-year-old, sixty-foot Hatteras, barely refurbished to seaworthiness. The Justica was painted white, with four-foot-high, squared-off black letters painted along each side of its hull: OCEANS FREE. The Justica was the Atlantic and Caribbean representative of Aaron’s zealous organization. On the Pacific side, it was the Queen of Liberty.
When they were a quarter-mile away, a vessel near the center of the cluster blinked its anchor light. Mason eased off on the throttles some more and threaded his way through the gaggle of boats toward the broad-beamed salvage boat, Grade. It was 160 feet long and, though elderly, in excellent condition. The Gemini dwarfed it as she came alongside. Crew members fore and aft suspended fenders over the side to keep the hulls from scraping each other, then grabbed the lines thrown to them. The research vessel was snugged up against the salvage boat.
Captain Word deployed the cycloidal propellers. Under both bows and both sterns of the Gemini’s twin hulls, flush panels folded open and the cycloidal propellers — appearing like oversized egg beaters — were extended downward. The propulsion system, modeled after that utilized on the U.S. oceanographic research ship Knorr — which was used in discovering the grave of the Titanic — made Brandeʼs vessel one of the most stable on the seas. Governed by computer control and driven by linkage to the two diesel engines, the four cycloidal propellers allowed the helmsman to shift the ship forward, backward, sideways, or in rotation in very small increments. Tied into the NavStar Global Positioning Satellite system, the computer could maintain the Gemini’s almost-exact position in both calm and heavy seas.
Brande descended from the bridge wing to the deck, followed by Maynard Dokey.
Brandie Anderson, dressed in cut-off jeans and a NO! T-shirt, and crewing for a six-month period as an intern from Rice University, operated the winch controls which lowered the starboard gangplank to a few feet above the lower deck of the salvage ship.
Brande gave her a thumbs-up as he unhooked the safety line in the railing.
Dokey started to say something, but Brandie pointed at her shirt.
“You’re going to have to start developing a new reputation, Okey,” Brande told him.
“Hell, I’ve already got the best one there is, Chief.”
The two men made the descent and paused at the bottom landing for both ships to stabilize on the same wave for a moment before jumping the last couple of feet to the deck of the Grade.
George Dawson was waiting for them. Weatherbeaten and nearly bald under a rumpled and disreputable billed cap, Dawson had a grin that was face-wide and revealed strong and yellowed teeth. He gripped half a giant and dead cigar in one corner of his mouth. He was barrel-chested and big, standing six-four. Brande rarely met men his own height, but he thought that Dawson outweighed him by a hundred pounds. Brande weighed 215.
Dawson stuck out a big, gnarled fist, and Brande, then Dokey, shook it. His hand was as callused and as hard as the rest of him.
“Damned glad to see you, Dane.”
With a palm-up gesture, Brande indicated the boats around them. “You invite everyone to the party, George?”
“Hell, no. Couple of these guys, Figlon on the Osprey especially, are always dogging me, hoping to pick up a couple bones I miss. The rest of them, I reckon, listened in on my ship-to-shore call to you this morning. Fucking maggots is what they are.”
Dokey looked around the deck. “I thought you might have invited Curt Aaron over for tea, George.”
“No, but the sucker sent over a list of demands.”
“Such as?” Brande asked.
“That I leave the ocean bottom as it is. It’s against God’s will to disturb nature.”
“He’s going to go off the deep end real soon,” Dokey said.
“Sooner the better, as far as I’m concerned,” Dawson said. “Maybe somebody will shoot him and put him out of our misery. Come on, let’s go forward to the wardroom and get the legal crap out of the way.”
They followed Dawson toward the bow along the side deck. Like themselves, Dawson walked with the wide stance of a sailor who knew his world might tilt on him at any moment.
Entering through the pilot house, Dawson led them aft through a hatchway into a communal mess. The walls were painted beige, and several dozen artifacts recovered from the sea bottom were displayed in deep, glass-fronted frames. A bronze urn, flattened by some unknown catastrophe, a saber with a silver-filigreed hilt, a pair of ceramic mugs labeled Lusitania, a brass lantern, a ship’s wheel.
Dawson filled chipped ceramic mugs with strong coffee, and they settled onto benches at a Formica-topped table.
“You’re pretty damned sure of what you’ve got?” Brande asked.
“You bet I’m sure.” Dawson leaned back and picked a manila envelope off a cabinet built into the bulkhead. “Sneaky took these.”
From the envelope, Dawson extracted a stack of 35-millimeter photographs. They were black-and-white. He peeled them from the stack, one by one, and passed them around.
“Sneaky” was “Sneaky Pete.” One of the first tethered exploration robot models developed by Marine Visions Unlimited, the robot had once had a more exotic name, but it had vanished in favor of the current sobriquet when a graduate student from UC-San Diego discovered that the robot’s video system captured wonderful images of a trio of nude female divers.
MVU did not yet sell its working robots, but in some cases, it did lease them. Currently, Brande had seven of the sophisticated and compact Sneaky Petes leased to research and salvage firms.
“I’ve got videotape we recorded from the video camera, too, if you want to see that,” Dawson said.
“This’ll do,” Brande told him as he leafed through the photos.
In black-and-white, the images were stark, the objects highlighted by the beams of the halogen lamps mounted on Sneaky Pete’s forehead. The areas around the objects were murky. The photographs had been taken at depths where the sun did not penetrate.
Dokey held up a photograph and turned it to Dawson. “Cannon?”
“Yeah. That was our lead contact” Dawson unparked his unlit cigar from his teeth just long enough to take a swig of his coffee.
Brande looked over at the photo. It took a trained eye and a good imagination to see a cannon in it. The bottom silt had drifted over most of it, and only the butt end, with a partial knob, was visible.
“We were trailing a side-scan sonic array,” Dawson said, “and got a ping off that chunk of metal. Came back around and got the same ping, but there was nothing else in the area. Hell, I almost decided to skip it, then thought we could take the time to send Sneaky down.”
“Depth?” Brande asked.
“Eleven hundred feet. But I wasn’t going to suit up a diver for one damned cannon. Well, I might have, just to look for traceable numbers. So we roamed Sneaky to the south and found the trench.”
“That’s where these are?” Brande asked, holding up a sheaf of snapshots.
“Right. It’s a steep canyon, and I’m estimating the bottom at maybe seven thousand feet. The terrain on the canyon side is rough, and the ingots are spread all over the side of it, about five thousand feet down.”
Brande checked the photos again. Almost all of them focused on one or two gold ingots. They were roughly forged, and all but buried in the silt. A corner here, and an edge there, protruded from the soil of the canyon side.
“How many?” Dokey asked.
“We got shots of fourteen. Looks like they’re cast at about sixty pounds. Those Spaniards didn’t want ’em light enough for anyone to carry for very long.”
“You get any pictures of an imprint?” Brande asked.
“No. Bet you they’re sixteenth century, though. South American gold. I’ve been through my whole damned library, but I can’t find one mention of a ship lost in this particular area of the Caribbean. Of course, the Spanish lost a bunch without knowing where they lost them.”
“Say we haven’t got an historical find,” Brande said, “on today’s markets, the straight gold that’s visible…”
“Will bring in better than four-point-five million,” Dokey finished.
“There’s more than fourteen ingots,” Dawson said. “Bet on it.”
“How about artifacts?” Brande asked.
“I think we’ll find something. That ship went down in heavy weather, broke up, and most of it tumbled down the canyon. Probably hooked up on a ledge or something. Broke apart in the currents over the years, and spilled everything down the side of the trench. The debris field may be scattered a mile or more wide.”
“You see anything else?”
“Maybe the lip of a goblet. Silver, I’d think. Maybe a couple of ribs from the hull, but they’re pretty well rotted out.”
Brande looked over a picture that was taken from a greater distance. When he knew that he was looking at the side of the trench, rather than down on the bottom, it looked more treacherous.
“I wouldn’t want to risk a man’s life digging into that,” he said.
“Nor would I,” Dawson agreed. “I don’t want to use my manned submersible. That’s why you’re here. That’s why you brought your toys along.”
In addition to the fact that he needed the money pretty badly, Brande thought, but did not mention that. If all he took out of it was a million dollars, he could at least meet the bills for a month. Almost. He had taken greater risks.
“MVU gets twenty-five percent,” Brande said.
“That’s what we talked about.”
“Anything of historical significance…”
“We’re in international waters,” Dawson countered.
“… will be offered to the appropriate museums at our cost of recovery. That comes off the top, before we divvy up the balance. And we have to get that cannon barrel up, so we can look for clues.”
“Goddamn, Dane. There you go again, getting all mushy.”
“Can’t help it, George. I’m a romantic.”
“Get your goddamned papers out.”
0855 HOURS LOCAL, PLESETSK COSMODROME
TIME TO LAUNCH: 00:04:54.
The main screen view of the A2e rocket on its pad had not changed a great deal in two hours. The first white spray of dawn was infiltrating across the tundra, but there was little differentiation between the lightly snow-frosted plain and the concrete ribbons of roads around the pad, also coated with yesterday’s snow.
There were no figures scurrying around the base of the gantry now. All of the technicians and scientists had retreated to their bunkers.
The rocket was clearly visible without the aid of floodlights. It stood, massive and smooth and black, with a single red star on the upper stage, like a monolith at Stonehenge. Vapors escaped from various hoses connected between the rocket and the gantry. The additional booster cylinders attached to each side were at least half as tall as the primary rocket.
As he watched, Oberstev saw the gimbal-mounted nozzles of the main rocket motor swivel briefly, part of 2m automatic pretest sequence.
TIME TO LAUNCH: 00:04:48.
The console beside Dmitri Oberstev’s chair reported: “The MiG-25s are orbiting on station, General.”
Two MiG-25 aircraft, called Foxbat by NATO, were stationed at 10,000 meters of altitude, ready to give chase as soon as the A2e was launched. Capable of three times the speed of sound, the reconnaissance aircraft would be able to follow the rocket for some distance, up to an altitude of 25,000 meters, photographing its performance. Once the ground-tracking cameras lost sight of the A2e, the cameras aboard the MiGs would take over, transferring the image of the accelerating rocket to earth-based monitors.
And on to the millions of Commonwealth citizens watching their televisions.
On the pad, the gantry arms cradling the rocket shifted outward then retracted. The gantry moved back several meters. Only the umbilical cords remained draped from the gantry to the vehicle. On launch, they would drop away and the top portion of the gantry would tilt back, giving the rocket added clearance.
TIME TO LAUNCH: 00:04:22.
Oberstev removed his glasses and polished the lenses with a linen handkerchief. Resettling them on his thin nose, he looked around his private observation room. His aide, Colonel Alexi Cherbykov, stood at the samovar, drawing tea into glasses set in silver holders. He had chosen Cherbykov, immaculately groomed in a fresh uniform, for his assistant because he was such an efficient officer. Diplomatic, also. He handled the visiting dignitaries with grace and charm, a function for which Oberstev had little patience. The general was far more interested in producing results than he was in the processes — especially political processes — that swirled around his project.
Cherbykov walked across the room, balancing a silver tray on upraised fingers, and presented it to the visitor. Vladimir Yevgeni, a member of the national parliament’s subcommittee on aerospace, absentmindedly selected a glass from the tray. A senior lieutenant whose name Oberstev could not remember, offered a plate of Dutch cheeses and pastries, but was waved off by the politician.
It was Yevgeni’s first visit to the Plesetsk Cosmodrome during a launch, which Oberstev saw as a major failing in a member of the aerospace committee, much less the chairman of the committee.
Yevgeni had pulled one of the leather chairs up close to the wall of glass overlooking the control center and settled his heavy body into it. Vladimir Yevgeni was close to eighty years of age, Oberstev thought. He was an ultraconservative, representing a large conservative constituency. He would have been a coup plotter, then a defrocked detainee, if he had not been in England for a heart bypass operation at the time of the coup. His pate was shiny and smooth, and his heavy jowls sagged like those of a sad hound. His expensive charcoal suit, laced with thin vertical silver stripes, did not hide the flab layered around his waist.
Yevgeni was one of the cadre who supported having a celebration of the Revolution, rather than the New Order. “Our history does not disappear with our evolution,” he had argued in both the national parliament and the Russian parliament. Vladimir Yevgeni would never acknowledge a mistake made by Russian or Soviet people, but his displeasure at the termination of the traditional October festivities was widely known.
Oberstev asked, “Is there anything we can get for you, Comrade Chairman?”
Though the ʻcomradeʼ form of address was growing sparse in the Commonwealth as a result of the Party’s deteriorating membership, it was certainly a requirement when addressing Yevgeni. He was an idealist of the highest grade and surely, Oberstev thought, one of the silent group alarmed at the foreign and domestic policy strategies that had taken radical turns.
“Not a thing, General Oberstev. I am quite content.”
His jowls wiggled comically when he spoke.
TIME TO LAUNCH: 00:03:51.
On the main floor of the launch control center, the overhead lights had been fully dimmed. Still, with the diffused light from monitors, digital readouts, and LED indicators, the center was bright enough. Every console was manned, and from his view from the rear, Oberstev was aware of the tension in each set of shoulders. It was the same with every launch, though launches had become so much a routine. If there were an added zest to the electrical aspect of the environment, Oberstev thought it resulted from the fact that this was not quite a normal launch. The additional mass of the pay-load and the presence of the twin boosters on the A2e made a palpable difference.
He himself had to consciously revolve his shoulders to ease the tightening muscles. He found himself taking a deep breath from time to time.
He concentrated on details to pass the time. He glanced at the main screen, squinted at the smaller screens focused on exhaust nozzles, umbilical cables, and exhaust deflectors. He tried to follow the complicated wording — rows and columns of numbers — on computer screens, but got lost immediately.
He surveyed his people.
The group of technicians was somewhat diverse. The military men were in uniform blouses, and the civilian scientists and technicians wore white laboratory coats.
The launch director was seated at an oversized console centered in the back row. He was smoking a cigarette and speaking over his headset to someone. Oberstev would have a word with him later about smoking in the center.
On the right side of the room, in a straight chair backed up to the wall, was Lt. Col. Janos Sodur.
Pod-Palcovnik Sodur had once been a political officer, one of the toads assigned to a command to ensure conformity with the ideals of the Communist Party. While no longer carrying such a title, Sodur was now an aide to Yevgeni and had been assigned to Oberstev. Less interested in liaison between the space program and the aerospace committee, Sodur was intent upon discovering philosophical meanderings among the men of the Red Star program. His outlook on life was bleak, and his attitude was instantly suspicious. Oberstev detested the man and frequently went out of his way to make his life uncomfortable. Right now, he sat on the floor of the control center, rather than, as he had requested, up in the observation room with the visiting Yevgeni — an idol, no doubt — because Oberstev did not want to listen to the prattle of two right-wing, righteous zealots during the final countdown. Oberstev’s loyalties were aligned more carefully with the rodina, the motherland, than they were with the waning ideologies of the Party.
Also on the main floor, in an extra chair pulled up close to the technician manning the motor control console, was the director of the Flight Data Control Center. Normally, Pyotr Piredenko would have remained in the computer center.
The man was worried, and that worried Oberstev.
TIME TO LAUNCH: 00:03:02.
An overhead speaker blurted the launch director’s voice. “Three minutes to ignition. Primary controllers, report.”
“We have excellent fuel status. We are showing full tanks, and the pressures are in the green.”
“Electrical systems are on-line. Vehicle batteries are fully charged.”
“The gantry umbilicals are prepared for separation.”
“The payload status is within parameters, showing subcritical.”
“Gyros are now spinning.”
“The navigation computers are two-point-two minutes off the launch, but still within the launch window, Director. We can make corrections during the first orbit.”
“The valve sequence is aligned for ignition, high-speed turbopumps beginning to rotate,” the motor control technician reported.
They waited, expectant and tense.
Oberstev expected to have the telephone buzz at any moment, General Burov calling for a situation report.
TIME TO LAUNCH: 00:02:12.
“Launch Director, we have a malfunction.”
Oberstev recognized Piredenko’s voice.
“What is the nature of the malfunction?” the launch director asked.
“The primary motor control computer has gone down. It is self-protective.”
Oberstev leaned forward in his seat and looked down at the launch director, who had turned around and peered up at him.
“General, we are almost too late to abort.”
“Director Piredenko, do we still have the secondary computer operational?” Oberstev asked over his intercom.
“That is correct, General. Along with the tertiary. However, I still recommend abort…”
“Proceed with the launch,” Oberstev ordered.
TIME TO LAUNCH: 00:01:43.
0859 HOURS LOCAL, 30 KILOMETERS SSE OF PLESETSK COSMODROME
Maj. Viatcheslav Mirakov maintained his banked turn at 500 knots. The twin Tumansky turbojets, each of which could produce over 12,000 kilograms of thrust, consumed fuel like sponges when the throttles were mishandled. The MiG-25 had an operational radius of only 1,450 kilometers.
Both aircraft were stripped of armament, flying ʻcleanʼ They were each equipped with video cameras and video transmitters, as well as the NATO-named ʻFox Fireʼ fire control radar. The radar had been modified by the addition of a rear-facing antenna in order to provide a full 360-degree sweep. The radar range was eighty-three kilometers, and the pilots would use it to follow the A2e.
Mirakov’s wingman orbited in a lazy oval four kilometers to Mirakov’s west.
When he heard the launch director announce one minute to ignition on his secondary radio, Mirakov depressed the transmit button on the inboard throttle handle. “Condor Two?”
“I am prepared, Condor One.”
“Take up a heading of one-one-zero degrees. Now.”
“Confirmed. One-one-zero.”
Mirakov rolled out of his bank as he came around to the compass heading.
The A2e was programmed to lift from the pad, then rotate to the east-southeast, climbing toward the rotation of the earth which assisted it in achieving escape velocity. With the solid-rocket boosters, the A2e would generate a total of nearly thirty million newtons of thrust. It would accelerate quickly, though Mirakov had been told that the thrust profile had been designed to keep acceleration loads at close to three gravities. The engineers did not want to put undue stresses on the payload component.
The launch profile called for the A2e to achieve an orbital velocity of 28,000 kilometers per hour in fourteen minutes. That was over twenty times the speed of sound, and seventeen times faster than the speed of the MiGs. Mirakov and his wingman would have the A2e on their cameras for less than four minutes.
“Ignition confirmed.”
The launch director’s voice was almost bored. He had done this many times before.
Mirakov shoved both of his throttles outboard and forward, engaging the afterburners. The sudden acceleration depressed his body into the parachute and survival pack cushions of his seat. As he eased the stick back until he had a sixty-degree climb, the positive G-forces increased. The skin of his face sagged.
“The vehicle has cleared the gantry tower.”
Several whoops of elation could be heard in the background.
Forty seconds later, Mirakov’s wingman said, “Condor One, I have a contact.”
“Affirmative, Two.”
The small radar screen emplaced in his instrument panel next to the centered video screen showed him three blips, those of his wingman, an aerial fuel tanker orbiting twenty kilometers to the south, and the A2e. The rocket had already passed through Mach 2 and achieved an altitude of 8.000meters. It would pass over his left shoulder within seconds.
“On track, on course. Velocity Mach two-point-three,ˮ a controller on the ground intoned.
Mirakov activated his nose camera. The screen flickered to life and showed him an unending panorama of hazy blue. Two green LEDs reported that the video recorders were turning.
His Mach readout indicated 2.7.
A glance at the radar screen.
He depressed the transmit button. “Two, I show target range at fifteen kilometers, closure rate thirty meters per minute and increasing.”
“Affirmed, One.”
Mirakov searched his rearview mirror and found the white plume erupting from a small black dot. As he watched, the dot grew into a soccer ball. It would pass over him by half a kilometer.
He eased the stick back to increase the angle of his climb.
“Closure rate about one hundred meters per minute,” Condor Two radioed.
The altimeter readout flickered. He was passing through 22,000 meters.
The rocket passed overhead like a shadow through life.
“On course, on track, velocity Mach four-point-nine,” the controller reported.
Again, he tugged back on the stick. The climb angle increased to 67 degrees. The image of the A2e appeared on his screen, and Mirakov immediately used the thumb wheel on the head of his control stick to zoom the telephoto lens to a magnification of fifteen. The rocket jumped in size until it filled his screen. The white-hot exhaust of the main engine and the two solid rocket boosters were almost blinding.
Mirakov hoped that those on the ground appreciated the view.
As the A2e increased the distance between them, Mirakov kept increasing the magnification until he had reached its maximum of twenty.
The rocket was quickly diminishing in size on the screen.
“Twenty-five thousand meters,” Condor Two said.
They had reached their maximum ceiling. His controls felt sloppy in the thin atmosphere. Without directional thrusters to augment the control surfaces, flying at such altitudes was extremely dangerous. Any abrupt deflection in the line of flight could cause the MiG to begin tumbling and spinning.
At this point in their chase flights, the MiGs went into a shallow descent, easing their passage back into thicker atmosphere, while the cameras began to nose up in order to keep the rocket in view.
“Initiate your recovery,” Mirakov ordered.
He eased the stick forward while simultaneously using another thumb wheel to angle the camera upward. With his left hand, he pulled the throttles out of afterburner.
Major Mirakov had already begun to think of this as yet another routine flight when something on the screen changed.
What was it?
The right booster exhaust seemed brighter than that of its twin, or of the main rocket motor.
There. It flared again.
“Launch Control,” Mirakov called on his secondary channel, “we have an anomaly.”
“Report it, Condor.”
Before he could depress the transmit stud, the A2e abruptly rolled on its longitudinal axis and nosed down, turning slightly to the north. The exhaust trail of the main engine winked out.
“Out of control,” a ground controller said. “We have lost altitude.”
“Main engine shut down,” another controller said.
“Jettison rocket boosters,” the launch controller said.
“Jettisoned,” another voice reported.
Mirakov could see the image on the screen. He thumbed the transmit button. “Negative jettison.”
The well-known voice of Colonel General Oberstev came on the air. “Range officer, destroy the vehicle.”
That did not work, either.
Mirakov watched as the A2e slowly accelerated away from the camera’s eye.
Losing altitude.
He estimated that he was 1,600 kilometers east of Moscow, and he wondered if the rocket would impact in any populated area on the eastern coast of the Commonwealth.

Chapter Three

0004 HOURS LOCAL, LANGLEY, VIRGINIA
“Son…of a…BITCH!”
Carl Unruh thought that Jack Evoy came out of his chair rather involuntarily, almost like his exclamation. Evoy rounded the big table, headed for the consoles, his eyes staying on the colorful lines streaked across the screen.
“Mark that,” Unruh called to the technician at the console. “Get the coordinates.”
He pushed himself away from the table in the castered chair, reaching for the phone on the cabinet behind him. Lifting the receiver, he punched the buttons for the night duty officer at Langley.
When the man answered, Unruh identified himself and said, “Get me the DCI. Urgent.”
While he waited to talk with the Director of Central Intelligence, he studied the plotting board. From Plesetsk, a dotted purple line emerged, aimed toward the east-southeast. A heavy yellow line and two thinner orange lines also traveled in the same direction. Every few inches along the way, a rectangular box enclosed pertinent data — altitude, velocity.
The two orange lines, representing the Foxbat chase planes, had achieved almost 83,000 feet before curling back and heading for their base.
The yellow line separated from the dotted purple line — the expected track into orbit — at 186,000 feet and almost directly over the Russian Republic city of Prokopyevsk. Abandoning the track the CIA and DIA experts thought the A2e most likely to follow, it had veered eastward.
Worse, it had begun to lose altitude.
The rectangular boxes showed a successive deterioration in both altitude and velocity. As the rocket kept diving, Unruh had been praying the damned thing would burn up, though he did not know whether or not that was a wise hope. What happened to a nuclear payload burned by friction in the atmosphere?
The booster rockets had apparently been expended shortly before the vehicle had passed over the Chinese border.
Unruh wondered if the Japanese Air Defense Force had scrambled. They would have been watching the launch, too, and for a few minutes, the track looked exactly like an incoming ICBM. Panic time.
The rocket was down to 90,000 feet when it passed south of Tokyo.
On the map, the yellow line stopped abruptly at a serene place in the northern Pacific Ocean.
The map suddenly looked quiet.
On the plotting board, the technician labeled in: POINT OF IMPACT-26°20′22″N, 176°10′23″E.
Evoy was standing over the second console, a spare headset clamped over his ears as he listened to the communications from Meade.
He turned around to face Unruh and called across the room, “They’ve intercepted some television shots. It was being telecast live.”
“Wonderful,” Unruh said, though he did not much care. “Just tell me what the hell happened.”
“The main engines flamed out. That’s what cost them velocity. It sounds like they lost all control.”
“What else is going on?”
“The people at NSA are trying to sort it out,” Evoy said. “It’s a bit like July Fourth in hell. The radio frequencies are chaotic.”
After a moment, Evoy added, “They tried to destroy the vehicle by remote control, but it didn’t happen.”
“Anyone mention the payload?” Unruh asked.
“Not on the air in the clear. They’re trying to decode some encrypted messages aimed for Moscow.”
Unruh told the operator of the first console, “Call Defense Intelligence Agency and tell them to get their aerospace and nuclear experts out of bed. We want them standing by. Get someone from the Nuclear Regulatory Commission also.” The technician nodded and began to dial the Defense Intelligence Agency.
Unruh held his phone against his ear and waited. His ear was sweating.
“Stebbins,” the Director of Central Intelligence said, from wherever the duty officer had found him. He did not sound as if he had been asleep. “My line is not secure.”
“Mark, this is Carl.”
“Problem?”
“A big one, maybe. The Red Star package didn’t make orbit.”
“This is the one we’ve been concerned about?”
“Yes.”
“Burn up, did it?”
“No. It didn’t achieve the altitude or speed for that.” Unruh glanced at the screen. “Maxed out at Mach five-point-six.”
“It didn’t break up? Didn’t tumble?”
“No, not from what we’re reading. Took a clean dive into the Pacific.”
“Shit. Where?”
Unruh again looked to the screen. “It looks to be some two thousand miles east of Japan.”
“Put me in an American perspective.”
“Southwest of Midway, fifteen hundred miles west of Honolulu.”
There was a pause while Mark Stebbins digested that. Then he said, “I’ll call the National Security Advisor. You get together whatever data you can grab and meet me at the White House.”
Mark Stebbins hung up abruptly. He was not big on lingering goodbyes.
Unruh replaced his own phone in its cradle. “Jack, we want a videotape of the tracking screen data, plus audiotape of all the voice transmissions. Copies of the TV coverage. Tell the people at Meade to concentrate on this event.”
“Are we worried yet?” Evoy asked.
“I don’t know about the people across the Potomac, but I am.ˮ
0044 HOURS LOCAL, COLLEGE PARK, MARYLAND
When the phone rang, Avery Hampstead’s eyes fluttered open. He lost whatever dream had been showing that night, and he could not recall one fragment of it, though he thought it must have been pretty good. He had an erection.
The phone rang again.
He looked at the clock. 12:44.
It was not a good sign.
He shoved the covers back and rolled upright, trying to not wake Alicia and to get the phone before it rang again.
He just made it. The telephone tingled as he lifted it.
“Hampstead.”
“Avery, this is Carl Unruh.”
They had gone to Princeton together, graduate school in international affairs. Unruh had gone spooky, while Hampstead went bureaucratic. It did not mean that Unruh was entitled to middle-of-the-night calling privileges.
“Can’t recall the name, this time of night,” Hampstead said, prepared to hang up.
“Avery, hold on! I’m sorry about the hour.”
Hampstead sighed.
“I’d like to have you get dressed and go over to the White House.”
“This is College Park. We don’t hang around the White House.”
“Please. I think I’m going to need you.”
“What’s this about, Carl?”
“I can’t tell you. I don’t even know if I’ll get to use you, but I’d like to have you standing by.”
“You know what time it is? They don’t offer tours at night.”
“I’ll clear the way. Go to the East entrance.” Unruh hung up.
“Who’s that?” Alicia asked. Her voice was muffled by the pillow.
“White House calling. I’m invited to breakfast.”
“Sure.” She went back to sleep.
Which was almost what Hampstead did.
2247 HOURS LOCAL, SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
In the headquarters of Marine Visions Unlimited, one section of fluorescent lights burned in one corner of the office. There was only one office. Except for partitioned-off restrooms, a kitchenette, and a couple of storage areas, the open space was a jumble of surplus navy gray steel desks, black, gray and beige filing cabinets, and desk, straight, and easy chairs in a rainbow of woods, fabrics, and Naugahyde. There did not seem to be any logic involved in the placement of work areas. Charts, diagrams and schematics were pinned to the walls in every place possible. For lack of wall space, one blueprint was taped to a window. There were plenty of windows in the perimeter walls, probably all destined for blueprint draperies.
If a new person came on board, a desk and chair were located in some thrift shop and inserted somewhere on the floor. At last count, there were twenty-seven desks scattered around. They butted up to each other head-on, at right angles, and at oblique angles. From the suspended ceiling, cables drooped to computer terminals and telephones.
Nor was there a functional division within the office. Oceanographers, biologists, computer specialists, civil and structural engineers, environmental engineers, robotics experts and propulsion designers were scattered like birdshot. During daylight hours, when the place was thriving, people called across the room, telephoned each other, kept three and four different technical conversations going. In comparison, Babel was a city where everyone spoke the same language.
The whole place was symbolic of MVU’s organization.
Kaylene Thomas thought that it was very antinaval. She was accustomed to neatness. Everything in its place. A tool for every job readily to hand. It drove her batty.
MVU’s office was on the second floor of an ancient, red brick warehouse off Dickens Street in the Roseville area. The streets were all named, in alphabetical order, for writers and poets — Addison, Byron, Carleton, Dickens, Emerson, working up to Zola, then starting over with Alcott.
The street names offered the only order Thomas could see in the immediate vicinity.
The ground floor of the warehouse was not much better. It was the manufacturing facility for MVU robotic creations, and it was a jungle of machine and hand tools, computers and exotic machines for casting and forming custom-designed parts in stainless steel, bronze, arcane alloys and carbon-embedded plastics. If someone got a hot idea, the various parts of one project were shoved aside, and the hot idea evolved into another mess of copper, brass, fiberglass, and fiber-optic components spread over workbenches, the tops of lockers, and the concrete floor.
From her desk jammed against an outside wall, under a window that needed washing, Thomas could view the Commercial Basin below and to the north. There was not much activity tonight. MVU’s dockside building, a half block away, was dark. Lights on a dock across the basin illuminated a dozen men operating forklifts and cranes, loading a small freighter. Farther to the northeast, a steady stream of airliners launched themselves from San Diego International Airport, climbing westward toward the prevailing winds.
There was no wind tonight. One of the ceiling-mounted air conditioners chattered irregularly, but it always did.
If she leaned back and looked to her right, a window in the end wall gave her a view across the bay of the U.S. Naval Air Station on North Island, also launching a few aircraft, though they were probably more lethal than a Boeing 767. Throughout the bay, she could see the lights of freighters, pleasure craft, and several navy warships that were underway.
The night lights of the city all but washed out the stars in a clear sky.
Thomas’s computer terminal, on the left of her desk, was alive with numbers, and she was getting tired of them. They were all pessimistic numbers.
Kaylene Rae Thomas had a master’s degree in geology and had devoted her doctoral program to oceanography, halfway expected from the daughter of a U.S. Navy admiral, now retired. She had spent two years at the Scripps Institute of Oceanography before being lured away by Dane Brande.
The bait had been his reputation for creativity and her directorship of Harbor One, a seabed laboratory that was only a seedling idea at the time. Five years later, as she neared her thirty-fourth birthday, Harbor One had been operational for two years and had spawned subcolonies. Experiments in resource mining, in food production, and in fish breeding were being conducted in their own self-contained modules located on the ocean floor within a mile of Harbor One. Nearing completion were three connected and oversized domes that would compete with Sea World, Universal Studios, and Knott’s Berry Farm for tourist dollars. She called it Disneyland West.
Brande called it revenue.
At her desk in Hoboville — another of her coined titles — with depressing numbers covering her computer screen, Thomas was busy doubting her future. She was afraid that the time was fast approaching when she should make a change.
She was still young enough, and had built enough of an academic reputation, to find a position with a decent university. Her looks were holding, though she expected to begin finding gray among the platinum blond daily. She kept her hair short, just below the level of her earlobes, for the sake of easy maintenance. Her eyes were those of her father, a pale, iridescent blue, and she suspected that tomorrow or the next day, if she kept reading numbers on computer screens, she would be wearing the admiral’s bifocals. At five-ten, she was tall, and her mostly active work kept her fit, perhaps a bit too lean. Colleagues kept telling her she needed to eat more. Her skin was pale as a result of so much time spent below the surface of the Pacific, and her complexion was not yet ravaged by weather or sun.
Brande never noticed. When she joined Marine Visions, she had halfway expected to find her attraction to its president reciprocal, but Dane kept his personal and professional lives separated. If he had a personal life. He seemed always to be at work on one project or another, and though she had never met a girlfriend, there were rumors of many.
Irrespective of the professional and nonsocial relationship between them, Dane Brande’s form of leadership was one of her problems. Everybody in MVU had a title, but no one apparently reported to anyone else. There was no hierarchy, no organizational structure. Brande was the chief, and that was it. People working on one project shifted to others without an explained reason. Graduate students from various universities were taken on for short stints to gain credit and experience. People were hired on the spur of the moment for specific projects, then were retained after the project was completed. Job descriptions changed daily.
Thomas was hired as Director of Harbor One. That was still her title, and she was still more or less in charge of the sealab, but over time, she had somehow assumed the responsibilities of chief fiscal officer. It was as if the administrative side of the company existed in a vacuum, and it had sucked her in. In a real company, she would be CFO or executive vice president or something. Any time someone wanted to know how much money they had, or when the federal research funds were due to expire, they asked her.
And, damn it, she always had the information handy. She was too organized for her own good.
She looked again at the computer screen. It displayed a summary of current fund balances, expected expenditures, and anticipated revenues for each of the dozen projects now in an active status.
She shuddered, picked up the phone, and dialed 6 to get into the satellite communications channel that MVU leased at exorbitant monthly rates. That was a luxury that would have to go.
When she got the secondary dial tone, she dialed the number of the Gemini.
A gruff voice answered, “Gemini, Mason.”
“Greg, this is Kaylene Thomas. Is Dane around?”
“Hey, Kaylene. How you doing?”
“Fine. Dane?”
“Asleep. It’s after midnight here.”
“Get him up.”
“Geez…”
Five or six minutes of expensive satellite time went by before Brande reached the phone.
“I hope we don’t have another crisis, Rae.”
He was the only one in the world who called her “Rae.ˮ “Kaylene” just did not roll off his tongue quite right, he had once told her.
“Not if bankruptcy isn’t considered a crisis.”
“You’re doing the books, huh?”
“Who else would do them?” she asked. “I’m certainly not paid for it.”
“Give yourself a five-thousand-dollar raise,” he offered.
“Be happy to, if we had it. We don’t. Larry Emry wrote a check against the Titanium Exploration Fund, but we haven’t received the federal subsidy yet. I had to borrow from the operating account to cover it.”
“Good girl.”
“Good girl, hell. We’re going to be short of funds on payroll day.”
“I’ll skip my paycheck.”
“And we’ve got a million-two in notes coming due on the fifteenth of November,” she reminded him.
“I’ll bet we’re going to be short.”
“By seven hundred thousand. Damn it, Dane, our monthly outgo is now close to one-point-four million. Something’s got to go.”
“I can’t think of a thing that’s expendable,” he told her.
“I can.ˮ
“How about a garage sale?”
“Dane.”
“My grandma Bridget used to pronounce my name with that same kind of ice in it.”
“After you’d been a bad boy?”
“Usually, yes.”
“Aren’t you worried?” Thomas asked.
“Something will turn up. Maybe what we’ve got on the bottom here.”
Brande told her about the Grade’s find.
“There’s really gold? It’s an uncharted wreck?” Treasure
hunters in the Caribbean usually came up empty, having found wrecks that had already been picked clean.
“I think Dawson’s got himself a good one. We’ll know in the morning”
“Be careful,” Thomas said, feeling a dash of renewed hope collide with concern. The conflicting emotions were part of her tenure at MVU.
0352 HOURS LOCAL, WASHINGTON, DC
The President paced.
The rest of them sat around the table centered in the Situation Room. Unruh and his boss, DCI Mark Stebbins, sat together on one side of the well-worn table. Adm. Harley Wiggins, director of the Defense Intelligence Agency, faced Unruh and sat with his elbows on the table, his chin resting on his laced knuckles. The National Security Advisor, Warren Amply, was sprawled back in his chair, on the very edge of putting his heels up on the table, Unruh thought. Robert Balcon, who was the White House chief of staff, had the luster in his eyes dimmed by lack of sleep.
Fortunately, it was still a small group. Decisions would come tougher when it expanded to include necessary agency people and legislative leaders. Necessary to someone other than Carl Unruh.
Unruh had just briefed everyone on the events at Plesetsk, replaying the video and audio tapes.
“The Soviets have placed nuclear reactors in space before,” the President said.
“That’s true, Mr. President,” Admiral Wiggins said. “They’ve got a thirty-year history in the field. Most of them are very tiny and very efficient, with a lifespan of around five years. They produce a great deal more electricity than solar panels.”
“We bought one of their reactors a couple years ago, didn’t we?” Balcon asked.
“Yes,” Wiggins said, “we did, for ten million dollars. It’s a Topaz Two, and we set it up out in Albuquerque to be studied by the university, Sandia, and Los Alamos people. The reports have been good, and NASA wants one of its own for a manned expedition to Mars.”
“What’s the output?” the President asked.
“Of the Topaz Two? I believe it’s close to ten thousand watts, Mr. President. This one, however, is not a Two. It’s much larger.”
Mark Stebbins said, “It’s designated the Topaz Four. We’ve been following the development for some time, and Carl has the details.”
Unruh sat up straight. “The Topaz Two is six feet by twelve feet in size, and it weighs about two thousand pounds. The fourth-generation model is fifteen feet in diameter and twenty-six feet long. It weighs in at two-and-a-half tons, and we think it can generate up to fifteen-point-five megawatts, based on theoretical extensions of the device we have in New Mexico. We are not certain about the fuel load. Because of its size, we’ve been tracking it ever since it left the manufacturing plant.ˮ
Unruh looked around the table. “We are not certain, either, about the sensitivity of the controls.”
“What about cooling?” the President asked. “It seems to me that cooling is a priority with reactors.”
“The small machines use a combination of freon and heat pumps,” Unruh said. “On the dark side of a satellite, it’s extremely cold, and heat exchangers are used. With the Topaz Four, we’re not sure of the technologies involved.”
“It could melt down?” the chief of staff asked.
Unruh shrugged his shoulders.
“Assuming that possibility, what is the consequence for the ocean waters?” the President asked.
“I think, sir, we’ll have to call in the experts on that,” Unruh said.
“We need a great deal of information, it seems to me,” the National Security Advisor said.
“And fast,” the President agreed. “You look like you have an answer, Warren.”
Amply said, “Call the Commonwealth President and ask him.”
It sounded like a good idea to Unruh.
“Well, hell, Warren. Make it simple.”
The chief of staff got up and went to the door, opened it, and asked for a technician to set up the direct telephone connection, which was governed by its own computers. He ordered someone in the hall to locate a translator.
“What time is it in Moscow?” the President asked.
Unruh checked his watch. 3:56.
“It’s a few minutes before eleven in the morning,” he said.
“Good. Heʼll have had his breakfast”
“He probably had it much earlier,” Stebbins said. “They have celebrations planned for the whole day.”
“That’s right. The first of September.”
“The New Order,” Amply said.
“Not everyone will turn out. There’s still a sizable population who would rather remember the Great Patriotic War,” Balcon said.
While they waited for the telephone connection, Unruh doodled on the yellow pad in front of him. He could not get away from drawing rockets.
The President said, “Harley, while we’re waiting, why don’t you call the Chief of Naval Operations and see what we’ve got operating in the area?”
Wiggins nodded. “Subsurface vessels, Mr. President?”
“I think that would be the best idea, don’t you?”
It took forty minutes for someone to track down the Commonwealth President and get him to the right phone. Unruh and the others listened to both sides of the conversation, which was channeled through overhead speakers.
It took ten minutes to get through the protocol, courtesies, and small talk, what with the delay of interpretation. The two leaders had met in person twice before, and knew all about each other’s families.
Finally, the President said, “We understand that you’ve had a mishap in your aerospace program.”
With barely a hesitation, the Commonwealth President responded, “A minor thing, yes. We both experience mechanical losses, do we not?”
“We also understand that the payload was a … Topaz Four,” the President said, giving away a secret and possibly jeopardizing a source or two.
Unruh flinched.
Stebbins cleared his throat.
“Was it?” the Russian asked. “I had not inquired.”
Unruh did not like the way this was going.
“The reason Iʼm calling, we’d like to know something about the reactor. Maybe we can be helpful in the recovery.”
“I believe, Mr. President, that we can take care of it ourselves.”
“But… ”
“Thank you for your concern.”
The speakers in the ceiling buzzed a dial tone.

Chapter Four

1127 HOURS LOCAL, MOSCOW
Janos Sodur, a lieutenant colonel, was the junior officer in the room, but he was the loudest, Dmitri Oberstev thought.
The next loudest, his volume squelched by the frog in his throat, was Vladimir Yevgeni, member of the Parliament and protector of aerospace programs, morality, and history.
If not the loudest, Yevgeni was at least the most persuasive.
He had just persuaded the President to, as the Americans termed it, stonewall the President of the United States.
Oberstev was very tired. He had been up most of the night, and the events of the day were not the kind that made his life easier. He had tried to sleep on Yevgeni’s comfortable Ilyushin 11–76 on the flight to Sheremetevo Airport, but Sodur’s incessant conjecture for Yevgeni’s benefit had denied him that.
They were in a borrowed minister’s office in the Council of Ministersʼ Building inside the Kremlin walls, having left their initial meeting in a conference room when the telephone call from the United States was announced. Almost everyone with sufficient rank had trailed after the President. Sodur did not have sufficient rank, but he had an adequate supply of both naïveté and gall.
Oberstev stood by a corner window, listening to the half-dozen conversations taking place. He gazed upward at the high ceiling. One floor up, on the fourth, Lenin’s apartment and study were preserved for visitors, of which there were none. Outside the windows, a light snow was falling, beginning to coat the ground between the Ministersʼ Building and the tall structure next to it, the Praesidium of the Supreme Soviet. From the corner office, Oberstev had a view of the Senate Tower in the wall. On the other side of it was the Lenin Mausoleum, facing Red Square.
Under the weak light of day, the gold and olive and silver onion-shaped domes glistened with the moisture of melting snow. Oberstev was acutely aware that all around him was the work of artists and architects who had flourished as early as the 11th century. The building in which he stood, uncomfortable in the over-heated space, had been built in the 18th century. While he appreciated the history and the accomplishments, it seemed incongruous for him to be there. He was, after all, driving headlong into the 21st century, shaping its history. A ten-century span, a thousand years. He wanted to be the man who completed the massive Red Star space station. If possible, he wanted to be the man who initiated the first manned expedition to Mars.
Besides the President, Yevgeni and Janos Sodur, there were two national parliament members, six generals and two admirals crowding the room. A delegation of two from the Russian parliament had also infiltrated. Oberstev was beginning to smell them.
He leaned back against the windowsill, removed his glasses, and polished the thick lenses with a linen handkerchief.
Sodur was reiterating for the generals his conviction that the disaster was the result of sabotage. Not everyone seemed to agree with Yevgeni’s aide, but they could agree on one thing — it was a disaster.
“And on the first day of the celebration,” Yevgeni lamented, without mentioning that it was the wrong celebration for him.
“The Westerners infiltrate everywhere,” Sodur told him. “All it takes is a screwdriver left in the wrong place. A bolt partially removed. A…”
“The initial indication,” Oberstev interrupted, “is that the primary motor control computer malfunctioned.”
He was not about to reveal to this group, and at this moment, that human logic — his own — had overridden that of the computer.
“Exactly!” shouted Sodur. “A magnet! The agent had only to drop a magnet in the right location.”
“You are certain that foreign agents are in place at Plesetsk?” Yevgeni asked. “The security…?”
“I am certain,” Sodur said very soberly.
Oberstev shook his head. They always looked for someone on whom to place the blame, looking backward, when the moment called for looking forward.
The President apparently thought the same way. He lifted his hand to quiet the room, then said, “The causes may be examined at a later date. The consequences are of immediate concern. Chairman Yevgeni, you convinced me to tell the Americans that we can solve our own problem. How do you suggest we go about it?”
The old man turned to face the younger President. “The navy has recovery apparatus. Send them to it.”
It was always that simple, in the eyes of the blind.
Most of the eyes in the room focused on Adm. Grigori Orlov, who was commander in chief of the Commonwealth navy. A forty-year veteran, Orlov was heavyset as a result of his skeletal structure, but appeared trim in his uniform. He had large bags beneath his brown eyes, giving him a canine appearance. Senior Commonwealth military leaders who had survived imposed retirement or outright ouster were a strong presence in the balance of national power, and Orlov’s soft-spoken voice carried the weight of that authority.
“We do not yet know the location of the rocket,” Admiral Orlov said.
“But we do!” Yevgeni argued, more loudly and more insistently than was necessary.
“We know the coordinates of the impact,” Orlov countered. “We do not know what occurred after impact.”
Oberstev nodded his agreement and said, “Our last telemetry readings suggest that the vehicle was not tumbling and was still in its original configuration. That is to say, that the payload module, the primary rocket, and the booster rockets had not separated. All propulsion systems had ceased operation long before, but the speed at impact was four hundred and sixty kilometers-per-hour. It may have broken up upon contact with the ocean surface, or it may have entered the water cleanly. We do not know.”
“But you know where it struck,” Yevgeni insisted.
“After impact, it could have traveled a great distance under the surface, and in practically any direction,” the admiral said. “I suspect it could have traveled laterally up to five kilometers. In an area to be searched, that is more than fifteen square kilometers,” Orlov said.
“Impossible,” Yevgeni said.
“I am afraid that Admiral Orlov is quite right, Chairman Yevgeni,” Oberstev said. “That region of the Pacific Ocean is over five thousand meters deep. Almost six thousand, if I am not mistaken.”
“You are not,” Orlov said.
“That will present recovery problems, I suspect,” Oberstev said.
“Indeed,” the admiral told the group. “Our submarines cannot, of course, dive that deeply. The ocean bottom is extremely rugged, possibly preventing our ever locating the wreckage. At present, the only deep-diving submersible we have in the Pacific is at Vladivostok, undergoing repair.”
“We should have let the Americans help us,” Dmitri Oberstev said.
“I agree,” General Druzhinin, an air force deputy commander in chief and commander of the Rocket Forces, Oberstev’s superior, said.
“Never!” Yevgeni said.
Pod-Palcovnik Janos Sodur grinned his agreement. His teeth were stained yellow from his smoking.
The President said, “The Americans referred to the nuclear reactor as Topaz Four.”
Oberstev did not doubt it. Secrecy was the plaything of a bygone era.
“It is as I said!” Sodur claimed. “Their agents are everywhere! Our complacency will lead to our downfall. Only by increasing our vigilance…”
He dribbled off into blessed silence under the stares of a dozen superiors.
The President let the silence linger as he looked around the room, studying each face.
Finally, he said, “Admiral Orlov, do we have submarines in the area?”
Orlov closed his eyes for a moment. “Within forty hours of transit time, I believe.”
“Order them to begin the search. Determine the status of the submersible at Vladivostok. If it cannot be made available immediately, arrange transportation for any other that is available, no matter its location.”
Oberstev thought that Orlov intended to make some kind of protest, then thought better of it. He left the room, shouldering his way through the throng of decision-makers.
“There is another course of action, if I might suggest it,” Janos Sodur said.
“And that is?”
“Leave it there. We need not tell anyone. What will it hurt?”
Oberstev cleared his throat. He thought that his voice might have squeaked a bit when he said, “That course of action is not open to us.”
“Why not, General?” Yevgeni asked.
“This nuclear reactor, Topaz Four, is unlike those that preceded it. I imagine that the automatic controls may have failed upon impact.”
“Meaning?” the President asked.
“Meaning that it will almost certainly achieve a supercritical state.”
“Supercritical state? What supercritical state?”
“The core will eventually become hot enough, then go into meltdown.”
0645 HOURS LOCAL, WASHINGTON, DC
Avery Hampstead waited in the basement corridor outside the Situation Room.
He waited with a dozen other people, many of them in uniform, and all of them under the careful scrutiny of two resplendent and mean-looking marines. Because of some unspoken sense of dire national concerns, or maybe because of the stern countenance of the marines, no one in the hallway spoke to another. In fact, they barely looked at each other. They seemed embarrassed to be there. Or uncertain of which of them had the greatest stature.
After he had been there an hour, someone somewhere had made a decision about courtesy, and the White House-duty marines wheeled a stack of orange plastic chairs into the corridor and distributed them.
Hampstead had smiled his appreciation for a gunnery sergeant and collapsed on his chair. He was dressed in his own uniform, a dark gray wool suit, pinstriped with silver. His black shoes gleamed with paste and elbow polish. His shirt was so white, it looked boiled. The muted gray and maroon stripes of his tie befitted his party — Republican — and his position — undersecretary of commerce.
Though he was presentable, Hampstead had no illusions about his image. He was not handsome in the Hampsteads of Philadelphia family tradition. His face was elongated, and he had oversized ears, with great, dangling lobes. His square-cut, large teeth put William F. Buckley to shame, in a perverse way. He kept his dark hair cut short, though he would really have preferred styling it in a’60s Beatles fashion, to disguise his ears.
There was Hampstead family money, correctly accumulated in steel and railroads, but other than for his education and a Triumph TR-3 when he was an undergraduate, his father did not spread it lavishly among Hampstead and his four siblings. Hampstead earned his living, and he did it in a Hampstead tradition. Most of his ancestors, and two of his brothers and one of his sisters, devoted themselves to public service. It was an honorable calling.
His youngest sister, Adrienne, lived in New York City and promoted gargantuan professional wrestling matches. He loved her dearly.
From time to time, the door to the Situation Room opened and Chief of Staff Balcon or National Security Advisor Amply stuck his head out and beckoned someone inside. The room should have a revolving door on it, Hampstead thought.
He was called at a quarter of seven.
By Carl Unruh.
He had not even been sure that Unruh was in the room.
Hampstead stood up, stretched, tugged his suit jacket into place, and passed through the doorway. It was similar, he thought, to entering an execution chamber. Same effect on the senses.
There were over twenty people in the secured room — Senate and House leaders, Pentagon people, White House people. Unruh introduced him to the group, but did not bother providing the other side’s names. It would not have mattered, anyway. He knew who the President was, and he recognized the congressional faces, along with that of the Director of Central Intelligence, but he would have immediately forgotten the names of all the generals, admirals, and agency heads.
“Mr. Hampstead,” Unruh said, “is an undersecretary in the Department of Commerce. He is responsible for things oceanworthy, primarily in the areas of exploration and development.”
“Thank you for coming over so quickly, Mr. Hampstead,” the President said.
“Not at all, sir. I’m happy to cooperate.” With what, he was not certain.
Unruh indicated two upholstered chairs at the table, and they both sat.
“General Wiggins, would you brief Mr. Hampstead?” the President asked.
Wiggins stood up, and Hampstead vaguely recalled the Director of the Defense Intelligence Agency. He was built like an extremely short fire hydrant, and his voice rumbled around large pieces of gravel.
“Mr. Hampstead, first of all, what you learn here this morning is not for public consumption. All contact with the media, or with anyone else, will be made through the White House spokesman.”
“Certainly, General.”
Wiggins crossed the room to a large screen radiating a map of the northern Pacific Ocean. South of Midway Island, there was a red dot. The general picked up a pointer and pointed out the red dot.
“Shortly after midnight this morning, a CIS A2e rocket splashed down at this location directly after launch. It was unintentional.”
The general paused, so Hampstead said, “Yes, sir.”
“We don’t know the current condition of the rocket or the payload, but we do know that the payload was an advanced nuclear reactor.”
“Ooh.” Hampstead did not know whether or not his exclamation was a vocal one.
“We have been briefed by Defense Department and Nuclear Regulatory Commission nuclear experts, and we believe that there is a high probability that the reactor may go supercritical, that is, into a meltdown state.”
Hampstead sat upright and placed his arms on the table. He did not know what else to do with them. “Is there a timetable, General?”
“Unknown at this time. Our people are working on it.”
“Have the Russians said anything? There should have been telemetry readings.”
“The Russians are noncommital, Mr. Hampstead,” Warren Amply said.
“I see. Do we know the size of the reactor?”
“Fifteen megawatts or better, at best estimate,” Wiggins said.
That was not large by land-based reactor standards, but Hampstead assumed it was massive in terms of its brothers already in space.
“We think, Avery, that it could put out a massive dose of radiation, on an ongoing basis, over a long period of time,” Unruh said. “The navy oceanographer is double-checking the currents, but seems to think that a large area of the Pacific Rim is at risk.”
Hampstead studied the map. One little red dot on a sea of blue. “The subsurface terrain is intimidating in that region. I’m placing it north of the Mid-Pacific Mountains and east-southeast of Mapmaker Seamount, south of the Milwaukee Seamount.”
“Correct, Mr. Hampstead. Do you know the depths?”
The speaker was in naval uniform, with about eighty rows of ribbons and thirty gold bands on his sleeves. Hampstead thought he was the CNO, the Chief of Naval Operations. Admiral…Benjamin Delecourt. He had a smooth, talcum-powdered set of jaws that jutted aggressively. His hair was gray and thin. The green eyes penetrated like arrowheads.
“Yes, Admiral. Though the region is not fully charted, and there will be trenches of greater depth, I believe the mean depth is about seventeen thousand feet. About three-and-a-half miles. There are recorded areas that reach to over nineteen thousand feet.”
“What does it take to get down there?” the President asked.
“For location purposes, or for recovery?” Hampstead asked.
“Weʼve got to find it, first,” Harley Wiggins said.
The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration of the Department of Commerce had twenty-one research and survey vessels at its disposal. Transportation, Interior, and the National Science Foundation had another three, and the academic universities and institutes controlled another sixty vessels. The navy itself had eight ships dedicated to subsurface survey. Hampstead could think of an additional nine research vessels, privately owned, with which he frequently entered into government contracts, as he did with the university vessels.
“There are about a hundred American vessels in the category,” he said. “Of those, very few can operate deep-tow sonar and remotes at the depths we need to penetrate. At this time of year, however, most of the university and institute vessels have been moved to southern waters.”
“The Bartlett and the Kane are in Hawaii,” the CNO said. “I can have them on-site the quickest.”
“The best sonar search apparatus is the SARSCAN,” Hampstead said.
“That’s the navy’s?” the President asked.
“No, sir,” Hampstead responded. “It belongs to Marine Visions Unlimited. It’s a privately owned oceanographic research and development firm.”
“I think the Navy…” Admiral Delecourt started to say.
“Can we get it?” the President asked.
“I’m not sure where they have it located at present,” Hampstead said, “but I can find out.”
“Do that, please.”
“Are we ignoring the Russian effort?” the Chief of Staff asked. “Certainly, they’ll be doing something.”
General Harley Wiggins said, “The DIA has been keeping an eye on their development program, of course. They pioneered the first autonomous undersea robots utilizing acoustical control. They are superior to tethered robots in that the potential risk of damage to cables is nonexistent, and, of course, cable length is not a limiting factor. It’s also cheaper. We believe they may have fifteen or sixteen operating models, but most of them are located at projects in the Barents, Baltic, and Black seas. They’ve been shooting some excellent deep-sea video in the last couple years. The Titanic site, for instance. One of the advanced remotes is aboard the research vessel Baykal, which operates out of Vladivostok. When I checked a couple hours ago, the Baykal was in drydock, being retrofitted over the winter months.”
“So, they have a technological edge on us, General?” Amply asked.
“Perhaps in command and control. We are not certain of their depth capability, but we’re pretty sure that their current remote-controlled vehicles aren’t up to heavy-lift.”
“That concurs with what I’ve heard from various sources,” Hampstead said. “If the rocket is located, it will likely require some heavy-duty equipment.”
“All right,” the President said, “If we find this thing, how do we get it up?”
“The Navy has a tethered robot good for twenty thousand feet,” Delecourt said. “It’s in England, now, but we can get it on board a plane. We can operate it off the Bartlett, but I’m going to have to check on the availability of cable”
“Okay, Ben, let’s get started on something. Deploy the two ships from Hawaii and arrange the transport for the robot. What about submarines?”
“They can’t achieve the depths, Mr. President,” Hampstead said.
“But they could aid in the search?”
“Possibly.”
“We can’t reach the ballistic missile subs,” the CNO said.
Hampstead knew the big missile-carrying submarines patrolled assigned sectors of the sea, hidden even from their commands, and did not respond to communications directed toward them. They had their orders, and they surfaced at predetermined times to accept radio messages.
“Whatever you can raise,” the President said. “I want every potentially useful asset assigned to this. What have we got at Midway?”
“Midway Naval Base has a small task force, the largest ship a frigate, and recon aircraft. Not much help,” Delecourt said.
“Get some of those into the area,” the President ordered.
“How large is this reactor?” Hampstead asked.
Unruh coughed, then said, “It’s a cylinder fifteen feet in diameter by twenty-six feet long.ˮ
“Weight?”
“Forty-five hundred pounds.”
“That includes the payload module?”
“No, Avery, it doesn’t. Best estimate is that the module is thirty-five feet long by seventeen in diameter. I don’t know about the weight.”
“So, the whole thing may have to come up? The reactor hasn’t broken loose?”
“No one knows. And yes, the whole thing may have to be raised.”
“If it were me,” Hampstead said, “making the decisions, I’d want to have MVU’s recovery robots on-site. They’re the best currently available for heavy-lift, and we don’t know what we’re going to run into.”
“Ben?” the President asked.
“The reports I’ve seen support that assessment,” the CNO said, perhaps with some reluctance. “Navy Procurement is requesting funds to buy one.”
“All right, then. Get Marine Visions’s sonar and robots on the move,” the President said.
“I’ll try, sir.”
“Try?”
“I can’t guarantee that Brande will want to move his people into an area that might become radiation-contaminated at any moment. He’s a civilian, after all.”
The President slumped back in his chair. He looked washed out. “That’s a point, isn’t it? Got any motivators in your pocket, Mr. Hampstead?”
“Maybe one or two.”
“Do what you can, then.”
“Tell him he’s to report to CINCPAC,” Admiral Delecourt said.
“That may be a problem also, Admiral. Dane Brande doesn’t report to anyone.”
0221 HOURS LOCAL, 46°16′ NORTH, 160°12′ EAST
Capt. Mikhail Petrovich Gurevenich ordered his submarine, the NATO-named Sierra-class Winter Storm, to the surface in response to an urgent message recorded by the Extremely Low Frequency receiver. Because of technical restrictions on the ELF band, which could penetrate ocean depths, but which had very poor data transfer capability, elaborate or long transmissions were not normally attempted.
Sr. Lt. Ivan Mostovets, in charge of the watch, ordered the planesman to increase the climb angle to thirty degrees, and Gurevenich braced himself against the bulkhead of the communications cabin. He reached out with his right hand and pressed the bar on the intercom.
“Sonar, this is the captain. Report.”
“Captain, Sonar. No contacts.”
The bow cleared the surface, and the submarine leveled itself abruptly, tossing Gurevenich upright. He steadied himself by gripping the jamb of the hatchway.
The intercom blurted with Mostovets’s soprano, “Captain, Control Center. Deploying antennas. I will know about surface traffic momentarily.”
Gurevenich did not expect to find other ships in the area. They were three hundred kilometers southeast of the Kamchatka Peninsula.
“All right, Kartashkin, you may transmit.”
“Yes, Captain.” The radioman leaned into his console, depressed the button that activated the transmit mode on his headset, and said, Seeʼnee-dva-sem-zelyoʼnee.”
Blue-two-seven-green, the code they had been instructed to use in the ELF message.
They did not hear the response. Three burst-messages, communications compacted into one-fiftieth of a second bursts, were transmitted by the Molniya satellite, accepted by the data receiver, and recorded. They would play them back at normal speed.
The radioman scanned his equipment. “I have the transmission recorded, Captain.”
Gurevenich punched the intercom button. “Lieutenant Mostovets, take the boat back to fifty meters depth and resume course.”
“Fifty meters, Captain. Proceeding, now.”
As the deck tilted, Gurevenich wondered what was so important that Fleet headquarters would use military emergency channels to send him a top secret communication.
He could not imagine that war had broken out, but that did not alleviate the ball of lead that had formed in his stomach.
0331 HOURS LOCAL, 16°22′ NORTH, 158°58′ WEST
SECRET MSG 10-4897 l/SEP/0322 HRS ZULU
FR: CINCPAC
TO: USS BARTLETT USS KANE USS LOS ANGELES USS PHILADELPHIA USS HOUSTON
1. CURRENT ORDERS SUSPENDED.
2. PROCEED AT BEST POSSIBLE SPEED TO 26N 176E.
3. CAUTION. CIS VESSELS LIKELY IN AREA. DO NOT ENGAGE.
4. RPT ALL CONTACTS THIS CMD.
5. DETAILED ORDERS AND COORDINATES TO FOLLOW.

Cmdr. Alfred Taylor, captain of the nuclear attack submarine (SSN) Los Angeles, read the decoded message, then handed it to his executive officer, Lt. Cmdr. Neil Garrison.
Garrison, a short and lithe man built for earlier submarines, read through it quickly. He asked, “You think this is it?”
“I wouldn’t have expected it in this political climate, Neil. It’s probably some minor crisis.”
“With Bartlett and Kane involved, we may have a ship down.”
“That’s possible.”
Taylor moved over to the plot and studied it. Taylor had been in submarines for twelve years, but this was his first year as a commander and he was proud of his boat, even if it was almost twenty years old, and he had confidence in his crew. He was a compact man, kept that way by a daily set of exercises in his cabin. The planes of his face had become a little convex in the last couple of years, and his blond hair would have shown more gray if it were longer. He walked with a slight limp, the result of not moving fast enough and catching his leg between a concrete pier and a docking tender.
“All right, Neil. Plot it and give me a course.”
“Aye aye, sir.” Garrison bent over the plot.
“Mr. Covey,” he said to the Lieutenant (j.g.) who had the conn, without turning toward him.
“Sir?”
“What is your status?”
“Sir, depth sixty feet, heading zero-one-five, speed one-seven knots.”
Taylor watched as Garrison drew his line. Garrison looked up at him.
Taylor nodded his approval. “Mr. Covey, make your depth seventy-five feet. I want a heading of two-seven-five and tell engineering we want top turns.”
“Aye aye, sir.” Covey’s tone carried a new excitement.
Garrison stood upright. “At least we’ll shake off a little of the boredom, Skipper.”
The constant regimen of training, meant to keep them alert and on edge, often dulled the edges.
“We may at that, Neil.”
0608 HOURS LOCAL, 33°11′ NORTH, 118°27′ WEST
Each dome was two hundred feet in diameter and one hundred feet high, and there were three domes. They rested on steel piers driven deeply into the seabed and were connected by twelve-foot-long cylindrical tunnels. Each of the end domes had an airlock and a docking facility for the transportation submersibles.
From thirty yards away, Kim Otsuka thought that they looked like spider plants. That was because the top, central hub of each dome was composed of an olive-colored plastic embedded with carbon fiber. The superstrong carbon fiber material was also used in the curved beams that radiated from the tops down to the bases of the domes. There were four horizontal rows of thinner structural beams, and the spaces between the structural members was filled with a translucent plastic that had also been strengthened with carbon.
The domes appeared fragile, but she knew better. The construction and materials used were based on those tested for over two years on Harbor One.
Kaylene Thomas called the complex Disneyland West, but the official name was Ocean Deep. It was not actually very deep, however. Located thirty miles west of San Diego and about thirty-five miles southwest of Los Angeles, the complex was two hundred feet below the surface, its foundation embedded in the Patton Escarpment. Dane Brande was not going to put the tourists at extreme risk.
Eventually, one dome would house marine-theme rides aimed at a younger audience, one would contain museums and galleries, and one would focus on marine life. Marine Visions would own the complex, the transportation system, and the operating systems, but subcontractors would operate the amusement rides, galleries, and fast-food outlets. At the moment, the domes were vacant except for construction materials and a hodgepodge of tools spread over the upper deck.
The vacancy was obvious. The interior lighting made the domes stand out prominently against the darkness of the sea as the Voyager made its approach. The fact that the lights were on was a minor satisfaction for Kim Otsuka, for the lighting was one system controlled by the Ocean Deep computers, and Otsuka was the Director of Computer Systems for MVU. She designed the hardware and software systems, often in conjunction with other engineers and scientists.
Otsuka was a Japanese national. She had grown up in Tokyo and had been schooled there. For her doctoral program, she had selected Stanford University. For her career, she had thought she might work for a Hewlett-Packard or a Sony or a Panasonic. That goal lasted until the day after her graduation from Stanford, when Dane Brande called her upon someone’s recommendation. She had never thought she would spend so much of her life on, and in, the ocean. Eight years had elapsed now, gone with such speed she had barely noticed them.
She could not now imagine working in an environment that required business suits or laboratory smocks. Her working wardrobe consisted of jeans and blouses, shorts and halter tops, and occasionally a swim suit or scuba gear. Her short blue-black hair was frequently damp. She was five-two, lithe, and lively, and her brown eyes had learned to laugh a lot. The casual atmosphere surrounding Marine Visions had brought out a humorous aspect in her personality that she had suppressed for the first twenty-four years of her life. She loved what she was doing, and she loved Dane Brande for letting her do it without interference.
The domes became larger and more wavery in the triplethick porthole beside Otsuka’s seat as the Voyager closed on its destination. Around her, the others made morning talk and sipped from insulated mugs of coffee. Svetlana Polodka, the Russian fiber-optics engineer, was flirting with Bob Mayberry, who was director of electronic technology, and who was married, anyway, and had three kids. Ingrid Roskens, chief structural engineer, was bent over blueprints spread out on the deck, pointing out her concerns to one of the technicians.
The Voyager was the first of four planned transport submersibles. Based on the configuration of the submersible Ben Franklin, she was seventy feet long, and almost all of her operating systems were below the passenger deck. Water, trim, ballast, and waste tanks took up the most space, followed by four sets of battery banks. Twin electric motors provided the propulsion. In an aft compartment were the liquid oxygen tanks and the electronics. Forward, on the other side of a bulkhead, was the control cabin and the forward hatch, located on top of the hull in a small sail. The main cabin could seat thirty-two people, and each set of two seats had its own porthole, the better to view the trip through southern California seas. Since she was designed for transportation purposes at relatively shallow depths of less than 2,000 feet, the Voyager had been given a much thinner hull than other submersibles, as well as a sleeker shape in order to increase her speed.
The interior had not yet been finished to the specifications expected by the ticket-paying public. Electrical and hydraulic conduits were exposed along the sides and ceiling. The floor was steel. The seats were covered in canvas. Everything was finished in gray-speckled paint. The utilitarian decor did not bother the work crews who were transported daily to Ocean Deep, however. They had other things on their minds.
The Voyager’s first trip this morning was reserved for the chief supervisors of the project, who would make their weekly combined inspection. The submersible left Commerce Basin at 5 A.M., an ungodly hour, but one selected by the group for its lack of interference in the rest of their day. The hour did not bother Kim Otsuka, for she was an early riser, a believer in dawn.
The first leg of the trip, out of San Diego Bay, was accomplished on the surface and was generally rough. Once into open sea, however, the Voyager dove to a hundred feet, and most impressions of motion disappeared. The submersible could make almost thirty knots subsurface, and the trip took about an hour.
Outside her porthole, Otsuka saw the domes rise to meet her, then slip overhead as the submersible dove below them. The base of the first dome was sixty feet above the seabed, allowing ample room for the submersible to wend its way to the interlock on the floor of the dome.
A pair of steel legs drifted past. She felt herself pushed forward in her seat as the propellers went into reverse, slowing the forward momentum. Pumps moaned as water ballast was forced from tanks below the deck. The Voyager rose slowly toward the underside of the dome.
Clank!
The forward hatch mated with the lock.
Hiss of air as water was forced from the lock.
People rose from their chairs, gathering notebooks, briefcases, palm-sized computers. They began to file forward toward the control compartment and the ladder that would take them up to work.
Kim Otsuka had never thought, either, that she would commute to work by submarine.
0847 HOURS LOCAL, 26°8′ NORTH, 92°32′ WEST
Brande and Okey Dokey sat in the two controllers seats located side by side in the manned submersible DepthFinder II. Her sister submersible, DepthFinder, was operated from the Orion in the Pacific.
In the single seat behind them, at a right angle to the way they faced, Brandie Anderson took care of the communications and systems monitoring chores. This was her fifth dive in DepthFinder. This was the way student interns became lifelong oceanographers.
The three of them were in relatively cramped quarters. The main pressure hull had an interior diameter of eight feet. It was one big ball made of titanium alloy, the only way to design a life-supporting environment that would withstand the pressures at 20,000 feet of depth.
Directly overhead was the ten-inch-thick circular hatchway. In front of them were three five-inch-diameter portholes, one forward, and one each angled to port and starboard. Those were the only direct visual accesses to the outside world. Below the portholes were three video screens.
Encasing the three crew members, and further depriving them of space, were dozens of flat panels in square, hexagonal, and triangular shapes, to fit into the inside curvature of the pressure hull. The panels contained gauges, digital readouts, cathode ray tubes, switches, rheostats, and circuit breakers. They monitored and controlled such systems as the central processing computer, power routing, graphic recorders, the tracking transponder transceiver, liquid coolant, alarms, various sonar components, the navigation depth plotter, the doppler transceiver, the main propulsion, the manipulator control electronics, and the altitude/depth transceiver, among others.
Taking a dive in the ocean was not as simple as it sometimes seemed to outsiders.
In front of Brande was a control panel with two joysticks protruding from it. He was piloting the DepthFinder, using the joysticks to control propulsion and velocity in six different directions. He had managed to bring them to a depth of 5,000 feet in slightly over an hour, not that he had much control over it. Achieving depth was a consequence of the amount of weight added to the exterior hull. Unlike submarines, deep submersibles did not change buoyancy through the use of air and water ballast tanks, although DepthFinder II could pump water in and out of small ballast tanks to stabilize her depth. Taking a dive was not as quickly accomplished as it sometimes seemed that it ought to be.
It was dark inside the hull. Exterior and interior lights were left off during the long descents in order to conserve electrical power. Only red, amber, blue, and green light emitting diodes and digital readouts provided illumination. On the outside, total darkness had been achieved at 1,200 feet. Sunlight did not penetrate beyond that depth.
In front of Dokey was a control panel similar to that of Brande, but the joysticks there were used to control the remotely-operated vehicles which could be attached to the DepthFinder on 250-foot cables.
The air was stale, a consequence of the lithium hydroxide blower which recirculated the air to remove carbon dioxide. Pure oxygen providing life-support was slowly bled into the sphere from tanks located outside the pressure hull.
“I think you’re taking up too much room, Dane,” Brandie Anderson said.“Iʼd like to stretch my legs out, but you’re in the way.”
Once inside the sphere, no one stretched anything. There was no room to stand up.
“You can walk next time,” Brande told her.
“It’s okay,” Dokey told her. “I’ll walk with you. We can hold hands and things.”
“Keep your things to yourself, Okey,” Anderson said.
“It’s your things I was thinking about. Hup! Here we go, Dane.”
Dokey had the side-looking sonar powered up and displaying an image on the port video screen, though the sound was turned down. Now, he increased the volume, and dozens of tiny pings could be heard on the speaker. The screen showed the sonar returns as they bounced off a few dozen metallic objects. The cliff was not outlined since they were well below its top.
Nothing could be seen through the portholes. Pure blackness.
Brande leaned forward and cut in the magnetometer, which measured anomalies in the earth’s electromagnetic field. It, too, displayed several dozen targets.
“All right, Okey. Let’s power up.”
Brande hit a pump switch and pumped off enough water ballast to slow, then stop, the descent.
Dokey used a rheostat to increase the interior lighting a trifle, then turned on the big halogen exterior lights. There were four of them, but six million candlepower only cut into the darkness ahead of them by thirty feet.
There was nothing out there.
Brande checked the gyro-compass and saw that their heading was 166 degrees.
“We want about fifty degrees, don’t we, Okey?”
“If we’re where we think we are, that’s what we want, Chief.”
Twisting the knob on top of the right joystick counterclockwise, Brande activated the bow thruster, and the sub revolved to the left.
Nothing appeared in the porthole, and Dokey activated the exterior video camera, putting the image on the center screen. Nice clear picture of black.
Brande eased in some forward speed with the left joystick and watched the screen. Slowly, out of the blackness, came nodules of rock, veined with cracks, appearing blue-white under the halogen lights.
“Cliff face,” Dokey said.
Brande hit reverse for a second, then centered the stick. The DepthFinder stabilized. There was a current, but a mild one. The sub drifted southward minutely.
“I think we’re close enough,” Anderson said quickly.
Brande suspected that all of them were thinking about what could come tumbling down from above. Alvin, the submersible that had been used to locate the Titanic, had once been trapped in a crevice on the Mid-Atlantic Ridge for over four hours at 9,000 feet of depth. Only a successful effort by the pilot had resulted in his banging his way out of the rocky overhang.
“Let’s see what Atlas sees,” Brande said.
“On the way, Chief.”
Dokey took a loving grip on his controls, and the Remotely Operated Vehicle soon appeared on the center screen, moving slowly out of its sheath on the underside of the sub, trailing its Kevlar-shielded cable behind it. The cable floated in the water like a weary snake. Atlas looked like a small sled, a rectangular fiberglass housing mounted on a pair of steel skids. It was painted white with diagonal yellow stripes rising up its sides to aid in visibility. It maintained its position in the water with three multibladed propellers mounted at odd angles — two aimed obliquely upward, and one mounted at a 45-degree angle to its stern. Attached to the front of the sled, in addition to the fixed 35-millimeter camera and the video camera which transmitted its images to the sub via fiber-optic cables, was a manipulator arm designed by Dokey. It had six axes of movement, and the claw at the end of the arm could deposit its findings in a shallow wire basket fixed between the skids of the ROV.
Brande reached over to Dokey’s panel, flipped a switch, and the video image from the ROV’s camera appeared on the submersible’s starboard screen.
The three of them watched in near awe — the fascination never seemed to wane — as the ROV advanced slowly on the cliff face. The image on the screen danced as the robot shifted in the currents.
The face of the cliff became clearly apparent under Atlas’s pair of lights.
“Looks like about a fifty-degree slope,” Dokey said.
“I agree,” Brande said. “I wouldn’t want to work it with DepthFinder.”
The ROV closed to within five feet of the trench side, the details standing out more clearly as the robot approached and the floodlights dissipated less energy into watery space. There was no visible life, no flora or fauna. Anything with life would be microscopic. The soil looked soft, swirled like lava where it had drifted in the currents. The rock outcroppings were jagged. Cracks and depressions in the rock were ebony where the light did not penetrate.
At moments like this, Brande always had to force himself to remember that eons might have passed since light of any kind had shown on the bottom. He felt pretty insignificant, lost in all that time and history.
Dokey reset the range on the sonar readout screen and, using the sonar signals as his guide, manipulated his controls. Atlas moved up and down the cliff face, sliding from side to side. The picture on the screen was monotonous until…
“There!” Anderson shouted.
“Hey, damn, Brandie,” Dokey said. “I can hear you”
It was a corner of a gold ingot, barely protruding from the soil. Dokey moved the robot in close to it. The manipulator arm appeared in the picture, twisting slightly, reaching out, opening its claw, scraping at the earth. Translated through a complex computer program, the arm was controlled from a third joystick on Dokey’s panel and the two fingers and one thumb of the claw reacted to slide switches that Dokey moved with two fingers and the thumb of his left hand.
Dokey was an expert with his toys. The arm and claw moved as if they were attached to his own nervous system.
The claw’s spatulate fingers caressed the earth and soil particles peeled away, drifting slowly down the cliff, raising a tiny dust storm. The gold gleamed under the lights. Gold does not oxidize or rust when submerged for years or centuries.
The thick fingers of the claw reached out and gripped the ingot. As the arm attempted to lift the bar from the sucking earth, the ROV tilted abruptly bow downward.
“Heavy son of a bitch,” Dokey said.
He increased the speed of the propellers to counter the
weight he was trying to lift.
The ingot was stuck hard.
Dokey eased off on the power and went back to digging the muck from the sides of the bar.
Once again gripped it with the claw.
Applied more power to the robot’s propellers.
The bar came out of its centuries-old resting place with a jerk.
Brande could almost hear the sucking sound, though he knew there would not be one to be heard.
“Damn, I’m only going to get one or two of these in the basket, before I have to bring them home, Chief.”
“This is a job for Gargantua,” Anderson said. Gargantua was the nickname for Celebes, the newest, and mostly untried, heavy-lift robot. It was untried because of some problem with its manipulators.
Tve got three hundred and thirty thousand in my sweaty little claw,” Dokey said. “As of this morning’s markets.”
“Don’t drop it, then,” Brande advised.
And the speaker for the acoustic phone sounded off, Jim Word’s voice echoing hollowly as he spoke. “Dane, are you in a position to respond?”
Brandie Anderson handed him the phone set, and Brande said, “Present and pretty much accounted for, Jim.”
“You’ve got a phone call up here.”
“Transfer it to acoustic.”
“The caller says a secure channel is absolutely required.”
“Tell her I’ll call back in a few hours.”
“It’s a him, and he says it won’t wait a few hours.”
“Screw him, then.”
“I’ll pass that on, Chief.”
It did not take long to pass on. Word was back in less than a minute. “He says to tell you that he’s your money man. Or was.”
Brande looked at the chronometer readout on the instrument panel. The maximum rate of ascent was one hundred feet per minute.
“Give me fifty minutes to get to a phone, Jim.”
1012 HOURS LOCAL, WASHINGTON, DC
Wilson Overton had a watcher.
Overton paid somewhat below the minimum wage for his man’s services. The cost ran to about a fifth of Four Roses a week, with an occasional bonus of twenty bucks.
He did not know his employee’s full, or even real, name. The man was known on the streets of Washington as Deke. He traveled a lot, but rarely left the District. Sometimes, he would go as far north as Columbia Road, to the Soldiers, and Airmen’s Home, just to visit. Mostly, he hung out around the Mall, where the tourists were, picking up change.
Nights, Deke spent in the environs close to the White House. Alleys, cul-de-sacs, and the refuse areas behind restaurants and bars were his home, and that was what was important to Wilson Overton.
Deke did not sleep well, and he kept an eye on the doings at the White House. He also kept a quarter in his shoe so that he would have the wherewithal for a phone call that could bring him twenty bucks.
Deke had called Wilson at three-thirty in the morning.
“What have you got, Deke?”
“They’s people arriving.”
“Like who?”
“Like the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, the CNO, the DCI, the DIA director, a guy I seen before I know is with CIA. Senator Escobets, Senator Hammond. Representative Moore.”
Deke prided himself on knowing who was who in the District.
“This sounds like double-bonus time, Deke.”
“Thass what I thought, Mr. Will.”
Overton dressed, took a cab, and was outside the White House fence forty minutes later, but all he saw were several limos and military sedans parked near the East Wing entrance. The lights were on in the Chief of Staffʼs and the National Security Advisor’s offices, but not the Oval Office.
He guessed the bunch of them were meeting in the basement, probably the Situation Room. That meant crisis, and that meant a story.
He went in search of a public telephone booth and set up his remote office, stacking a roll of quarters on the shelf in front of him.
He started making phone calls.
It was eight-fifteen before he connected with a woman he knew out at NSA in Fort Meade. She had some of it, and she led him to a technician at the National Photographic Interpretation Center who did not seem to think that any of it was classified, including the approximate crash coordinates. He got those to the degree and minute, but not to the second.
Each call led to more calls, and during all of his conversations, Overton made hasty, indecipherable notes in a steno notebook. They were almost indecipherable to him as he thumbed through them while talking to the rewrite woman, Carla Ammons, at the Post, composing as he spoke.
He was almost finished when Nelson, the city editor, came on the line.
“I’m reading over Carla’s shoulder, Will.”
“So, what do you think, Ned?”
“Dynamite. This could affect the whole Pacific Rim?”
“That’s what I’ve got.”
“And it’s down ten thousand feet?”
“I got that from a guy at NPIC. He seemed to know what he was talking about.”
“Sources?”
“I’ve got at least one on each point, two on most of them. I’m going to start calling bigwigs now and ask for confirmation.”
“Okay. I’ll get this over to the international desk, and we’ll go to work. Keep in touch.”
Overton was not about to lose touch at this point.
Not with an item hot enough to wipe out every living fish, mammal, and fern in the northern Pacific Ocean.

Chapter Five

1021 HOURS LOCAL, 26°9′ NORTH, 92°32′ WEST
DepthFinder II surfaced two hundred yards south of her mother ship and almost half a mile east of the site of the wreck on the sea bottom.
Capt. George Dawson of the salvage ship Grade had not been born the day before. He had established his holding position on the surface some distance from the actual recovery area, to throw the scavengers who followed him around off the scent.
The scavengers, in fact, had been disheartened by the arrival of Brandeʼs Research Vessel Gemini. If extremely deep diving submersibles were required for this project, then, on their limited budgets and equipment, they were not going to be able to reach any scraps left over, if indeed, anything remained when the MVU crews were finished. Brandeʼs reputation had arrived along with the Gemini, and most of the hangers-on had headed for more promising waters.
When the sub reached the surface, Brande stood up in a crouched position and undogged the hatch, then shoved the heavy cylinder upward and to the side. While Dokey and Anderson shut down most of the systems, Brande stepped up on a seat back and pulled himself up into the sail, trying to avoid the grease that coated the edges of the hatchway. The grease was painted around the joint to ensure a good seal.
The sail was four feet high, constructed of fiberglass, and useful only in preventing waves from splashing through the hatchway when the DepthFinder was moving on the surface. The top of the hull stood barely a foot above the surface of the sea. Mounted on the sail behind him were the transponder interrogator, a UHF antenna, and the depth sonar. There were no remote operational controls, and Brande called navigation instructions down to Dokey.
“Come about to oh-one-oh, Okey. Full speed ahead.”
“Aye aye, Chief,” Dokey yelled back at him.
While the submersible could achieve twenty knots of forward propulsion when submerged, full speed on the surface was about five knots on a windless day and in smooth seas.
The Gemini, the Grade, the Justica, and a dilapidated cruiser manned by aged hippies with scuba gear racked on the stern deck, were the only boats in sight.
The sub turned to its new heading and the twin electric motors whined as Dokey revved them up. Wavelets crashed against the base of the sail. The morning sun was already warm, blazing in a blue sky. There was not a cloud in view, but Brande figured that would change by noon. The heat felt good on his face after the chilling temperatures at depth. The air was warm and salty, but fresh. It tasted good.
“Dane? Iʼm coming up.”
Brande extended a hand, grasped Brandie Anderson’s wrist, and pulled her up and out of the pressure hull. She brought a dab of grease with her, smeared on the left front of her NO! T-shirt, and Brande tried not to notice it. Tried not to obviously notice it, anyway.
There was room for the two of them within the sail, but not much room. They stood on the edge of the hatchway, their bare feet attempting to keep a grip on the fiberglass decking.
The outer hull of the DepthFinder II was constructed of carbon fiber-reinforced plastic and fiberglass. On the surface, she appeared rather sleek, the outer hull disguising the round ball of the pressure hull. Overall, she was thirty-eight feet long, with a beam of eleven feet, and she weighed in at forty-three tons.
The outer hull, however, was just a pretty box that contained the important component, the spherical pressure hull that protected humans from the crushing pressures in the ocean depths. The outer hull was not subjected to the same pressures, but it also contained spherical tanks used for variable ballast, high-pressure air, hydraulic power supplies, and fore and aft mercury trim. Within the outer hull forward of the pressure hull were 35- and 70-millimeter still cameras, video cameras, halogen lights, ballast tanks, and the forward-looking sonar. Aft were altitude and side-looking sonars, the magnetometer gear, weight droppers, the massive propulsion motors, controller and junction boxes, and the three banks of batteries. Anything that might have been considered empty space was filled with syntactic foam.
When the sub was cruising on the surface, only a six-foot width of the rounded top of the hull, the sail, and the twin fins extending aft were visible. As with all of Marine Visions’ craft, the sub was finished in glossy white. The sail and the fins had a single, wide diagonal of bright yellow painted on each side, to aid visual identification.
As they motored past the old cruiser, whose name was indecipherable under the green scum that covered her stern, a bearded wild man with a two-foot halo of blond hair called out to them.
“You bring anything up from down there?”
“We found a rock,” Brande half lied.
“How far down?”
“Looks like it’ll go to seven thousand.”
The bearded man’s significant other, her head and skinny naked torso exposed in the hatchway to the cabin, said, “Fuck it, Slick. Let’s get outta here.”
The beard watched them go by, saying, “Yeah.”
Under her breath, Brandie Anderson said, “If I had a body like that, I’d cover it up.”
“Or wash it,” Brande said, to substitute for some other repartees that had immediately jumped to mind.
“I’ve got Word on UHF,” Dokey called up.
Jim Word, aboard the Gemini, directed Dokey by radio into position astern of the mother ship. The sub slowed, then
turned and coasted in between the twin hulls of the research vessel. Each of the hulls extended ten feet aft of the main deck.
The whine of the electric motors died away as Dokey backed off on the motor controls, maintaining just enough forward momentum to hold her in place.
Above Brande was the massive steel yoke that lifted DepthFinder from the sea. The bases of its two legs rotated in mounts attached to each of the catamaran hulls. Cables stretched to winches on the main deck controlled the forward and aft movement of the yoke as well as the main lift cable suspended from the center of the yoke. Brande watched as the weighted cable descended toward him, its length creeping through the multiple block-and-tackle mechanisms that increased its lifting capability.
When it was within reach, he raised his hands to guide it aft, then leaned way over the sail and snapped it into the lifting eye. Raising his arm, he signaled reverse by circling his hand, and the winch operator braked the cable, then started it in the opposite direction.
The DepthFinder would be making several more trips today, with three crews rotating duty, but she had to come out of the water in order to have new weights installed and the battery trays replaced. Two weights, which fitted into recesses on the bottom of the hull, had been dropped on the bottom prior to their ascent. The batteries were submerged in protective oil in their trays, to resist the encroachment of salt water which could short them out.
With minimal use of the electric propulsion motors and energy-consuming electrical systems, the three sets of batteries could provide 150 hours of life support. Eighty hours of time was available at normal consumption rates, and thirty-five hours was the safety limit at maximum current draw. Additionally, there was a backup system within the pressure hull, good for another five hours. Brandeʼs safety consciousness, however, had dictated an MVU policy that battery packs be exchanged — one set recycling and recharging on board the research vessel — any time a submersible surfaced after more than three hours down.
Dokey shut down the rest of the sub’s systems as she broke free of the water, then clambered his way up into the sail.
“Hey!”
“’Scuse me, Brandie,” Dokey said.
“There’s only room for two,” she said.
“Yeah. Ain’t it great?”
The submersible was raised to the limits of the lift cable on the yoke, greenish water sluicing from the hull, then the yoke tilted forward, bringing the sub above the stern deck. Mostly above it. The aft third of the sub still hung out over the space between the hulls.
The winch operator lowered her as deckhands shoved and pulled, guiding the sub onto the rails set in the deck. Flanged wheels were inset into the lower hull, and once they engaged the track, a cable was attached to the hull, and the sub was winched forward along the track. Finally, three lines from deck cleats were attached to the hull on either side, and she was secured in place. Maintenance people — including PhD scientists — swarmed around her, popping open access hatches to the batteries and to the subsystems that needed recharging or checking. Within MVU, everybody performed all kinds of tasks.
Brande grasped Anderson around the waist and lifted her over the sail. She scampered away. He eased himself over, then slid down the surface of the hull to a scaffold that had been wheeled into place next to the sub. He worked his way down the aluminum-runged ladder.
Word came to meet him.
“Any idea about what Hampstead wanted, Jim?”
“No. He was uncharacteristically secretive, Dane.”
They both turned to watch as Dokey slipped under the bow of the sub and crawled toward the sheath that held Atlas in place. Minutes later, he came stumbling out from under the bow with the gold ingot cradled in his arms.
“This one’s mine,” he said.
“Bullshit!” yelled George Dawson from the Grade, which was tied alongside. “Get a saw and cut me off three- fourths of that!”
“Put it in the main lab, Okey,” Brande said. “Well want to examine it for any markings.”
Brande and Word followed Dokey forward and through the centered hatchway into the main lab. It took up most of the superstructure space on the main deck. Workbenches and test equipment were snugged against most of the bulkheads. Five computer terminals were tucked into the starboard, aft corner. The odor of chemicals was prominent. One of the battery rechargers made a humming sound.
Brande found his deck shoes where he had left them in a computer cubicle and bent over to pull them on.
Half a dozen people — marine biologists and scientists — gathered around Dokey as he gently settled his prize onto a workbench.
Brande and the research vessel’s captain continued through the lab, passed through an area of storage lockers and cabins — there were more cabins a deck down, in each of the catamaran hulls — and into the large, open lounge and wardroom area. Word got them both mugs of coffee while Brande settled into the last of four booths on the starboard side — opposite the galley — and picked up a phone mounted on the bulkhead. He directed the radio operator to call the Washington number on MVU’s secure satellite channel.
“Office of the undersecretary.”
There were so many undersecretaries in Washington, Brande had always wondered how a caller was to know if he had gotten the right one.
“This is Dane Brande, Angie.”
“Oh, Dane! I’ve got a message right here. Somewhere. Here we go. Mr. Hampstead is on his way to New Orleans.”
“Must not have been important then.”
“And he’s sent a Navy airplane to pick you up. You’ll be meeting at the U.S. Naval Air Station.”
“I take it back,” Brande said.
“What?”
“Nothing, Angie. Thanks for the information.”
Brande hung up the phone.
Word sat down opposite him in the booth. “What’s up?”
“I still don’t know. But I’ll be leaving soon” Brande gave him the gist of the message.
“We’re staying on-site?”
“Yes. You’ll need to select a couple people to replace Okey and me on the crew rotation.”
“That’s probably better anyway, Dane. Most CEOs don’t get involved in the muck.”
“Hell, Jim, I started this company so I could get down in the muck. Wouldn’t be any fun, otherwise.”
Word grinned at him. “Life isn’t supposed to be fun, Chief.”
Brande smiled back. “That’s what my grandma told me. I’m going to grab a shower. You want to tell Dokey to let go of his gold and get ready to fly?”
“He won’t like it, but I’ll tell him.”
Brande took his coffee mug with him, left the wardroom, and climbed the companionway to the bridge deck. Aft of the bridge were the sonar and radio cabins, then the captain’s, exec officer’s, and four small guest cabins. He refused to call them owner’s cabins, and since he owned the Gemini and her sister ship, the Orion, he figured he could call them what he wanted to call them.
He mostly owned them. Each ship, designed with his insistent and detailed assistance, had been built by Bethlehem Steel Shipbuilding in Baltimore, and had cost $3.4 million. The monthly payments on his research vessels alone ran to $28,000 a month. Crew, maintenance, and supply costs for both ships was $225,000 a month. The luxury of owning his own cabin aboard the Gemini amounted to $4,200 a day. So he called it a guest cabin.
In the first starboard guest cabin, he rummaged through the canvas duffle he always kept packed and in the trunk of his car. He never knew where he was going, for sure, so he was always ready to go.
He found a clean pair of chinos, a pale blue sport shirt, and dark blue, soft-soled loafers. Setting them aside, he stripped out of his light blue jumpsuit — an MVU uniform of sorts — then headed for the attached head. He drank the rest of his coffee while standing under the steaming water. One of the details that had slipped by him during the design phase for the ship was the height of the shower head. It was not quite high enough. Brande was six-four, and the spray hit him directly in the chest.
He weighed 215 pounds, but it would take a major expedition to locate any fat. His wide shoulders and barrel chest were direct descendants of Henning Sven Brande — once Brandeson — his grandfather. Antecedents to Henning Sven, in the Swedish tradition, were confused by differing surnames. Svenson. Petterson. There were others that he had forgotten. Henning Sven Brandeson, at any rate, was the first to land in Minnesota, in 1867. He had dug into the ground, planted wheat, and expected all those that followed him to do the same.
Brande had respected his grandparents, Sven and Bridgette, especially since they raised him from age eight, after his parents were killed in an automobile accident, but digging in the earth had not come naturally to him. What had come naturally was his attraction for, first, Tenmile Lake, then Leech Lake, then Lake Superior. He kept hunting for larger bodies of water. Working the summer wheat harvests and gathering scholarships wherever he could, Brande managed to accumulate the cash he needed to get him to the University of California at San Diego. His graduate schools were also completed by funds from a variety of sources.
As he stood at the basin and shaved for the second time that day — not knowing what was coming later in the day — he realized that most of his life was devoted to raising funds from various sources. He was always hitting up endowments and charitable organizations for contributions. Grant-writing for federal funding was now second nature. Infrequently, he entered into contracts for private ventures, as he had just done with George Dawson. It seemed as if half of his life was spent finding the funds necessary to fulfil the other half of his life.
The effort had brought early crow’s feet to the corners of his blue eyes. The lines from the outside edges of his nose to the corners of his mouth had deepened. The responsibility of providing for eighty-four — he knew more of the details of his business than he let on to Kaylene Rae Thomas — employees had settled into his face, though he tried not to let others share his concerns. Additionally, the sun and the saltwater had bleached his blond hair to near-white and weathered his face into ruggedness. In the mirror, he could see his hand dragging the razor through the lather. His large and blunt fingers, those of a Minnesota wheat farmer, showed the little scars incurred by contact with coral reef and sharp equipment.
Brande felt as if he were fit, but he was less sure of the health of MVU. If the Dawson find proved plentiful, it would help immensely. He would not count on it, however, and in the meantime, he had to mount another fund-raising campaign. He was acutely aware of the payrolls and notes coming due, without Rae Thomas’s prompting.
After dressing and repacking his duffel, Brande carried it out to the bridge. Okey Dokey was waiting for him, and he had abandoned his colorful T-shirt. Wearing an open-collared white sport shirt under a pale blue sport coat, he looked more like the graduate of Massachusetts Institute of Technology that he was. Dokey’s title was Chief Robotics Operations Engineer, and since the primary thrust of Marine Visions was robotics, Dokey was not often far from Brande’s side.
Dokey flipped a thumb over his shoulder, toward the port side. “There’s an Albatross just now putting down, Chief. What’d we do to get Navy attention?”
“I’m not sure I know, Okey, but it’s courtesy of Avery Hampstead.”
“Good. Maybe he’s got a job for us. Or at the least, he’ll buy lunch.”
They left the bridge by way of the exterior ladder and descended to the main deck. Jim Word had the launch over the side, waiting for them, and George Dawson had come aboard to say goodbye.
“Keep careful count, George,” Brande told him.
“Damned sure, I will. There’s a chip out of that ingot we just got up, and I thought I’d better search Dokey before he got away”
His grin belied the accusation, and Dokey grinned back at him.
“Captain, you don’t want to search where I hid it.”
“You gonna play that way, I guess I don’t.”
Brande went down the gangway and stepped into the launch. He tossed his duffel on the stern seat. Dokey followed, and the seaman manning the helm shoved in the throttles, pulled away from the Gemini, and headed toward the seaplane.
The Grumman Albatross idled its engines a quarter-mile away. A Navy seaman stood in the open waist door, and when they drew alongside, helped them aboard.
Brande and Dokey settled into the canvas sling seats provided in the utilitarian aircraft, and moments later, the twin radial engines were roaring, and the plane was skipping along the wave tops.
The banging in the fuselage hull quit abruptly as the airplane lifted off. Brande watched the Gemini get smaller. Someone on the foredeck of the Justica, probably Curtis Aaron, was waving his arms wildly. Brande could not tell who he was waving at, so he waved back at the man.
“I don’t think that was a cheerful farewell, Dane,” Dokey said. “I think he was casting a spell on you.”
“On us.”
“Sure, spread the blame.”
“You brought the ingot up, Okey. You know Aaron doesn’t like that”
“What good is all that gold doing anyone, buried on the bottom? Tell me that.”
“You know I tend to agree with you,” Brande said.
“You agree with Aaron, too.”
Brande was pretty schizophrenic on the matter of deep sea recoveries. He admitted that to himself. Where the historical significance of artifacts was involved, he did not often go as far as, say, Robert Ballard, who had located the Titanic and photographed and mapped the shipwreck. Ballard’s philosophy saw the Titanic’s grave as historically important, but not archaeologically important. Salvaging the wreck would not have a scientific purpose. The subsequent 1987 French expedition — with American help — caused physical damage to the Titanic’s structure and appendages when they sought out and raised almost a thousand artifacts to the surface.
Brande had watched the telecast in which Telly Savalas supervised the unveiling of many of those artifacts, including the opening on live TV of the second-class purser’s safe. Ballard’s earlier expedition had learned that the back of that particular safe was missing, due to rust, and it was empty. The contents pulled from it for the benefit of the television audience had come from elsewhere. It was staged for dramatic effect, no doubt, but was still fraudulent, as far as Brande was concerned.
In twenty years of diving on wrecks, Brande had let some go by photographed but untouched, graves for those who had died. In many cases, he had brought goblets, china, buttons, belt buckles, and helmets to the surface and turned them over to the authorities with jurisdiction. He preferred to have artifacts of that nature placed in museums, where many people could view and marvel over them. Frequently, expeditions shared the spoils among museums, universities, and salvagers. And state and federal tax collectors, of course. The governmental accountants were always one step behind them. Incan gold on its way to Spain gave up a percentage to Uncle Sam.
He and his crews had worked Department of Defense contracts, locating sunken ships and aircraft, and raising top secret components such as radios, encoding machines, radars, and armament. Brande thought it was better if Marine Visions Unlimited did it, rather than have Russian or Chinese divers combing the wreckage of gunboats and M-14 Tomcats.
He detested the scavengers who, in effect, looted shipwrecks in clandestine dives. They avoided the tax man and the authorities, when the wreck was within state or national waters, and sold the artifacts to private collectors who hid them in their basements.
That was as great a sin as Curtis Aaron’s zealous preaching for the opposite viewpoint. Aaron and his Oceans Free cult had started out as environmentalists, but had turned their crusade into a near religion that banned any disturbance of nature. That included the sea floor and its bounty of minerals, energy, and food sources.
Brande had his own fears for the earth and her environs, but he also thought that there were compromise procedures available. The oceans were invaluable resources, and would become even more so, as the planet overpopulated itself. The overall goal of Marine Visions Unlimited was to develop the tools and the techniques for mining the oceans of metals, fluids, gases, and food in the most efficient and harmless manner possible.
Curtis Aaron did not believe it for one minute. His view was that anyone diving more than one hundred feet intended to molest Mother Nature. Nature abuse.
“I wonder if it would help if we, if MVU, donated some cash to the Oceans Free cause?”
“You mean, would it get Brother Aaron off our backs?” Dokey asked.
“Would I say that?”
“Not out loud. No, I don’t think it would help. Plus, from what Kaylene says, we don’t have much spare cash.”
“Details. You and Rae worry too much about details.”
“She worries about details. I worry about a monthly pay-check”
That was not true, either. Dokey worried about having enough time available to putter in the workshops in San Diego, get involved in the expeditions of Gemini and Orion, shuttle out to Harbor One, and check the progress of the mining station. His robots were operating everywhere, and he loved to see them at work or to take their controls in hand.
For that matter, Brande had the same worries. Never enough time to do all that he wanted to do.
The flight went smoothly. The seaman offered them coffee from a Thermos. The pilot, a Navy lieutenant, came back and talked to them for a while. A few minutes before noon, the wheels clunked out of their housings, and the ungainly Albatross landed gracefully at Callender Field, which was actually in Belle Chasse, rather than New Orleans proper.
Toting their gear, Brande and Dokey thanked the crew, then wandered across the tarmac toward the operations building. The humidity was close to steaming. Brande noted the parked Gulfstream business jet and assumed it belonged to, or was chartered by, the Department of Commerce.
Hampstead was waiting inside the operations building in a borrowed office. He smiled his hello and waved them to chairs. “Coffee?”
Brande checked his watch. “How about lunch, Avery? We’ve had plenty of coffee.”
“They’re going to bring us some sandwiches,” the undersecretary said.
“Geez,” Dokey moaned. “No steaks? Seems to me the department could spring for something more substantial than bologna.”
Hampstead grinned at him, his big teeth and long face giving him a horsey flavor. “Dokey, do you think about anything but food and women?”
“You got the order wrong, Avery.”
Hampstead shut the door and went behind the desk to sit down. Brande sat in a straight chair made of gray-painted metal and gray Naugahyde. It felt like his office.
“I bring you the President’s greetings, gentlemen.”
“Oh, shit!” Dokey said. “We’re drafted.”
“Not quite. But there is a problem. Somewhat of a major problem.”
“With one of our contracts?” Brande asked. Currently, MVU held seventeen federal contracts, all for research projects. It was a substantial source of income.
“No,” Hampstead told him.
Then he told them about a Soviet A2e rocket and its nuclear reactor payload.
“Jesus Christ!” Brande said. “Meltdown.”
“Yes, we think so”
“In the Pacific.”
“That much we know for sure. We’re talking almost four miles down.”
“And you want our equipment?”
“Admiral Delecourt would like to borrow your equipment, yes.”
“No way,” Dokey said. “My ROVs don’t go anywhere without me.”
“I told Delecourt that’s the way it would be, but I had to make his pitch first.”
“And the next pitch?” Brande asked.
“Inside curve. Will you take it on?”
Brande thought about it for a moment. “There’s no timeline on the meltdown?”
“The nuke specialists haven’t made any guesses or promises yet. They’ll try to refine it, and we’re trying to get additional information from the Russians.”
“I can’t risk my people,” Brande said.
“I understand if you take that position,” Hampstead said. “In which event, would you allow the Navy to use your equipment?”
“We get a contract out of this?” Dokey asked.
“We can work something out, Okey. We always seem to.”
“What I’ll have to do,” Brande said, “is get a team together and see what they say.”
“It would have to be done quickly, Dane.”
Brande slid his chair up to the desk and picked up the phone. He dialed the San Diego number, but Thomas was out. He asked the graduate student who answered to have her tracked down, thinking this was the one time they needed pagers.
Thomas called back eight minutes later.
“Rae, I want you to start rounding up people.”
“What people? Why?”
“Can’t tell you why just yet. I want you, Kim, Bob Mayberry, Ingrid Roskens, Svetlana and Valeri. Where’s the Orion?*
“She’s over Harbor One. They just delivered two new turbines.”
“Call Mel and order her back to San Diego immediately, full turns. Call the suppliers and get everything we need to fully stock her.”
“Dane! What’s going on?”
“Tell you as soon as I get there.” Brande hung up. “Will the Navy fly us west, Avery?”
“You can take my Gulfstream, Dane. If you’re going to do this”
“No promises, just yet. But we’ll get the wheels in motion.”
“You bring a contract with you?” Dokey asked.
Hampstead grinned ruefully. “Slipped my mind.”
“We’ll bill you,” Dokey said.
“What’s going to happen when the word gets out?” Brande asked. “Assuming it will.”
“Oh, it will. It’s just a matter of time. I imagine there could be some panic exhibited.”
“You have a penchant for understating things, Avery,” Brande said.
1443 HOURS LOCAL, LANGLEY, VIRGINIA
Carl Unruh spent the morning and afternoon with a telephone pressed against his ear. His left ear was red and sore. He had missed lunch and his stomach rumbled from time to time. Other than the intrusion on his concentration, he figured the missed meal was good for his waistline.
Outside his window, it was beginning to snow, tiny brittle flakes crashing out of a gray overcast. It set the tone for his day.
Shortly after one o’clock, he got a call from the DDO, the Deputy Director of Operations.
“Carl, one of my people working at Sheremetevo Airport dropped a note on us,” Oren Patterson told him.
“Somebody in Moscow is going somewhere?”
“Right. You know who Colonel General Dmitri Ivanovich Oberstev is?”
“Director of the Red Star project”
“And Colonel Alexi Cherbykov?”
“The director’s aide”
“And Admiral Grigori Orlov?”
“C-in-C, Navy”
“You got ’em all. You’re getting good at this, Carl.”
“That makes me feel better, Oren”
“Anyway, there’s a couple more people our asset wasn’t sure of. Vladimir Yevgeni may have been one of them. They all crawled aboard a VIP Ilyushin transport and took off.”
“It’s the right composition for a group we’re very interested in,” Unruh said. “Did your asset get a destination for this bunch?”
“No, but the plane was not headed in the direction of Plesetsk. Going out on a limb, I’ll say they’re going to Vladivostok.”
“The heavy hitters are going to conduct the search, you think?”
“Either that, or the boss man is so pissed at them, he’s told them to get it back personally.”
“I’d go for that, Oren. Put Oberstev in flippers and have him drag it back. How about data on the package?”
“We’re still poking and prodding.”
Unruh wanted to tell him to prod his sources with some red-hot branding irons, but knew better than to suggest it. They could only move as fast as they could move without bringing attention to themselves.
In mid afternoon, at an instruction from his secretary over the intercom, he cut short one conversation and punched another button on his phone.
“Jack, if you’re not calling with good news, I don’t want to talk to you,” he told Evoy.
“I’m calling to say we’re showing seven major CIS battle-wagons en route to the scene. I think we can assume a few submarines, also. NSA eavesdropped on several messages they’re sure were aimed at subs because they were coded on ELF frequencies.”
“What’s the ETA on the warships?”
“The Kirov — she’s a rocket cruiser — is leading a task force of three and is about seventy-six hours away. There’s a task force with the Kynda that will hit there ten or twelve hours later. Again, they may have a sub closer.”
“Anything else?”
“There’s a deep submersible named the Sea Lion that’s been operating in the Barents Sea. As of two hours ago, when we had a KH-11 go over, the submersible has been recovered, and the research vessel is headed for Murmansk at seventeen knots. That’s top speed for that ship, Carl.”
“Interpretation?”
“I’d say that the submersible at Vladivostok is inoperative. They’re going to fly this hummer eastward. We’re watching to see if they fly a Candid into Murmansk.”
The Candid was the NATO code name for the Ilyushin II-76, a heavy military transport.
“Good, Jack. Let me know.”
Unruh hung up, but the intercom blared immediately. “Yes, Joanie?”
“Wilson Overton is on three.”
“You told him to call back sometime?”
“More or less, but he’s rather insistent.”
“Okay.” He pressed the three button. “How you doing, Will?”
“I’m okay. How about you, Mr. Director?”
“Holding the fort down. What can I do for you?”
“I need a confirmation. I’ve tried to reach a number of people today, but they’re either out of the office, out of town, or out of the country.”
“Sounds good to me,” Unruh said, meaning it.
He did not like the thought of confirming anything for anyone outside of the agency or the White House.
“My sources tell me that a CIS rocket went down in the Pacific Ocean. They tell me that a nuclear reactor is running wild.”
“That right?” Unruh asked, his mind racing for alternatives to, “no comment.”
“Uh-huh. The way I’ve got it, and the way the Post’s going to run it, this nuclear reactor is going to radiate the whole Pacific Ocean. Is that right, Mr. Director?”
“I don’t know how one tiny reactor is supposed to contaminate something as big as the Pacific.”
“It’s tiny?”
“It must be if it was on a rocket. Is that what you’re telling me, Will?”
“Are you confirming the facts, Mr. Director?”
“You know who you ought to talk to, Will? Robert Balcon. He might know something I don’t.”
“Balcon hasn’t been available all day.”
“Did you call the CIS Embassy?” Unruh asked. Hell, it was their rocket. Let them deal with the media.
“They’re the ones who are out of the country.”
“Damn? Is that right?”
“You’re the Director of Intelligence. Aren’t you supposed to know things like that?”
Unruh sighed. “Read me what you’ve got.”
He had learned early on to never volunteer anything, but also to never lie to the press. He listened closely to Overton’s story.
“Well, Mr. Director?”
“If I were you, Will, I’d double-check your facts on the size of the reactor.”
“But the rest is accurate.”
“A Soviet A2 went down a couple thousand miles west of Hawaii, though I hope you won’t publish those coordinates. It carried a component for their space station. That’s all I’ll say right now, Will.”
“I can live with that. Thanks, Mr. Unruh.”
Unruh hoped to hell that Overton could not find many more confirmations before press time.
1751 HOURS LOCAL, SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
Valeri Ivanovitch Dankelov spent the day at the Scripps Institute of Oceanography in La Jolla, then drove his two-year-old Chevrolet Corsica back to his apartment in Pacific Beach.
It was a small apartment on the second floor, 800-square feet, with two bedrooms, a medium-size living room, and a slim view of the Pacific Ocean between two condominiums across the street. It was about twice the size of the apartment Dankelov had grown up in Leningrad.
Sometimes, he felt like a pebble rattling around in an oversized can, and he hated to admit, even to himself, that he liked it.
Even when Dankelov had left home for Leningrad State University, he had been pressed by people, forced to share accommodations in a boarding house with four roommates. If there was anything he thoroughly and quietly enjoyed about his time in the United States, it was the sense of elbow-room.
He also liked water. Leningrad State University, where he had begun studies in civil engineering, was sited on Vasilevsky Island in the Neva River delta. Peter the Great had imagined the area to be Russia’s version of Venice, but the canals he had begun were later filled in.
It was at the Leningrad State University where Dankelov’s penchant for things mechanical had been wed to a newly discovered love for the sea, especially the Baltic Sea which had always been there for him, and therefore had gone unnoticed. The Soviet Union, in a quest for new sources of energy, was reinforcing study in oceanography and robotics, and Dankelov’s academic abilities and interests did not go unremarked. He was selected for advanced study at Lomonosov University in Moscow. From those days, he most remembered intense intellectual conversations, long walks among the harried pedestrians on Vernadsky Prospekt, and the December 1980 commemoration of John Lennon’s death in the park across from the university.
Upon graduation from Lomonsov, he was one of five selected for further study at the Scripps Institute. It was an honor to be chosen, and Dankelov appreciated, not only the opportunity for academic and practical experience among some of the world’s best oceanographers, but also the chance to see a world beyond the limits of Leningrad and Moscow.
There was something of a diplomatic flap when Dankelov and Svetlana Polodka, one of his fellow postgraduate students, were approached by Dane Brande and offered both practical experience and jobs. After discussions between the United States Department of State and the Soviet Foreign Ministry, Dankelov and Polodka were allowed two-year extensions on their student visas. Some other accommodation was reached by someone, allowing them to accept salaries. Salaries, Svetlana had been quick to note, that amounted to life savings for most Soviet citizens.
Salaries, Dankelov had replied, which rapidly evaporated in the San Diego standard of living.
And six years later, they were on the fourth extension of their visas. The authorities in Moscow approved because Dankelov and Polodka provided scientific reports (a procedure which Dane Brande thoroughly endorsed) that were helpful to other Russian scientists and oceanographers. The U.S. Department of State approved the extensions because Dankelov had become something of an expert in acoustic controls as a result of the feedback he received from his Russian counterparts. The same could be said for Svetlana Polodka, who specialized in fiber-optics communication.
Still, even with the freedoms and the substantial income, Dankelov often longed to return to Leningrad. There is a national consciousness among Soviet citizens of a vaporous, but undeniable, linkage to the rodina, the motherland. He had already made up his mind that he would return upon the expiration of the current visa.
Svetlana did not feel the same way, and that basic difference between them had terminated a seven-month affair begun in the first year of their association with Marine Visions. Dankelov frequently found himself thinking in terms of a family of his own, and he was not about to start one in the United States.
If he did not hurry, he would not start one in Leningrad or Moscow, either. In his middle thirties, he did not have illusions about his attractiveness. He was short, and he was broad. His face matched his stature. He assumed others thought of him as brown. Brown hair. Brown eyes. Swarthy complexion. He was given to wearing brown suits and dull neckties. He had never fully acclimated to the casual atmosphere permeating the MVU labs and workshops.
Dankelov climbed the outside stairway to his balcony, crossed it, and unlocked the door. Inside, he placed his briefcase on his desk in the living room, then hung up his suit coat in the closet.
In the kitchenette, he took a frozen Swiss steak dinner from the freezer and placed it in the microwave. He had not forgotten the food shortages in his homeland, and he often felt guilty living among the abundance available to him here.
He went back to the living room, turned on the television for the evening network news, then rewound the tape on the answering machine.
The only message was from Kaylene Thomas. She wanted him to call her at the office immediately. He did not know what time she had called.
While he dialed the office number, he watched as Tom Brokaw solemnly summarized a copyrighted story of the Washington Post.
The telephone was still ringing on the other end when Dankelov replaced his receiver.
My God! What have you idiots done now?
1803 HOURS LOCAL, 26°9′ NORTH, 92°32′ WEST
Curtis Samuel Aaron was on the flying bridge of the Justica. He had kicked his running shoes off and propped his feet on the instrument panel. There was a chill breeze building, and Aaron could feel his skin puckering beneath his grayed white sweatshirt. There was a small rip in the knee of his pants, which had been designer jeans three or four years before.
Aaron stroked the beard he was so proud of — well tended and shaped like that of Kenny Rogers — and sipped from a lukewarm rum-and-Coke, the one drink he allowed himself daily. The cruiser’s ice machine had broken down, a victim of the neglect that had already affected one of the VHF radios and the sonar.
Aaron was fifty-two years old, and he felt good. He felt better about himself physically than he did about the rest of the world, which was deteriorating so rapidly that he sometimes feared he would outlast it.
The airborne crud of cities choked him. He would drown in the sludge coating the coastlines and clotting the rivers. Hiking the byways of America, he would trip over plastic sacks — and six-pack webs, falling to his death on the shrapnel of aluminum cans. His dreams, ever changing were full of such futures.
His disturbing and forbidding dreams prompted him to challenge those who disrupted nature, wherever he found them. It was necessary to clean up that which had already been dirtied, but it was imperative also to deter those who would further rape the planet.
Right then, his ire was directed at the two ships standing off the Justica by two hundred feet. George Dawson had stationed a crewman on the stern of the salvage vessel with a shotgun. The signal was clear to Aaron, and he had no intention of challenging a twelve-gauge. His battles had ever been verbal; there would not be a missile exchange of any kind between Oceans Free and those who interfered in the course of history and nature.
The submersible from the MVU research vessel had descended three times that day, and was currently still somewhere on the bottom. Rooting out that which nature and fate had planted, disturbing forces that would have long-term effects on the planet.
Aaron was certain of it.
And angered at his own impotency in preventing it.
Among the nine people of Oceans Free who were with him aboard the Justica, there were several who advocated storming the vessels.
The single shotgun, however, was deterrent enough. The most dangerous thing aboard the cruiser was a fishing hook.
Dawn Lengren, a can of Budweiser in one hand, was sitting in the helmsman’s seat, fiddling with the AM radio, trying to get some news. She had already found a broadcast out of Mexico, but no one aboard could speak Spanish.
A couple of the others finished cleaning the galley and joined them on the flying bridge. The several conversations taking place were acrimonious and mostly directed against the Grade. From below came the floating aroma of some kind of pie baking. Mimi Ahern was fond of baking and of desserts.
Dawn found a station.
“…independent experts contacted by this station say that the radiation could eventually encompass all of the Pacific Rim. Within hours of the news breaking, protests were being mounted in Japan, in Korea, in the Philippines, and in the Hawaiian Islands. Three persons were injured in Seattle when a so-called ‘Rally of Outrage’ in that city turned to violence.
“City and state governments along the West Coast have urged restraint and the patience to await more information.
“Fishing and shipping companies have tied up telephone lines to Washington in the attempt to learn more about the catastrophe. Fishermen from Alaska to Mexico were rumored to be planning meetings. The citizens of communities which could be affected by the ever-spreading contaminated water are panicky, and…”
Aaron was surprised to find that his feet were on the deck, and he was almost out of his chair, leaning forward, straining to hear the raspy voice on the speaker.
“Dawn, start the engines,” he ordered.
“What! Where are we going?”
“I don’t know yet, but we’ve got to hurry.”

Chapter Six

1845 HOURS LOCAL, SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
Kaylene Thomas met the Orion as she returned to her home port of San Diego. Brande and Dokey had landed hours before, but Brande had only called her from the airport to report that fact, then said that he and Dokey were headed for the San Diego campus of the University of California.
She stood in the open warehouse bay of Marine Visions’ dockside storage facility, wishing she were 600 feet down in the dome of Harbor One, part of which was her own creation. She should be there as the new turbines, which produced electricity from spinning their blades in the undersea currents, were moved into position on their steel mounts and brought on-line.
One of the nine original turbines had broken down irrevocably after two years of use, and fourteen new turbine-generators were scheduled to replace the originals. The new models, designed and fabricated by Dokey, Otsuka, Roskens and Mayberry, were constructed of stainless steel and carbon-fiber plastic and should last a great deal longer than the originals.
That was where she should be, Harbor One, doing the job she was hired to do. Instead, she was delivering food.
Food for which a magnificent bill would arrive within thirty days.
Around her, the MVU staffers she had cajoled into working late lounged on top of crates or on the dusty cement floor. There were seven of them, all males, and they looked slightly beat after unloading the trucks. Doug Vahrencamp, newly hired to work on the mining project, grinned at her. He was in his mid thirties and handsome in a red-haired way, like Van Johnson. He was unmarried and interested in her. She had turned down two of his dinner invitations because, to her way of thinking, anyone who worked for Marine Visions did not have much in the way of a future.
She picked up her cellular phone from the crate beside her and dialed a familiar number and ordered five pizzas and two cases of beer. MVU people thrived on late hours and beer and pizza.
Switching the phone for a walkie-talkie, she depressed the transmit button. “Orion, this is Mike Victory.”
“Go ahead, Mike.”
“Did you top off tanks, Mel?”
“Right up to the caps, Kaylene. You have any idea what’s up yet?”
“We’ve got a gang here to load you as soon as you’re alongside, Mel. Full replenishment of pantries and refrigerators.”
“That’s three months’ worth,” Mel Sorenson, captain of the Orion, told her.
“We just do what we’re told. Plus, we’re stocking up your replacement parts and batteries. We’ll load SARSCAN, too. Did you run systems checks?”
“Sure did, on the way in. Everything’s in apple pie order, darlin’.”
“Engines?”
“Super good. We’re ten thousand hours away from overhaul. Kaylene, you haven’t answered my question.”
“You did hear the news?”
“I heard,” Sorenson said. “That’s it?”
“I don’t know. You read between your lines, and I’ll read between mine.”
“You sure, darlin’? If that’s it, I don’t like it a damn bit.” Thomas did not like it, either, and she was not yet certain how she would react when Brande broke the news. No, that was wrong. She knew exactly what her response would be, and it disheartened her as much as it relieved her.
Thomas sighed as the research vessel eased into the pier, her cycloidal propellers deployed and stabilizing her. The twin-hulled ship was particularly beautiful to Thomas, who fell in love with practically any marine craft.
She was going to miss it.
1656 HOURS LOCAL, 18°51′ NORTH, 165°44′ WEST
Cmdr. Alfred Taylor sat in the wardroom with his executive officer, Neil Garrison. They were both attacking pork chops and slippery green peas, washing them down with tall glasses of milk.
They had eaten silently for ten minutes, each of them digesting the contents of the message broadcast to the Los Angeles from the Commander in Chief, Pacific Fleet.
“What’s your best estimate, Neil?”
“I had Jorgenson run it, and I haven’t double-checked his numbers, but it looks like another thirty-five hours. Something over eleven hundred nautical miles. We’re tapped out at thirty-three knots, Skipper.”
“And what do we do when we get there?” Taylor asked.
“Find the damned thing, I guess. That’s what CINCPAC wants us to do.”
“Deep, deep,” Taylor said.
“I know. I don’t give us much of a chance, but I told Chief Carter to make sure his sonar equipment was in first-class shape.”
“Knowing Carter, it will be.”
“We could get lucky, maybe. Say it didn’t drop into some ravine that shadows the sonar signal.”
“I won’t count on it,” Taylor told him.
“Me, either.” Garrison chewed silently for a full minute. “What about the crew?”
“I’ve been thinking about it, Neil. I think we should tell them.”
“It’s the right thing to do,” Garrison agreed. “It’s not like we had a choice, of course, but I’d want to know the water could be irradiated.”
“Maybe it won’t be,” Taylor suggested. He knew he was grasping at straws.
“That’s something else I don’t think we can count on.”
“How come we run all over the Pacific inside the same can with a D2G reactor and we have to worry about some puny thing the Russians lost?”
“Iʼm a naval engineer, not a philosopher, Skipper.”
“You suppose the guy who lost this thing is a philosopher, Neil?”
1815 HOURS LOCAL, GULFSTREAM EN ROUTE TO HAWAII
Avery Hampstead remembered he had promised Adrienne that he would attend a wrestling match she had arranged in New York City. Pulling a pad of Post-it-Notes close, he jotted himself a reminder to call her and cancel.
He hated to do it. He also hated wrestling matches, but he thoroughly enjoyed watching Adrienne making money the old-fashioned way. Conning people out of it, as it were. There were not many Hampsteads with her elan and guts.
It was still light on the other side of the porthole window, but all he could see were the tops of fluffy white clouds. Behind them, night would be creeping up.
Hampstead had been about to see Brande and Dokey off from Belle Chasse in his chartered Gulfstream when he thought about what he would be doing back in Washington. He would be sitting in his office, talking to a select group of people on the phone for the next couple of weeks.
And he had quickly decided that he could talk on the phone from anywhere.
From here, for instance.
He picked up the telephone receiver from the table in front of him and asked the radio operator to connect him with Langley on a secure transmission.
“Will do, sir. Do you need some coffee back there?”
“Any time you have a chance, that would be great,” Hampstead told him.
He felt guilty, all by himself in the main cabin of the C-20B VIP transport. It was operated by the Air Force’s 89th Military Airlift Wing, and it had a crew of three and thirteen empty passenger seats. He wondered which reporter would get hold of the voucher and crucify him in the press.
The phone buzzed softly and he picked it up.
“Your call, sir.”
“Thank you. Carl, are you there?”
“I’m here,” Unruh said. The scrambler made his voice a little tinny.
“I wasn’t sure I’d catch you in.”
“My couch is soft. I know it well. Where in the hell are you, Avery?”
“I’m not sure. But I’d bet most of the way to Hawaii, I think.”
Unruh did not seem surprised that Hampstead would head for the scene of the crime. “Did you talk to Brande?”
“I talked.”
“And?”
“And he’s going to pitch it to his people.”
“Pitch it! He’s going to pitch it!”
“What would you have him do, Carl? They’re civilians. They’re not like you.”
“Shit. When do we get an answer?”
“I don’t know, but you’ll be the second one to know what it is.”
“What if he won’t go?”
“Then, I think Admiral Delecourt will get to use the submersible.”
“Does he know how to use it?”
“I doubt it.”
“You’re probably right, Avery. Okay, look, the Russians are on the way.” Unruh gave him a rundown on the ships steaming toward the site of the crash.
“I don’t believe any of those that you’ve listed are capable, Carl.”
“It’s mainly a show of force in the area, I suppose. We think they’re moving the Sea Lion in from the Barents Sea. We’ll know more on that in a few hours.”
Avery Hampstead rummaged through his mental file drawers, found the submersible, studied it, and said, “The Sea Lion is designed for seventeen thousand feet. They’re going to be late, and they’re going to be short of capability when they get there, Carl.”
“Maybe they’re optimistic? Hell, at least they’re on the move.”
The communications specialist came back and placed a mug of steaming coffee on the table. Hampstead nodded his thanks and loosened his tie.
“There’s another angle, Carl. They may be operating an acoustically controlled ROV from the submersible. That’s a possible approach.”
“Then they can do it?”
“They can find it, maybe. But I don’t know of any of their non-tethered robots that are big enough to do the job if the wreckage is in a tight place.”
“And we’re back to Brande.”
“Yes.”
“And he’s iffy?”
“Brande’s not, but his coterie of experts may be. You can’t blame them, Carl.”
“Yeah. Well, hell, it may all be academic, Avery.”
“In what way?”
“The nuke people from NRC, DIA, and the New Mexico study group have produced a very short report that says, one, meltdown is a certainty, and two, it could occur at practically any time.”
“Jesus. They don’t have a best estimate?”
“They do, but it looks slippery to me, Avery. No one wants to call it a guess, but they don’t want to have their names attached to a bad guess, either. What it says here, that given their projections of the design evolution from the Topaz Two, and given that there was a malfunction in the automatic controls on impact — they think that’s a certainty — the reactor will reach a critical point anywhere from 0100 hours September ten to 0100 hours September eighteen. That’s local time in the impact zone.”
“Oh, damn. Nine days from now.”
“A little over. That’s what they say. And it’s a hell of a broad range, Avery. I don’t know whether to believe them or not.”
“Does the President believe them?”
“Does he have a choice?” Unruh asked.
“All right. I’ll call Brande.”
“Don’t,” Unruh said.
“But I’ve got to.”
“Let’s not influence his decision with unreliable facts,” Unruh said.
2351 HOURS LOCAL, UNITED BOEING 767 OVER INDIANAPOLIS, INDIANA
Wilson Overton had not fully appreciated the potential reaction to his story until the wire and TV reports began to filter back from the West Coast.
He had spent most of his time, after the special edition hit the street, drinking endless cups of coffee in the city room with his editor, Ned Nelson.
Nelson mentioned a Pulitzer more than once, but Overton did not want to think about it or talk about it, as if either thought or speech might jeopardize his chances.
He was more concerned about what happened next. He had the political beat in the city, but this had gone international. He fretted and ripped increasing numbers of stories from the printer and forced a lighthearted banter with Nelson.
He had tried to run down a guy named Hampstead who worked with oceanographic research at the Department of Commerce, but had been told he was out of town.
Everyone was quickly getting out of town.
At nine-thirty, the AP correspondent out of Seattle reported that ten people were then hospitalized as a result of the mini-riot that had taken place in front of the seamen’s union hall.
Two thousand fishermen in the San Francisco Bay area had surrounded the CIS Consulate. They were making demands, but both demands and responses were somewhat incoherent.
At eight in the morning in Tokyo, the students were beginning to fill the streets. Extra police had been called to duty. Same thing in Seoul. It was going to screw up their balance of riots, Overton thought. The Korean students usually rampaged in the early summer.
The central thread running through all of the reports, Overton thought, was that people were angry and scared, but they did not know where to direct their anger or how to ease their fears.
Get it up! Get it up!
From where? How deep was it? No one seemed to know. Overton did not know.
He wondered if he had overstated his case. The television networks had quoted him, almost word for word.
He was on the verge of self-recrimination when the phone on Nelson’s desk rang. The editor picked it up, listened, spoke, hung up.
“That was the international desk, Will. It’s your story, you run with it.”
“Whoosh,” Overton let his breath go. “I suspect Defense will get involved. Maybe I’ll go out there.”
“No. You go out to Dulles and catch the first flight you can for Honolulu. While you’re on the way, I’ll arrange a charter boat. Call me the minute you’re on the ground in Honolulu, and I’ll tell you what I’ve lined up.”
When the pilot whispered over the intercom that they were passing over Indianapolis, Overton looked out his window and saw the faraway lights, all checkerboarded. Good old middle America.
He wished he were in it, solidly placed and confident.
Instead of heading into the unknown.
The unknown was the fear.
He pulled his notebook from his jacket pocket and jotted a few notes on that theme.
1524 HOURS LOCAL, VLADIVOSTOK
The skies were overcast, a flattened dome of dull concrete gray that stretched infinitely toward every horizon. The air was chilled, not yet absolutely cold, but threatening. There was probably snow in the forecast, Oberstev thought.
He cracked his window open and sniffed the air. It was tangy with salt.
The car moved through the streets quickly, following the other polished black Zil. Around him, the city, the primary city of the Primorsky Territory, had a frontier flavor. There were newer apartment blocks, but they were interspersed with rows of wooden-framed houses. The people on the streets, most of them dressed roughly, ignored the official motorcade as it sped past them. Oberstev envied them their aloofness.
Janos Sodur tried to strike up a conversation, but he was inept at small talk.
“Have you been to Vladivostok before, Colonel?” Oberstev asked.
“No, never.”
“Then you should take advantage of the opportunity to see it now.”
Sodur, sitting in a jump seat, took the hint and craned his neck to watch the small shops passing by. Free enterprise reigned in some of them.
Oberstev looked across the wide seat toward his aide, Alexi Cherbykov. Cherbykov shook his head minutely. He, too, was agitated that Sodur had finagled his way into this trip.
The three of them were in the back of the second Zil. The first Zil contained Aerospace Subcommittee Chairman Yevgeni and Admired Orlov as well as the commander of the Vladivostok naval base, the largest of the CIS Pacific Fleet, who had met them at the airfield.
The base commander knew where his priorities were best placed.
Oberstev did not mind his relegation to the second car. The eight-hour flight from Moscow had covered 6,000 kilometers and six time zones, and he was fatigued. He had slept, but fitfully and erratically and more as a matter of combatting exhaustion than as a normal part of a biological cycle.
Soon, they turned onto a coastal highway and the gray Sea of Japan was visible. The whaling and fishing fleets were out, and the harbor looked almost barren. A few dozen freighters and tankers lay at anchor or were drawn up to the docks. There were perhaps twenty good-size warships near the naval base’s facilities.
Oberstev watched the activity on the docks as they drove past. The workers moved desultorily, filling nets with cargo, off-loading small cars, wrestling with reluctant equipment. They seemed not to care about anything.
Once on the grounds of the base, the commander’s car led them directly to a gray brick building with a white sign that identified it as the operations center.
The drivers of both cars braked to a stop, then hopped out to open the rear doors.
The passengers emerged, then merged as a group of six as they entered the building.
The base commander explained, “I have set aside the officers’ mess as a command center, Admiral Orlov, if that will be sufficient?”
“That will be fine, Admiral,” Orlov told him. “With any luck at all, we will not be here long.”
They went down a long, wide hallway and were briefed on accommodations for bed and board. Quarters in the guest officers’ barracks were being prepared, and their luggage would be delivered there. Food would be sent in, anytime it was requested.
In the officers’ mess, they shed their greatcoats. Navy seamen jumped forward to collect them.
The mess had been fitted with a table surrounded by padded chairs and topped with a dozen telephones in addition to notepads, pens, pitchers of water, and glasses. Tea was brewing in an urn at one side of the room. Navy technicians stood at attention before six electronic consoles until Orlov told them to return to their duties. A large map had been tacked to the far wall.
Oberstev settled into a chair. His eyes felt bleary. Removing his glasses, he methodically polished the lenses. He wondered if his slender shoulders could take the burden that he felt was coming.
Yevgeni sat at the head of the table, his sycophant Sodur close by. Orlov spoke to a captain named Kokoshin who, in turn, barked a few orders, and technicians began to fly. In minutes, variously colored symbols appeared on the map, identifying the positions of ships and submarines. The area of the sunken A2e was designated by a circular set of dashes drawn in red grease pencil.
Captain Kokoshin came forward to brief them on the symbols. He rattled off coordinates and ship types and estimated times of arrival in the area of operations, now called the AO.
“Questions, comrades?” Orlov asked.
“Deep submersibles?” Yevgeni asked.
“The submersible based here is fully disassembled, retrofitting, as is its support ship. According to CIS Navy Headquarters, the Sea Lion, currently in the Barents Sea, has been identified as the alternate choice and is en route to Murmansk.”
“Tell me about the timelines and the preparations, Captain,” Orlov said.
“Admiral Orlov, the information given me is that the Sea Lion will be in Vladivostok within twenty-four hours. It will need, of course, a support vessel, and the patrol ship Timofey Ol’yantsev is now being fitted with lifting booms and other necessary equipment. It should be ready as soon as the submersible arrives.”
“And then?”
“And then, Admiral,” Kokoshin said, “it will require seventy-five hours to put the Olʼyantsev into the area of operations.”
Oberstev appreciated a briefer who had his facts right at hand. Admiral Orlov may have also appreciated Kokoshin, but he scowled. “It will be four days before we have the submersible in place.”
“I am afraid so, Admiral. However, it may take that long for the submarines to locate the wreckage.”
Oberstev thought that response highly optimistic. He assumed that the nuclear experts had not reported in, for there was no mention of the state of the reactor, or when that state might irrevocably change.
His scowl deepening, the commander in chief of the navy asked, “Other questions?”
Oberstev would really have preferred taking a short nap, but he pointed at the map and asked, “Captain, you have identified only CIS shipping?”
“That is true, General”
“What of American ships in the area?”
“They are there, of course, General. We have not concerned ourselves with them for this operation. An overflight by a Tupolev Tu-20 reconnaissance aircraft revealed that U.S. naval units from Midway Island are en route. Additionally, there have been surveillance flights out of Midway Island. In the area itself are several civilian boats.”
“They are there on purpose? The civilian ships?”
“We assume so, General. American television and radio broadcasts identified the coordinates, though not exactly. Again, we do not think that the civilian ships will be of concern.”
“I recommend that you do concern yourself, Captain,” Oberstev said. “I don’t think the Americans will rest until this passes over. They tend to think of themselves as superior beings when it comes to salvage.”
Kokoshin looked to Orlov.
The commander nodded. “Locate them.”
Oberstev looked at the red-dotted circle on the map, thinking about what was within it somewhere.
And he feared that one day he might be remembered, not for constructing the world’s best and most effective space station, but for putting something very lethal inside a red-dotted circle.
On the atlases in children’s schoolbooks.
1637 HOURS LOCAL, 41°16′ NORTH, 166°22′ EAST
Two hours earlier, in response to a coded ELF signal, the Winter Storm had surfaced briefly to receive two burst messages. They were coded for Gurevenich’s eyes only, and he had taken them to his cabin, retrieved the code book from his safe, and spent twenty minutes decoding the first.
He uncovered several terse statements. 1) A CIS Rocket Forces A2e had gone down in the Pacific Ocean in the vicinity of 26°20′ North, 176°10′ East, 2) the payload was exceptionally important, 3) the Winter Storm was to rendezvous with an Atomnaya Protivolodochnaya Podlodka boat — a hunter/ killer submarine of the class called Alfa by NATO — named Tashkent, and 4) the two of them were to locate the sunken rocket and its payload. Additionally, the Kirov and the Kynda, with their two task forces, were en route to the site.
The frantic tone of urgency, urgency, urgency permeated the message.
Mikhail Gurevenich did not understand the urgency. Rockets failed occasionally, though most often over a land mass and were destroyed in the air. If they did go down at sea, the navy’s deep-diving submersibles frequently recovered parts of them. He wondered if the Kirov was escorting a salvage vessel with a submersible. It was possible.
The underlying impetuosity might be a reaction to a pay-load that defied space treaties, or that contained supersecret components.
That, he could understand.
The Winter Storm, normally an antisubmarine warfare (ASW) vessel, was designed to hunt down and sink hostile submarines, and Gurevenich assumed from his orders to search for this downed rocket that the payload was, indeed, highly classified.
The captain decoded the next message. It was short, directed to the captain personally, and was not, repeat not, to be disseminated among the crew.
Gurevenich’s heart throbbed, his arteries suddenly clogged with foreign objects.
Nuclear reactor in meltdown.
Or just a possible meltdown.
It was a mild fear, never realized, with which nuclear submarine captains always lived.
And he was ordered into the furnace.
To what end?
Gurevenich doubted that his deep-tow sonars would find the debris. The waters were over 5,000 meters deep. The Winter Storm was stretching her capability at 700 meters of depth.
He dropped the second message into the shredder, stood up, and slipped out of his cabin into the narrow passageway. Making his way forward, he reached the control center and signaled Sr. Lt. Mostovets.
The lieutenant crossed the center and met him at the plotting table.
Gurevenich pointed out the X marked on the charted line of their projected course. “Is that the latest position, Lieutenant?”
“It is, Captain. About five minutes ago.”
Gurevenich calculated quickly. They had covered almost 536 nautical miles in fourteen hours. “Speed?” he asked.
“We have managed thirty-eight knots, Captain.”
“And the target area?”
“Nine hundred and fourteen nautical miles, Captain. If we maintain speed, we can achieve it in about twenty-four hours.”
The Winter Storm could make forty-three knots, but Gurevenich did not like to sustain that speed, despite the forced march requirement that he read into the message.
“We will maintain thirty-eight, Ivan Yosipovich. Notify the sonar operators that we may be hearing the Tashkent and the Kirov sometime within the next fourteen or fifteen hours. The Kirov will have three escorts. Later, the Kynda and her escorts will close on the area.”
“Yes, Captain.”
“And then stand down half of most watches. We will want everyone rested by the time we reach the target area.”
He saw the question marks in Mostovets’s eyes, but elected to not further enlighten the lieutenant.
2315 HOURS LOCAL, SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
“So, Hobin Rood and Tire Fruck,” had been the greeting from Miriam Baker, Brandeʼs favorite librarian at UCSD’s library, when the two of them approached the counter at four o’clock.
“Hi, Miriam,” Brande said.
Dokey leaned on the high counter and smiled at her.
“No,” she said.
“Damn,” Dokey said.
“Miriam,” Brande said, “the two of us want to become experts on nuclear power. Say, in about two hours.”
It took her all of fifteen seconds to think it over. “You,” she said to Brande, “go see Dr. Harold Provost. And you,” to Dokey, “come with me.”
“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Dokey said.
Brande went across campus and had to wait twenty minutes before Provost was free. He spent an hour-and-a-half with the professor, and by the time he got back to the library, Dokey was stocked up with a thick sheaf of photocopies and fifteen books. Brande shared the load and they carried the books out to Brande’s Pontiac.
It was a 1957 Pontiac Bonneville convertible, somewhat on the rare side, finished in white with powder blue trim and a matching blue interior. Like its sisters on the short production run, it was fuel injected, and it spent about as much time in the shop, having the fuel injection fine-tuned, as it did on the road. Brande still liked it better than any other car he had owned.
Dokey was less nostalgic. He preferred cars that took advantage of the technology currently available. On the subject of Brandeʼs car, they had reached an accommodation. Dokey would not bad-mouth it, and Brande would not fire him.
They climbed in and slammed the heavy doors. Brande turned the ignition key, the V-8 engine fired, and purred. He felt a bit self-complacent about that.
“Let’s put the top down,” Dokey said.
“Let’s not.”
“Ah, come on.”
“I’m looking for a replacement hydraulic cylinder”
“It won’t go down?”
Brande pulled out onto Miramar Road without answering.
Dokey finally let it go by.
Brande drove slowly south through the campus, then turned east onto La Jolla Village Drive. Two blocks later, he slipped through the cloverleaf onto the San Diego Freeway south and slapped the accelerator down. The heavy car responded like a jackrabbit and soon he was holding the speedometer at seventy-five. Before their accommodation about automotive criticism had been reached, Dokey had likened the acceleration to that of an obese jackrabbit.
Mission Bay, with its complex of islands and parks, went by on the right. They sailed past the International Airport, curved through downtown San Diego, recurved past Balboa Park, skipped the turnoff onto the Coronado Bay Bridge, and exited the freeway on 28th Street.
The Pontiac had been issued a decal for the front bumper which gave it something of an exalted visitor status on the U.S. Naval Station. Brande drove straight to the headquarters building and found a parking space.
“We’re late,” Dokey noted.
“We’re normally late,” Brande said. “They’ve come to expect it.”
Avery Hampstead had arranged the briefing for them, and Brande and Dokey sat through a three-hour encapsulation of nuclear reactors presented to them by four different naval experts.
Afterward, starved, they had spent another forty-five minutes in a steak house, working on T-bones and rehashing what they had learned. By then, the news had broken on TV, and the few diners around them had a topic of conversation.
“I’m a little overwhelmed,” Brande admitted. “This isn’t a field I’ve ever had the slightest interest in.”
“It’s okay, Chief. I’ve got it down pat.”
“Do you really?”
“No. But give me a few days with all those books Miriam picked out for me.”
Brande had finally parked the Pontiac in the lot next to the office around eleven. They carried their supply of books upstairs and found the office populated by a dour group of MVU employees. A TV was going in one corner, with most of the crew of the Orion gathered around it.
Bob Mayberry was stretched out on two desktops, sound asleep, and he snored. No one paid any attention to him.
Svetlana Polodka and Valeri Dankelov were head-to-head at one side of the room, engaged in an intense discussion that required lots of hand gestures.
Kim Otsuka and Mel Sorenson were debating something with Ingrid Roskens and Larry Emry.
Rae Thomas was sitting at her desk, playing with her computer terminal. Her hands moved over the keyboard with some degree of force and anger, Brande thought.
They all looked up when Dokey shoved the door open. Brande dropped his load of books on the nearest desk.
Thomas rose from her chair and said, “Where have you two been?”
“Research, Rae. Important stuff. Everybody gather around, will you?”
Sorenson woke up Mayberry, and everyone moved to the center of the room, sitting on chairs and desks. All of the overhead fluorescents were on, and in the harsh glare, Brande realized they were all on the edge of fatigue. Their eyes were droopy. Their faces demonstrated their concern.
He had known most of them for many years, and they were as much his family as the line of his variously named ancestors back in Minnesota and Sweden. He leaned against a desk and looked at them with affection.
Bob Mayberry, long and lanky, and skinnier than should have been possible, had both hands cupped in front of his mouth, stifling yawns. His shock of corn-colored hair was in disarray. Mayberry was Director of Electronic Technology, and he had a special interest in sonar.
Lawrence Emry, with a PhD in geophysics, was the Director of Exploration. He was short at five-five, bald as the national bird, sported a bushy gray mustache, and was the oldest employee of Marine Visions. He was sixty-two and a widower for the past three years.
All of the heads of Marine Visions’s teams were gathered around him. The best in the business, people Brande could depend upon.
Rae Thomas appeared a little unfocused, as if her day had frazzled her nerves somewhat. She was wearing a short white dress that was strained in the right places, but which was slightly wrinkled. Her light-blond hair was fluffed by her fingers rather than a brush. Her blue eyes were vivid, firing off a few sparks, and her mouth was one short grim line. Worrying about money again, Brande thought.
“All right,” he said, pointing at the live, but muted, television set, “you’ve all heard the news. I’ll tell you about my day.”
He quickly went through the meeting with Hampstead and the briefings he and Dokey had received from Dr. Provost and from the Navy. He did not hold anything back.
“You have a contract from Commerce or the Navy?” Thomas asked.
“No, not yet. I wanted to go over it with all of you, first. I won’t make a commitment if we don’t have consensus here.”
“Because it’s dangerous?” Emry asked.
“There is risk, yes. A high risk.”
“How high is high, Dane?” Ingrid Roskens asked.
She was Chief Structural Engineer, responsible for the basic designs of the domes at Harbor One, the mining and agricultural complexes, and at Ocean Deep. She was in her forties, auburn-haired with traces of gray, and green-eyed, a proud product of Louisville, Kentucky. Her husband ran a student-counseling center at San Diego State University. She was the only MVU associate who did not know how to swim, and she did not want to learn.
“The feds are trying to pin it down, Ingrid. Provost and the Navy people say that, if it does let go while weʼre…while someone is in the immediate vicinity, say a couple thousand meters, the radiation dosage would very likely be fatal. Three-to six-month life span.”
“What’s the likelihood of the Russians retrieving it, Dane?” asked Mayberry.
“Much less than fifty percent, the last I heard, Bob. My understanding is that the closest submersible is undergoing retrofit and not available.”
“They’re flying the Sea Lion in from Murmansk,” Thomas said.
Brande looked at her. She had talked to someone, probably Hampstead.
“The Sea Lion can’t do it,” Emry said, “not if the reports on location are correct.”
“Twenty-six degrees, twenty minutes north, one-seventy-six degrees, ten minutes east,” Dokey told him.
Emry got up and walked across the office to a topographical map of the Pacific pinned to the wall between two windows. He searched briefly.
“Nope,” he said. “Well, if they got lucky and it came to rest on a mountaintop, maybe. We’ve got a mean depth of fifty-two hundred meters. My bookie will tell me the odds are in favor of it hitting in some valley or canyon. Locating it may be a tougher job than raising it.”
“It means,” Dokey said, “that we’ve got to use DepthFinder and SARSCAN.”
“Oh, I think so,” Emry agreed. “I’m in, Dane. I can always use a challenge before breakfast.”
“Ingrid?” Brande asked.
“You’re going to need a structural engineer?”
“Probably. It’ll depend upon the condition of the reactor body and the module.”
“I’ve always wanted to glow in the dark. In the light, too.”
“Thanks. Mel?”
The captain of the Orion mused to himself for a while, then said, “So it goes busto while we’re on the surface. We’d still have some time to get out of the area.”
“I think so, but I certainly can’t guarantee it,” Brande said.
“I’m going to get my kids over in the corner and talk it over,” Sorenson said.
The crew members of the research vessel, ranging from old salts who had circumnavigated the globe a dozen times to a teenager who had run out of money for surfing, followed Sorenson to one corner of the office.
Brande looked to Otsuka. “Kim?”
She did not display the smile and laughing eyes to which he had grown accustomed. Her mouth was downcast.
“I should tell you, Dane, that I received a telephone call from the Japanese Consulate.”
“Oh?”
“Hokkaido Marine Industries has a prototype submersible which they say is capable of depths to twenty-two thousand feet. It has not been fully tested, but the Tokyo government has asked them to make an attempt to locate the reactor. In response, Hokkaido Marine has asked the government to intervene and request that I return to Japan to assist them.”
Brande was disappointed. “You agreed, of course?”
“I have yet to make up my mind.”
“All right, Kim. You do whatever you need to do.”
The reclusive Dankelov raised his hand.
“Valeri?”
“Svetlana and I have a similar dilemma, Dane. We have been discussing the matter.”
“I can understand,” Brande said, though he did not want to do so. He considered both Dankelov and Polodka as world-class engineers. He did not want to lose them.
“The…accident,” Dankelov said, “is properly the responsibility of the CIS government, our government. We really should join our ships on the scene and offer our services.” Polodka nodded her approval of his statement.
“I respect that position, Valeri. I would point out, however, that the DepthFinder has the best chance of making the recovery within the probable time span whatever that may be.”
“September tenth,” Thomas said.
“What?” Dokey said.
“While you two were out researching, or whatever, Avery called. I don’t think he was going to tell us, but I got it out of him.”
“Tell us what?” Brande asked.
“The nuclear experts are saying meltdown will occur between September tenth and September eighteenth.”
“Shit,” Dokey said.
“Mel!” Brande called toward the corner of the office.
“I heard, Dane. I’m calculating now.”
Silence ruled while Sorenson tapped on his pocket calculator.
Finally, he said, “I can push Orion at top revolutions all the way, and maybe get twenty-eight knots out of her. Given favorable winds and currents, we’ll be in the area on the night of the sixth, or early morning on the seventh. Better call it the seventh”
“And have only three days of search time,” Emry said. “I don’t know that we can swing that, Dane.”
“It could be more than three days, Larry.”
“You want to bet on it?”
“No.”
More silence.
“Did Avery say anything else, Rae?”
“No. He was rushing for a meeting and I couldn’t pin him down on a contract or a fee,” she said.
She did not say, “in which case, we go belly-up,” but it was in her tone.
But Brande’s team was falling apart, anyway. With Otsuka, Dankelov and Polodka out, he was losing the expertise he might need on-site.
“Bob?”
“I’m thinking about Rachel and the kids, Dane,” Mayberry said. “Let me think for a few more minutes.”
“We can beat the goddamned deadline,” Dokey said with conviction.
He did not have to worry about a wife and family.
Brande turned to face Thomas. He had saved her for last. She was always supportive, even when she did question his strategies.
“How about you, Rae? What do you think?”
“Don’t ask me, Dane. I’m resigning, anyway.”

September 2


Chapter Seven

0004 HOURS LOCAL, SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
Brande looked so crestfallen, she could not believe it. He had to be acting. Most of the time, he was so damned hard to read.
She had not really planned to announce her resignation in a group setting. It just slipped out.
The room was pretty silent, the darkness of early morning intruding through the windows. She could hear a faulty fluorescent fixture buzzing. The Orion crew in the corner had turned around to stare at her. She felt as if she were on display, and she was conscious of the perspiration under her arms and the wrinkles in her dress.
When she was in junior high school, she used to dream about wearing gowns and low-cut, steamy black cocktail dresses, dancing the night away with tall, handsome men and being the carefree center of attention. Those dreams had evaporated over time, and she did not normally worry about how she appeared in front of a crowd. She was not particularly concerned about being anyone’s center of attention.
Why now?
She spoke to the silence. “I’ve been offered a position at Scripps.”
After she had made a few calls.
No one said anything.
“It’s difficult to turn down,” she added.
More silence.
Finally, Brande said, “Could we talk about this, Rae?”
No immediate acquiescence, as he had shown with Kim, Svetlana and Valeri.
“There’s not much to talk about.”
Dokey shook his head sadly.
Larry Emry said, “Who’s going to cover my checks?”
Kim Otsuka said, “You keep this place together, Kaylene. How could you think of leaving?”
Watching Brande’s face, Thomas thought he was as surprised by Kim’s statement as Thomas was. She had not thought that others really, really noticed what she did. They tended to be wrapped up in their own work.
Brande pushed off the desk he was leaning on and crossed over to her. He gripped her elbow lightly and turned her toward the restrooms.
“Let’s go over to my private office for a few minutes,” he said.
She could not remember a time before when he had touched her.
Almost without volition, she found herself headed toward the restrooms, dodging the varicolored desks and chairs, imperceptibly guided by Brande. The recalcitrant air conditioner vibrated loudly.
He aimed her toward the men’s room.
“I’m not going in there,” she said.
He altered course toward the ladies, pushed open the door, and nudged her through the doorway.
She shook her elbow free of his grasp, irritated that she had let him take control. The fluorescent lights seemed brighter than normal.
The lights made Brande’s eyes seem more alive, but she had seen them like that before. It was the signal that his interest was growing into near-fanaticism. He could become overly zealous of a pet project, she had learned.
His hair was tousled. He needed a haircut.
“How come,” she asked, “you always march through the front door with a wild idea and expect that everyone here will jump at the chance to share your enthusiasm?”
“I’m idealistic?” he asked, leaning back against the lavatory.
“Very.”
“Single-track mind?”
“Extremely very”
Brande sighed audibly. “I know I get carried away sometimes, Rae. Let the details slide. I didn’t, however, commit anyone.”
“You’d let Kim, Valeri and Svetlana go?”
“They’re not mine to control.”
“And I am?”
“What are you going to do at Scripps?”
“What I want to do,” she said.
“If that ocean out there gets hot, no one is going to be diving in it,” he countered.
“Maybe,” she conceded.
“We’ve got to do something. We’re the ones trained and equipped to do it.”
“You’ve got to do something,” she said. “I can agree with that. It doesn’t have to include me.”
“You want to be executive vice president?”
“That’s just a title. You pass them around like candy, remember?”
“Chief executive officer?”
“That’s just another title. Conferring it wouldn’t change anything.”
“With all of the power to organize, or reorganize, the company?”
She wavered, but said, “No.”
“Hire and fire?”
“No.” That part was a little scary.
Brande crossed his arms, his strong jaw lowered, and he stared at the floor. It was tiled in horrible, tiny octagonal ceramic pieces. Gold and blue.
“Damn it, Rae. I don’t want you to leave.”
“Why?”
He looked up at her. “Because I need you.”
She stared back and let her eyes show her disbelief. “For this particular task?”
“For everything.”
“Oh, damn it, Dane! Don’t do this to me.”
“I mean it, Rae.”
She studied his face, the lean, hard planes of it. Sometimes his expression could mean he was deadly serious, and sometimes the same expression hid his amusement; it was so difficult to tell. His eyes had darkened a bit, become pools into which she felt drawn. He smiled a trifle, a little boy’s smile.
She felt a little giddy, then finally said, “Come on, let’s get this safari into the jungle.”
He grinned. “You’re staying?”
“Only because you finally said you needed me.”
He pushed off the sink. “I’m glad.”
“And because I’m the new CEO.”
0054 HOURS LOCAL, SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
Brande and Mel Sorenson toured the Orion together, inspecting her diesel engines, her steering, and her cycloidal propellers which were then retracted inside the hull. The dry and refrigerated lockers were jammed with enough food to last the three months of an extended expedition. The fuel bunkers were topped off.
The bills for both would be due in thirty days, Thomas had told him.
Connie Alvarez-Sorenson, the research vessel’s first mate, as well as Sorenson’s first mate, had gone out and rented thirty videotapes. Just in case it got boring, she had told them. Okey Dokey had a fresh supply of T-shirts, sweatshirts and coffee mugs, just in case it got boring, he said.
Bucky Sanders, one of the radio operators and the shipboard electronics technician, assured them that all the exotic radio gear he shared with Paco Sanchez was in A-one condition.
All of the crew members were stowing fresh clothing in the lockers of their accommodations in the hull decks and main deck. Even with the guest cabins on the bridge deck, it was going to be crowded for this voyage. Final packing had people running back and forth to the warehouse, toting cardboard boxes, battered valises and paper sacks full of tacos, rellenos, fried chicken, hargow, dim sum, potato chips, dips and anything else that was not part of the galley menu.
The vessel was docked alongside MVU’s warehouse, bathed in light from the warehouse, the lamp posts on the pier, and the floodlights mounted in the antenna rigging and on either side of the bridge. She appeared pristine in her white paint, with the diagonal yellow stripe swooping up the side of the superstructure. Interior light poured from the bridge windows and the portholes in the superstructure and hull.
On the aft deck, DepthFinder was snugged down against her rails, covered with a yellow tarp. Atlas, one of the small recovery robots, was secured next to her on the starboard side.
“Sneaky Pete?” Brande asked.
“We’ve got two of ’em aboard, Dane, along with SARSCAN,” Sorenson said. “Plus, I’ve backed up the spare parts for damned nearly everything, including computers.”
“Good. How about cable?”
“We’ve got two five-thousand-foot reels of multichannel fiber-optic.”
“Scuba and deep-diving gear?”
“In prime working order, though I doubt that we’re going to go after this reactor with fins.”
“No, but I like to be prepared for anything.”
They took one last tour of the deck, then stopped next to the gangway. Sorenson signaled Fred Boberg, his helmsman on the bridge, and Boberg sounded the air horn twice. It sounded forlorn in the night.
The stragglers emerged from the warehouse and climbed the gangway. Two seamen raised the gangway with the small crane, stowing it on top of the superstructure, behind the guest cabins and next to the eighteen-foot Boston Whaler.
Kaylene Thomas came running out of the warehouse, her arms wrapped around a stack of journals and books.
Brande made the three-foot drop to the pier, met her, and relieved her of her books.
“Did Okey remember to bring his library?” she asked.
“I think so. He’s got a lot of reading to do. But what are you doing?”
“With this much time at sea, I’m going to start reorganizing.”
Brande had not yet announced to the others his decision to relinquish his executive position in favor of Thomas. Despite his glibness at the time, it had come hard. It was like giving up a child he had sired, reared, and nourished.
And then, to his complete surprise, he had felt only relief. Now he could chair a meeting occasionally and spend his time fund-raising or chasing for gold ingots and bronze breastplates. Omit the damned paperwork he hated.
What had come almost as hard to him was admitting to Thomas that he needed her. It might have been his stubborn Swedish heritage — shades of his grandfather — but Brande found such admissions tough to make. And having done it, he again found relief. And he found he was seeing Rae Thomas in a different way. Not one he could describe, particularly, but she was different somehow.
Or maybe he was different. He would have to sort it out sometime.
The Orion’s diesel engines cranked several times, then caught, and a dash of blue smoke escaped from the stern exhaust ports.
Brande handed Thomas’s books up to Sorenson, then said, “Up you go.”
Grasping her waist, he lifted her to deck level, and Sorenson towed her aboard.
“Mel, you take care. You’ve got the new president of Marine Visions aboard. Be nice.”
Under the bright lights, he saw Thomas blush.
Sorenson said, “No shit?”
“No shit.”
“It’s about time, Dane.”
“My grandma used to tell me that frequently.”
Everyone seemed to know more about it than Brande did, he thought.
Sorenson climbed the outside ladder to the bridge wing, then slipped inside.
Brande walked forward along the pier and began releasing the docking lines from their bitts. A seaman named Rogers, on board the ship, stayed with him, pulling the lines aboard. They turned and went aft, releasing those lines also.
“Shut off the lights when you close up, Dane,” Thomas called to him as the Orion engaged her propellers and slipped away from the dock.
“Quit thinking about the cost of electricity,” he called back to her.
He stood alone under the lights of the dock and watched until the Orion sailed out of his view around the point of the Commercial Basin.
0122 HOURS LOCAL, LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA
“Why is it that progress must always follow tragedy?” Curtis Aaron asked the crowd that surrounded the Ford pickup that was his stage.
The mob, about three hundred strong, did not know. They were waiting for him to tell them.
“Fifty thousand die, and then we learn we should have gotten out of Vietnam earlier.”
“YES!” they yelled.
The bullhorn was heavy, and Aaron lowered it to rest on his left hand during the responses. He was a Vietnam veteran, and he was probably the only one on the pier. His speeches always made frequent reference to the debacle in Southeast Asia.
“A hundred-year-old forest crashes to the ground in Washington, stripping bare the mountainsides, and then we try to recover by planting seedlings that are washed away in the winter snows. A century down the tubes!”
“YES!”
“The oil spreads like thick, deadly blood on the pristine waters of Prince William Sound, killing everything in its path, and then we learn that we need more stringent requirements for tankers and for their operators.”
“YES!”
“How many human beings, seals, cormorants, salmon, sea gulls, whales, and beaches will die before we learn that Nature herself is better suited to governing her flocks?” Aaron asked, more conscious of the rhythm of his deep voice magnified by the bullhorn than of the order of his list.
“Too goddamned many!” somebody yelled, probably Dawn Lengren.
“TOO DAMN MANY!” the crowd echoed.
Aaron let them chant for a while. He smiled at them and looked around. Mark Jacobs of Greenpeace stood leaning against a pier railing, looking back at him. Jacobs had spoken to the crowd earlier but, Aaron thought, with less conviction than was called for in light of the developing news reports. Aaron frequently chided Jacobs for the soft stances that Greenpeace took.
It was more than news reports, of course. Rumors were flying with the agility and speed of F-15 Eagles. The meltdown had already occurred. Fish were dying by the millions, washing up on the beaches. Fishermen had been quarantined. Supermarket chains had already banned the sales of seafood products from Pacific waters.
Rumor or fact, people were frightened. How often could he or Mark Jacobs assemble a crowd this large on the Santa Monica Pier at one o’clock in the morning?
They were an odd lot. A few fishermen, a few freaks that had drifted in from West L. A. and Hollywood, a large number of beach bunnies and surfers, some boating people — judging by their clothing and the pseudo gold braid on the bills of their baseball caps — and a couple of cops. The cops appeared a little nervous as they eyed the weirdos and the louder protesters, and they did not chant along with the crowd.
A chilly wind was blowing in from the sea, breaking against his throat above his navy blue windbreaker. A couple of ships were steaming several miles offshore, but other than that, there was not much marine activity. A fairly steady stream of cars moved along Pacific Avenue. Aaron wondered if their occupants had come down to gawk at the contaminated water.
Donny Edgeworth, Ocean Free’s secretary-treasurer, was at the fringe of the mob, talking on Ocean Free’s only cellular telephone. Edgeworth was a skinny kid with hair so golden it looked green. He was not really a kid, being thirty-five years old, but his slight frame and rampant acne gave most people that impression.
As the chanting died away, Aaron lifted his bullhorn again and said, “And now … ”
“AND NOW…”
“They’ve done it again. Defying Nature, with no concern for the consequences, the powers that be have created yet another catastrophe”
“YES!”
“Doing their best to destroy what God and Nature have provided for mankind.”
“YES!”
“When will they learn to leave alone that which history and fate and nature have given to us?”
Wrong question, or form of question. The mob did not know how to respond.
“Leave it alone!” Aaron said into the mouthpiece. The three words issued from the bullhorn in volume and were blown away by the breeze.
“LEAVE IT ALONE!”
Edgeworth pushed his way through the throng of people as they intoned their new message and craned his turkey neck up toward Aaron.
“LEAVE IT ALONE!”
Aaron leaned down, gripping the rail of the pickup bed. “Curtis, San Diego just called. The Orion has left her port”
“I knew it! Brandeʼs involved. Was he aboard?”
“I don’t know. Becky was too far away to see much.”
“Go find Dawn. I think we’d better trail along on this party”
Edgeworth’s face showed his alarm. “I don’t know, Curtis. You think … uh, you think it’s safe?”
“Who knows, Donny, boy? But we’ve damned sure got a commitment — to ourselves, and to people like these here — to do what’s right. Get going.”
Aaron stood upright and used the bullhorn to reinforce the “Leave it alone!”
The mob voice regained strength, and he slipped over the side of the truck and walked away with that proud chant in his ears.
When he gave a thumbs-up to Mark Jacobs, Jacobs did not acknowledge it.
0250 HOURS LOCAL, 36°4′ NORTH, 170°44′ EAST
Mikhail Gurevenich had attempted to sleep for a couple of hours, but unsuccessfully. Illogically, he tried to attribute his restlessness to the fact that they had crossed eastward into a new time zone, but underneath, he knew that his anxiety about what he would find at the end of his journey was increasing steadily.
Also, he suspected that his inability to confide in anyone else — his second in command, even the asinine rookie officer, Lieutenant Kazakov — relative to his concerns and the terrible secret he carried heightened his unease. He kept wishing he had not decoded that second message, or that the message had not ordered him to maintain his silence.
Gurevenich gave up on his nap, rolled out of his narrow bunk, and dressed in a fresh uniform. Leaving his cabin, he prowled through the claustrophobic passageways of the submarine. It was mostly quiet. The high revolutions of the propeller shaft created an irritating whine and a slight vibration in the deck. Except for the crew members on watch, and two enlisted men playing chess in their mess, the men were in their bunks, snoring or dreaming or both. They had nothing to worry about, though certainly the various rumors regarding their high-speed transit would have rippled by now into a thousand even more various rumors.
The captain stopped outside the sonar compartment, then slipped through the light-trapping curtain into the red-lit space.
When the sonar man on duty, Paramanov, looked up, Gurevenich raised his hand to keep him in his seat.
“Have you heard anything of consequence?” he asked.
“It is difficult, Captain, when the Winter Storm is traveling at such speed, to hear much beyond the Winter Storm. An hour ago, I detected a surface vessel. I suspect it was a small freighter, headed east. Other than that, perhaps a whale or two.” Paramanov grinned at his own wit.
Gurevenich estimated they were still some sixteen hours and six hundred nautical miles from the target area.
“Soon, we will begin to encounter other vessels,” he said. “There may be many of them, and you must be careful to identify them.”
“Of course, Captain. There is the Russian submarine and the task forces.”
“I think that there will be others, as well, Paramanov. Take extreme care, for we do not want incidents of international importance.”
The sonarman nodded, but his expression revealed his puzzlement.
Gurevenich turned and left the compartment. Now was not the time for disgorging too much information and fueling the rumor mill that propagated itself aboard any vessel.
He would tell his crew as much as they needed to know, but not sooner than they needed to know it.
In point of fact, he would like to bare his mind, but he was not certain how his crew would react to the knowledge it contained.
0430 HOURS LOCAL, 33°16′ NORTH, 120° 47 WEST
Kim Otsuka, rising early from her bed, went forward to the communications compartment and used the ship-to-shore phone to call the Japanese Consulate. She asked for Mr. Sato.
When he came on the line minutes later, sounding sleepy, he greeted her in Japanese.
She replied in her native language. “Mr. Sato, I am calling from the Orion. We are at sea.”
“At sea. But I thought … ”
“I feel that my place is with those with whom I have learned to work, Mr. Sato. The chances for our success are much greater.”
After a short silence, Sato said, “The people at Hokkaido Marine Industries will be very disappointed.”
“I am sorry.”
“As will be your government. To disregard such an invitation…”
“Again, I am sorry. I do not wish to show disrespect, but my value is far greater here.”
Again, there was a short wait before he spoke. “Yes, perhaps you are correct. I will be talking to you again.”
0445 HOURS LOCAL, PEARL HARBOR NAVAL BASE, HAWAII
Avery Hampstead had arrived at the headquarters of the Commander in Chief, Pacific Fleet, in the middle of the night, but he was still wide awake.
He had slept for most of the overwater journey.
The others in the command center were in varying stages of wakefulness.
Adm. David Potter, CINCPAC, looked a trifle groggy. Cmdr. Harold Evans, the watch commander, did not appear much better, but Hampstead understood that he had been on duty for twelve hours or so.
The Third Fleet’s electronic plotting board had been cleared of inconsequential data, like the movement of potentially hostile capital warships. Instead, only the tracks of shipping aimed at 26 North, 176 East were shown. Next to each blip at the head of black lines were black, block letters identifying the ship. A frigate named the Bronstein and a patrol craft out of Midway were already on the scene. Kirov and the rocket cruiser Kynda were heading small task forces, plowing through the seas eastward at flank speed. Bartlett and Kane were headed west as a pair. Three thin orange lines indicated the tracks of the submarines Los Angeles, Philadelphia, and Houston. Dotted lines projected forward from each blip intersected right at the target coordinates.
Technicians milled about in the command center, moving from one console to another, speaking on headsets, keying in new information for the display on their computer keyboards.
The room was completely enclosed. Hampstead did not even have a decent view of Pearl Harbor.
A new blip was suddenly displayed on the plotting board. It was a long, long way away, off the coast of California. It was identified as Orion.
“Hot damn,” Hampstead said. “The Orion checked in, Commander Evans?”
“Just a moment, Mr. Hampstead.” The officer picked up a phone from the table they were seated at, spoke to someone, somewhere for a moment, then said, “Yes sir. She’s en route to the target area.”
“As soon as you can, Hal,” Admiral Potter said, “Get in touch with the master. I’ll want to speak with Brande about my objectives.”
Good luck, Hampstead thought.
He checked his watch, decided it was almost ten o’clock in Washington, give or take an hour, and picked up one of the spare phones in front of him. He dialed his office.
“Angie, this is the boss.”
“What boss? I think they fire you when you don’t show up for work.”
“I’m working in Hawaii this week.”
“I’ll have my bags packed and be on the way in fifteen minutes,” she said.
“Actually, what I need is to have you put all my hot appointments on the back burner.”
“What about the stuff that’s already on the back burner?”
“It goes on the backest back burner.”
“How about your wife?”
“Fortunately, Angie, I already called her.”
He brought her up to date on his activities and his plans, and then he told her to screen all of his calls. He wanted nothing forwarded to him that did not pertain to the downed rocket. “So I’m stuck in the office?”
“You can take long lunches,” he told her.
Then he called Carl Unruh, who was out of the office, but the call was bounced forward to the Situation Room.
“Brande’s on his way, Carl”
“Okay, good. How long?”
“It’s going to be tight as hell. If I’ve got my numbers right, they’ll hit the area on the seventh.”
“Jesus. That doesn’t give them much time before meltdown day.”
“If your experts have their numbers right.”
“They’re still working on it. The President asked them to re-crunch.”
“Yeah, well, that’s just dandy.”
“You didn’t mention the deadline to Brande?” Unruh asked him.
“To one of his people.”
“And they’re still going?”
“Give them some credit, Carl. Marine Visions is loaded with competent people.”
“Still, you shouldn’t have mentioned the deadlines.”
“I’m not good with classified crap,” Hampstead said. “I never know why it’s supposed to be classified. You have anything new?”
“Where are you?”
“CINCPAC.”
“You’ve seen the plotting board?”
“Yes.”
“Then you’ve got the latest on ship movements. Except, we think there might be a CIS sub or two closing the area. One of our Ohio-class subs got a sonar signature on the Winter Storm. She was going gangbusters for Midway.”
“I don’t think she can do much when she gets there,” Hampstead said.
“She can start looking. Hell, that’s why we’ve got subs on the way, too.”
“I suppose.” The decision to send subs had not been Hampstead’s.
“Next item, Avery. Half an hour ago, a Candid took off from Murmansk with the Sea Lion aboard. She’s headed for Vladivostok.”
“What will they put her on?”
“One of our KH-1 1s got a few pictures of the port. It looks to us as if the Timofey Ol’yantsev is undergoing a quick retrofit.”
“That’s a destroyer?” Hampstead asked.
“It’s classified as a patrol ship.”
“That would probably work in a bind,” Hampstead said. “Do we know if they shipped any ROVs out of Murmansk along with the submersible?”
“No. Then again, they may have some on hand in Vladivostok.”
“Yes, true. How about the Navy’s deep-diving robot?”
“They flew it out of England this morning, but I think they’re still trying to round up enough cable,” Unruh said. “Another item. A Frenchman named Henrique d’Artilan, who is on the board of the International Atomic Energy Agency, with a group including some of our own Nuclear Regulatory Commission people, is on the way to Hawaii. Weʼve told them to check in with CINCPAC at Pearl. I guess you can tell Admiral Potter that he’s hosting the mission control for this.”
“He’ll be happy to hear that, I’m sure.”
Hampstead looked at the plot, visualizing, not only the ships, but aircraft converging on the scene. It was going to be a busy scene.
“What happens, Carl, when all these people, ships, planes, and motor scooters show up in the crash zone at practically the same time?”
“What do you mean?”
“Are we going to have some arguments?”
“Hell, Avery, I’d think everybody would cooperate in the recovery.”
“After setting up a committee, a fact-finding group, and a summit meeting?”
“I’ll mention the possibility to the august group sitting around here,” Unruh said.
0840 HOURS LOCAL, 31°48′ NORTH, 118°12′ WEST
From inside Harbor One, the view of the sea was one of murky twilight. At 600 feet of depth, not many of the sun’s rays penetrated.
The view was almost unobstructed for 360 degrees. Harbor One’s construction, similar to that of Ocean Deep, was that of an inverted bowl. It was raised on steel pillars eighty feet above the uneven seabed, and the bowl had a diameter of 100 feet. Within the bowl were three decks. The first, or lowest, deck contained engineering spaces, including the highly important electrolysis unit which extracted oxygen from seawater to feed Harbor One’s atmosphere. Chemical filters cleaned the air, and a very efficient distilling plant provided pure drinking water.
The second deck housed the residential, recreational, sanitary and eating quarters. The top deck, with twenty feet of dome over its center, was an open-space conglomeration of biological, psychological, engineering and oceanographic experiments. Twelve people of the fifteen currently assigned to Harbor One were busily engaged in formulation, testing, or assessment of on-going projects. They hovered over hydroponic tanks, pressure chambers, and computer terminals, performing their complex and, Brande hoped, progressive tasks.
Federal and state funds supported the projects, flowing through the departments of agriculture, commerce, and education, in addition to universities located in California, Massachusetts, Washington, Florida, Texas and Colorado.
He had arrived fifty minutes before by way of Voyager, and he had spent his first twenty minutes saying hello to everyone and checking on their projects, then the next thirty minutes bringing them up to date on what he knew of the CIS rocket disaster.
It was the selected topic of conversation, of course. People who spent a fair share of their working lives on the bottom of the ocean could be expected to be interested in the composition of that ocean.
At the moment, the interior lights were on, and the exterior lights extinguished, so very little of the sea environment was visible. Outside the dome, scenes were viewed through a blue-gray haze. Two sea bass passed directly overhead, and Brande could see a moray eel sniffing the ocean floor some fifty feet to the north. A bluefin tuna that had hung around for nearly a year and was, quite naturally, named Charlie, coasted along behind the bass.
To the northwest, the lights of the small dome of the mining project were dimly visible. It was about 200 yards away, and the agricultural project dome was another quarter-mile beyond it. Both of the smaller domes were connected to Harbor One by thick, Kevlar-shielded cables and tubing that rested on the seabed and carried electrical power and communications links. Both of the smaller domes had their own atmospheric and water-distillation plants.
The larger dome also had a link to the surface, in a Kevlar-shielded fiber-optic cable that rose to a massive, anchored buoy. The buoy sported bells and strobe lights that identified the site of Harbor One to surface vessels and also mounted the radio and satellite antennas necessary to communication between the sea lab and the mainland. Radio waves did not travel beneath the surface very well. They were erratically bent, just as light was bent upon penetrating the surface. For shorter distances, acoustic telephones were adequate for through-the-water conversations, but for long-distance communications, the signals had to be beamed from above the surface.
To the east of Harbor One, Brande saw what he was looking for. A two-man mini-submarine, devised and built in the San Diego shops by Marine Visions and dubbed Neptune’s Daughter, called Dot for short, was hovering a hundred feet away, above the turbine farm.
The sub was intended only for chores of less than 1,000 feet of depth. Its two operators worked from lounge seats placed side by side, and had a pretty fair view of their surroundings from within an aircraftlike, thick canopy. Less than twenty feet long, the sub was currently being used as the control platform for a tethered crawler robot the MVU engineers had named Turtle.
The robot appeared to be a miniature tank. It had a heavy metal body and two sets of rubber-cleated tracks. It crawled along the bottom, guided by the operator in the sub through the Kevlar-shielded fiber-optic cable. There was a small rotatable housing on the top of the body, containing cameras, and there were three manipulator arms mounted to the front of the robot. Each arm had a reach of twelve feet. One arm was designed specifically for cutting and welding operations, one worked like a hand for gripping and lifting, and one had a spinnable wrist. It made short work of installing bolts and nuts. The value of a seabed-crawling robot was found in its leverage — it had footing. Robots that were suspended in the water relied on the power of their thrusters for leverage. It was a basic principle that Brande had learned in a difficult way.
Both of the new turbines, which spun their blades in the current flowing through a narrow canyon and created electrical current for storage in Harbor One’s batteries, were already mounted on the platform imbedded in the seafloor. It looked to Brande as if the robot was completing the final bolt-down.
He turned, went back to the center of the dome, and descended the spiral staircase past the residential deck to the engineering deck. The aluminum railing felt damp in his hand. There was always moisture inside the dome, especially on the dome itself, despite the silica-gel filters and the high pressure of the air inside. Electrical heat tapes applied along the ribs of the dome took the chill off, but it was never entirely warm. Sixty-four degrees was all they could currently maintain without putting an undue strain on the turbine-generators.
Brande could have run a cable to the mainland for power, but the idea had always been to have the sealab operate independently of outside sources, and they were sticking to that philosophy. If he ever shook a spare fifty thousand dollars out of someone’s budget, he would build another turbine-generator and raise the temperature a degree or two.
The engineering deck was divided into a dozen cubicles, and Brande followed a fiberglass-walled passageway until he reached the administrative office. It did not have a door and he walked in unannounced.
It did not have a secretary, either, so there was no one to announce him. Brande had never been disposed to hiring secretaries, probably because he did not know how to use them efficiently.
Andy Colgate was sitting at Rae Thomas’s desk, filling in a log displayed on the computer terminal. When he looked up, he said, “I hope you didn’t find any new leaks, Dane.”
He almost promoted Colgate to Thomas’s old position on the spot, then remembered that promotions were now part of her job description.
“Nothing I don’t recall from my last trip, Andy. Are the guys about through with Turtle?”
“Should be getting close.” Colgate leaned back in his chair so he could look out toward the mini-sub. When he looked back, his expression changed to one of suspicion. “No.”
“No, what?”
“You can’t have him.”
“I need him, I’m afraid, Andy. You can use Atlas for the final connection work on the turbines. I also need Gargantua.”
Colgate wiped his eyes with his knuckles. “Gargantua isn’t operational, you know.”
“I know. We’re going to have to change that situation.” Brande checked his watch. “In about an hour, one of the work-boats will be overhead, and we’ll have to winch both Turtle and Gargantua aboard.”
Colgate stood up, sighing. He was a big man, and his sighs meant something. “I don’t want you irradiating my toys.”
“Promise.”
“I don’t want you irradiating yourself, either.”
“Another promise,” Brande told him.
The two of them left the office and walked down the concrete-floored hallway. It was not quite wide enough for both big men, and Colgate trailed behind.
Skirting the spiral staircase, Brande entered the reception chamber. It was a large triangular area, taking up almost a full quarter of the lower deck pie. Workbenches and large tools lined two of the walls. A thirty-by-ten-foot gap in the floor was enclosed by a similarly sized housing that stood ten feet tall. It was large enough to accept Neptune’s Daughter, which it did regularly. Once the mini-sub was in the chamber, clamshell doors closed beneath her, and air was pumped into the chamber, forcing the water out.
In the floor near the perimeter wall was a small, circular airlock that mated with Voyager.
Seated on wooden blocks next to the head of the subchamber was Gargantua. Celebes — the official name of the robot — looked something like a deflated football with a stubby nose. Almost twelve feet long, and eight feet wide, the body was only thirty inches high. He was standing two feet off the floor on his four retractable legs. His shoes were one-foot diameter, steel pads. No one knew why Gargantua had taken on a male persona. Most nautical machines in the English-speaking world carried a feminine reference.
He had a bit of a head, a bulge, on the bow end. Between his eyes — huge, round floodlights, along with video and 70-millimeter camera lenses — was a small circular housing that contained a fan. That turbine blade, along with another on the stern, controlled his side-to-side rotation. Three circular wells passing clear through the body, two forward and one aft, contained three more turbines. The big blades, powered by massive electric motors, could churn out 12,000 pounds of thrust when operating without a load. A single propeller within a protective band on the stern, controlled fore-and-aft movement. Like Turtle, he had three manipulator arms extending forward from below his head, but these were heavier in appearance, made of cast titanium alloy. They were elbow-and wrist-jointed, and had seven axes of movement. The reach was eight feet.
One of his two-fingered and one-thumbed hands could spread eighteen inches apart, and his grasp would crush Hondas. Conversely, with someone like Dokey at the controls, he could hold a butterfly without damaging it.
Not one of his three arms moved at the moment, the reason he had been beached inside Harbor One.
Despite his virginal white paint and yellow accent stripes, he was not very pretty. The lower life around M VU described him as an upscale cockroach. The nicer people thought he looked like a water beetle on stilts.
Brande did not care. Like Sneaky Pete, Atlas, and Depth-Finder, he had been designed primarily by Brande, and he had a father’s blindness when it came to Gargantua’s physical faults.
“We just haven’t had the spare hours to work on him,” Colgate said. “Dokey was planning to spend some time on it, but got diverted to something else.”
“I know,” Brande told him. “It’s my fault.”
Colgate called a couple of people down and the four of them went to work, first reinstalling Gargantua’s three battery packs. Because of the high electrical drain resulting from use of his big motors, he was required to have his own electrical sources.
Manually, they retracted his arms so they did not take up so much room. Brande made the final circuit around the robot, assuring himself that all of the access doors were firmly secured.
Colgate closed the outer clamshell doors, pumped the chamber dry, then opened the massive doors on the end of the chamber. Rolling a portable hoist into position, Brande lifted Gargantua from the floor, pushed him inside the chamber with help from the others, then attached the hook of a block-and-tackle within the chamber to his lift ring.
Colgate closed the doors, depressurized the chamber, opened the outer doors, and lowered the robot to the ocean floor. By remote control, Colgate released the hook, then retracted the cable.
When Neptune’s Daughter returned to the chamber, they spent two hours detaching Turtle from the sub and installing the Atlas ROV in her place. The robot, with her 250-foot tether wound onto the reel, fit snugly into a nest suspended beneath the bow of the sub.
With Dot moved out of the way, Turtle was then lowered to the seabed. Dot returned to the chamber, and with one of the sub pilots at the controls, took Brande back to the surface.
Mighty Moose, one of the three workboats — old and refurbished tugboats — owned by Marine Visions was waiting for him. With Dot handling the cable-attaching chores on the sea bottom, Gargantua and Turtle were soon winched aboard the workboat.
The three-man crew of the boat; captain, mate and one seaman, helped Brande tie down the robots.
“Okay, Captain Kontas, let’s head for San Diego.”
“Commercial Basin, Chief?”
“No. We’ll visit the Navy.”

Chapter Eight

2036 HOURS LOCAL, WASHINGTON, DC
“Our Candid put down at Vladivostok twenty minutes ago, boss,” Jack Evoy said.
Unruh looked at his watch, just then realizing that he had been napping upright in his chair for some time. He was not entirely certain how long he had been out of contact with the room around him.
He did not remember picking up the phone. One of the aides had handed it to him, perhaps.
The activity around him in the Situation Room seemed to have taken on a sluggishness. People had disappeared. The DCI had left the White House right after lunch, headed for his district office. He had told Unruh, “You stay on top of the operational details, Carl. Let me know if there’s any abrupt change. In the meantime, I’ll see if I can’t coordinate the mess I think is brewing.”
The DCI was responsible for all of the intelligence community, not just the CIA, and all of the intelligence community was hopping at the moment. The FBI was gathering information on internal problems, particularly the rallies erupting near CIS installations. Charts on easels displayed the locations and the intensity of protests that were taking place around the nation. A quick glance told him that the clamor was spreading, working its way eastward from the West Coast.
The State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research was collating data transmitted from foreign embassies and forwarding it to the Situation Room. More charts depicted the rallies, protests, and near-riots under way, not only in the Pacific-proximity cities of Tokyo, Hong Kong and Shanghai, but also in Paris, London and Cape Town.
The world was pissed off, Unruh figured.
No one really knew what the consequences might be. He supposed some people thought they would see a mushroom cloud erupt over the Pacific, spreading death and mutations from the international date line eastward. That did not happen in a meltdown, but the results were no less tragic in terms of marine ecology. And people would die, no doubt about it.
Shaking the curtain of uneasy sleep from his head, Unruh picked up the coffee mug in front of him and took a sip. It was cold and bitter.
“You still there, boss?”
“Yeah, Jack. Trying to get my head going. The Sea Lion has arrived, huh?”
“Right. And they were waiting for it. Our Keyhole got some shots of the off-loading before it went over the horizon. I imagine they took it right to the port. It’s probably going aboard the Olʼyantsev as we speak.”
“If they were thinking ahead, they’d have done it like Brande’s doing it,” Unruh said.
“No imagination over there,” Evoy concluded.
“We need imagination, as well as luck.”
“So. You want me to stay with what we’re doing?”
The NPIC was monitoring every movement in the region of the downed rocket.
“Sure do.”
“What else is going on? I get to see all the pictures, but I think I’m missing out on something.”
“You’re safe where you are,” Unruh told him, rescanning the charts. “DC and San Francisco police have quadrupled the guard contingents at the CIS embassy buildings and the consulate. There’s nearly five thousand people outside the embassy on Tunlaw Road. It looks as if Americans want justice in the good old lynch mob fashion. We’re not alone, though, Jack. CIS embassies all around the world are under siege”
“With some very good justification. Did you see the press statement?”
“Yes. It fell far short of expectation,” Unruh agreed, “though probably not my expectation.”
The evening newscasts had all repeated the statement released by the CIS President. He mentioned only that a CIS rocket had crashed at sea and that Soviet naval forces were about to recover it. There was no mention of the nuclear reactor contained in the payload module.
The DDO — the Deputy Director for Operations — at the CIA, Oren Patterson, had all of his Russian-based assets attempting to uncover information about the Topaz Four reactor, but so far, Unruh had not heard of any developments.
“How about the other people going to this party?” Unruh asked.
“We’re tracking the same bunch as before, except that we’ve added the Japanese to our list, Carl. They’ve put a research vessel to sea.”
“Okay, babe. Keep me posted.”
Unruh replaced the phone in its cradle on the table. He picked up his coffee mug and carried it to the cart that had been wheeled in early that morning and urged a stream of hot, black juice from the urn. There were a few sandwiches left on a platter, but the bread looked stale, and he could swear the ham was turning green.
He turned and surveyed the room while he tried to coax his nerves to life.
The big electronic plotting board was still tracking the major players, now with the addition of the Japanese vessel, identified as the Eastern Flower.
The population of the Situation Room had begun depleting as soon as the President left early in the morning. Chief of Naval Operations Ben Delecourt and most of the military people had gone back to the Pentagon or Arlington Hall — home of the Defense Intelligence Agency. Bob Balcon, the Chief of Staff, was in and out, checking the plotting board. The National Security Advisor, Warren Amply, was napping in an office across the hall. Everyone was in touch by telephone, beeper or courier.
The State Department bunch had begun arriving in mid-afternoon. After Unruh’s conversation with Hampstead about committees and fact-finding groups and summit meetings, Unruh had begun to worry that diplomacy would get in the way of decisions and action, and he had raised the issue with Balcon. The Chief of Staff, after a tête-à-tête with the President, had called the Secretary of State and asked him to put together a team to deal with negotiations if the need arose.
The State Department negotiation team, eight members strong, sat around the Situation Room, at the table and in chairs along the walls, not doing much of anything that Unruh could see. He was afraid he had started things off in the wrong direction, creating a pre-committee committee.
There was now a representative from the Department of Energy present, and he had been on the phone most of the day, talking to the experts at the Nuclear Regulatory Commission and the International Atomic Energy Agency, which was based in Vienna. Unruh, who had once been posted to Vienna, thought that, if an international commission needed a home somewhere, Vienna was the place to choose.
He was pretty disenchanted with Washington.
Unruh thought about calling Hampstead, but figured the man could calculate flight times on his own and would know that the Sea Lion was charging into the fray.
Charging.
It seemed as if everything moved in slow motion. A state-of-the-art rocket that moved at twenty-five times the speed of sound had triggered the movement of ships that raced along at thirty miles per hour.
He moved to the center of the room and examined the electronic display. The U. S. military ships had been identified with blue blips. The U.S. civilian ship of importance, the Orion, was painted yellow. Someone from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration had suggested the color for some reason.
The Japanese ship was coded in green, and the CIS ships were, naturally, red. The projected course of the Winter Storm — the submarine identified by the sonar of the SLBN submarine Michigan — and her current expected position suggested that she would be the first major search vessel to reach the target zone.
Not that there were not other vessels already in the area. A confusion of violet dots was spread over fifty square miles of simulated ocean. Overflights by Navy reconnaissance aircraft had picked out fishing trawlers, freighters, a dozen pleasure craft, sampans, junks and maybe even a canoe. Communications around the world being what they were, almost instantaneous, the word had quickly spread to marine craft, and the gawkers and curiosity seekers had responded. They had converged on the area from Midway, from planned Pacific transit routes, and probably from clandestine smuggling lanes. The Navy frigate Bronstein and the patrol boat Antelope were cruising in the region, but would not make much of a difference, other than advertising an American presence.
The President had vetoed a suggestion to move in some big U.S. cruisers and an aircraft carrier. He did not want the Russians thinking that he was attempting to meet the Kirov and the Kynda with massive firepower. This was not to be a confrontation.
As far as the Navy could determine, not one of the civilian vessels would be helpful in a search of the sea bottom. More than likely, they would impede the search. Adm. Ben Delecourt did not see any course of action for clearing them out of the region short of a few shots across a few bows, and that would not be good public relations for the Navy.
For the life of him, Unruh could not figure out what they were doing there. What was the attraction of impending catastrophe?
He did not want to be there.
He did not want to be here, either.
He thought he would like to be in Vienna.
1753 HOURS LOCAL, SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
Orville ʻBullʼ Kontas, captain of the Mighty Moose, had lost track of the times he had circumnavigated the world in one classification of vessel or another. He was not really certain how old he was, either. He had been born in Shanghai of a Greek father and a Chinese mother and, somewhere along the way, had purchased a birth certificate and passport for himself, but the data used at the time had been best guesses.
He was at least seventy years old, Brande thought. The lines on his weathered face had deepened into canyons. The rusty-edged white hair was only a fringe around his bald pate, taking a hop over ears that were big and blistered and shaped like conch shells.
He was strong, undeterred by any weather, and loyal to whichever master he served at the time. He had been with MVU almost since the start, seven years before.
Kontas was at the helm of the Moose when North Island appeared off the port bow. Brande was in the pilot house with him, finishing a plate of refried beans, egg rolls zapped in a microwave oven, a turkey leg and green beans. There was pink lemonade for washing it all down.
Either Kontas had no control over the seaman who also doubled as cook or it was just time to clean out the refrigerator. Or perhaps there was a subtle message being sent, that the operating budgets of the three workboats needed a boost.
Brande would pass the unstated message to Rae Thomas, President and CEO of Marine Visions.
He did, in fact, enjoy that thought. He was not going to miss dealing with some of the more mundane details.
Kontas, not normally an outgoing personality, spoke for perhaps the fourth time in five hours. “Is it gonna be as bad as they say on the radio, Chief?”
Brande got up from his chair, put the empty plate on it, and went to stand beside the captain. The tugboat rose and fell with the heavy swells running.
“I don’t know how it might turn out, Bull. If it does reach meltdown, I guess it could be bad.”
“Won’t happen all at once, will it?”
“No. That is, there would be an explosion, probably not even noticed at the surface, but then everything would take place slowly after that.”
“I don’t understand this atomic shit,” Bull Kontas said.
“I never much wanted to understand it myself,” Brande told him. “The Navy gave me a cram course, but I suspect I missed most of the relevant detail.”
“What’d they tell you?” Kontas eased the helm slightly to port. North Island moved to the right, then centered itself directly over the bow.
“The commander who briefed us said, ‘Picture this: youʼve got two pit bulls who live in neighboring backyards, and they don’t like each other. Every time they see each other, they start growling and snarling and barking, straining to get at each other. Their tempers are rising, generating a lot of heat. So you put a chain link fence between them, maybe they bark a little less. Make it a picket fence, so they can’t see each other clearly, they bark a little less. Make it a solid fence, so they can’t see each other at all, and they quit barking and cool down.’”
“What the fuck’s two dogs got to do with it?”
“A nuclear reactor works the same way, Bull. In the core of a reactor is a fissionable fuel, normally Uranium-235, a nonfissionable moderator, and control structures. One fission reaction produces one more fission in a chain reaction. A steady output of energy in the form of heat is released.” Each uranium atom kicked out 2.5 neutrons, on average, during fission, and one went on to create another reaction. Brande remembered that from some physics class he had taken.
“Heat?”
“That’s right. When the atom in the fissionable material splits, a neutron is absorbed in another fissionable atom to create another fission. That produces heat, and the heat is transformed into electrical energy.” Twenty-three million megawatt hours of heat energy for each kilogram of U-235, Brande had been told.
“And this whole thing don’t go hog-goddamned-wild?” Kontas asked.
“For two reasons. One is the moderator. To slow down the reaction, the core contains a moderator. In the United States, water is generally used. In an accident situation, such as occurred at Three Mile Island, the water tends to serve as a coolant and helps to restore stability. In Russia, Bull, the core cylinders are made of blocks of graphite which is used as the moderator. When Chernobyl Four got out of hand, the graphite moderator burned and didn’t help to cool it down.
“Beyond the moderator, water is normally used as the coolant, and it transmits the heat to the boilers or turbines that are used to generate electricity. The old boys at Los Alamos think the Russian reactor aboard the rocket uses freon as the coolant.”
Bull Kontas was not interested in moderators or coolants. “What about the goddamn dogs?”
“That’s the second reason. In the reactor core are a series of control rods. When they’re raised, the reaction begins. When they’re lowered, like that fence between the dogs, the atoms can’t see each other, and the fission process cools off. The experts tell us that, when the rocket launched, the control rods were probably most of the way down, with almost no energy output. That’s what they call subcritical. When the rods are raised enough to allow one fission reaction to produce one more fission reaction, they call it critical. When the A2e crashed, the experts think that automatic controls were probably damaged, and the control rods may have been raised. That allows the reactor to go supercritical.”
“So it goes boom?”
“Well, not like an atomic bomb, no. The heat and the pressure keep building until it reaches the meltdown stage and has to release its gasses somewhere. At Three Mile Island, they were released into a containment facility, so not much radioactivity got into the atmosphere. At Chernobyl, effective containment was lacking when the coolant system exploded. That lack of safety has been a major criticism of Russian reactor designs.”
“Same thing here, huh?”
“Maybe. Our experts think that, because of its lightweight design, and because of Russian design history, the Topaz Four doesn’t have effective containment. If the reactor runs wild, and the coolant system breaks down, the pressure may build enough to blow out the containment compartment. It will then release its radioactivity into the ocean currents, where it will slowly spread throughout the sea. Additionally, it will take around thirty years for the uranium fuel to lose its radioactivity. While it’s not quite as bad as a release into the atmosphere, where it spreads widely, it’s still not good. Water tends to dissolve the radioactive waste, but we’d still have a hell of a lot of dirty water following the Pacific currents. The problem isn’t a major explosion, Bull. The problem is thirty years of dissipating radioactivity.”
“That’s what Chernobyl’s doing?”
“No. At least, it’s not spreading the radioactivity. They went in afterward and poured concrete all around reactor number four. That sealed it, but it was a little too late. Thirty-one people died, and I suspect a lot more are at risk. In this case, we’re worried about the effects on marine life — fish, seals, seaweed, everything.”
“It could spread, huh?”
“I think so. It might envelope the entire ocean. And that means ecology, people, fishing, tourism, mining, drilling.”
“You’re going to seal this one?”
“We’ll try to retrieve it before it blows, and then we’ll let the big boys decide what to do with it.”
“You need any more help, Chief, I ain’t been doing much lately.”
“I appreciate that, Bull. If I need you, I’ll yell.”
The low sun reflected off the windows of the coast guard station on Point Loma, to their left. On the right, Brande could distinguish some movement on Coronado Beach. Sunbathers and swimmers who did not care about radiated surf. Or who maybe wanted to get in as many sun days as they could before something happened to spoil their avocations.
The long trip in from Harbor One had not eased Brande’s impatience. It was often that way. He suspected that his lazy, hazy days of youth, when the major activity of the year was the week the custom combiners came through to harvest the wheat, was the reason he had learned to crave action. The harvester gangs were to be envied. They were on the move, going somewhere, doing something, if only a brawl in a local, but strange, saloon. Brande’s hyperactivity was confined to driving a truck alongside a combine, accepting the discharge of golden wheat, and delivering the load to the grain elevator. In the evenings, he would take out the fifteen-foot, aluminum runabout with the 35-horsepower Evinrude that had been his first boat.
In the years after leaving Minnesota, Brande had gotten involved with snow skiing, skydiving, hang gliding and sports-car racing, in addition to his scuba and deep-sea diving. Anything that pumped the adrenaline a little faster. Most of his avocations had fallen by the wayside as his involvement in Marine Visions became total. He gave up a Shelby Cobra that he used to drive in road rallies in favor of the Pontiac Bonneville.
Brande stood in the small pilot house, his feet braced wide against the sway of the deck, and thought that he would have made the attempt on the Topaz Four by himself if he had had to do it that way.
He just needed to be doing something.
1216 HOURS LOCAL, VLADIVOSTOK
The Timofey Olʼyantsev put to sea even before the submersible Sea Lion was fully secured to her stern deck, aft of the stern gun turret. By the time the patrol ship cleared the breakwater and drove into Peter the Great Bay, it was making its top speed of thirty-two knots.
The skies were still overcast, a dead gray cement that pressed down inexorably on spirits. At any moment, Oberstev expected them to begin spitting snow particles.
Col. Gen. Dmitri Ivanovich Oberstev, as befitted his status, had been given the captain’s quarters aboard the ship, and the captain had displaced his first officer. Oberstev’s aide, Colonel Cherbykov, had been assigned to share the second officers’ quarters. Lt. Col. Janos Sodur had been placed in a second bunk installed in the engineering officer’s cabin.
He had, in fact, suggested that Janos Sodur wait in Vladivostok with Chairman Yevgeni and Admiral Orlov, but the chairman had insisted that, “Colonel Sodur is assigned as a liaison to my committee, General Oberstev. It is appropriate that he accompany you.”
And, therefore, Yevgeni had his ears close to Oberstev’s mouth.
Oberstev’s decision to board the patrol ship and accompany it to the area of operations had come after hours of sitting around the table in the converted Vladivostok officers’ mess, listening to the reports coming in, listening to Yevgeni attempt to overrule Adm. Grigori Orlov’s decisions, and twiddling his thumbs.
With the Olʼyantsevʼs captain, Leonid Talebov, Oberstev, Cherbykov and Sodur left the bridge and went down one deck and aft to the Combat Information Center.
In the semi-darkened compartment, the duty operations officer pointed out on the electronic map the positions of various ships.
The submarines Winter Storm and Tashkent did not appear because no one knew where they were. There were a few guesses, but they were not displayed.
There were now two new symbols on the screen, not identified.
“Lieutenant,” Oberstev asked, pointing out the targets, “What are these?”
“Our agents in Japan indicate that the Eastern Flower, a new oceanic research vessel, has departed Sagami Bay, Comrade General. It is said to have a completely new deep-diving submersible aboard. Then, in addition to the naval research vessels Bartlett and Kane, the CIS Consulate in San Francisco reported that the vessel Orion has left San Diego. Both positions on the map, General, are currently estimated since we have not yet had a satellite pass over either.”
“And in the AO?”
“A variety of shipping,” the duty officer said. “Sightseers, very likely, in addition to two U.S. Navy surface vessels.”
Oberstev removed his glasses and polished the lenses. Every new piece of information proved more dismal than the last. It was a circus that was gathering, and he foresaw that there would be accidents.
Accidents, barriers, obstacles he did not need, not if he were to recover from this incident and get the Red Star project back on course.
“Captain Talebov, what is your best estimate for our arrival in the AO?”
“It will be four days, General. On the morning of the seventh of October.”
“And the Americans?” Sodur asked. “When will they reach the area?”
“The Bartlett and the Kane may arrive by evening on the third,” the operations officer said.
“We are going to be too late,” Sodur lamented. “The Americans will steal our technology.”
Ignoring the pessimistic officer, Oberstev turned to his aide. “Alexi, what do we hear from Plesetsk?”
“Director Piredenko, with assistance from the nuclear laboratory, devised a computer model of the impact, General. The scientists believe that, no matter which side the payload compartment landed on, it is likely that…” — Cherbykov consulted his notebook — “the F-two-six module, which controls the solenoids that operate the control rods, would have been severely damaged. The computer model suggests that the control rods may have been moved to the ninety-six percent open position”
“Which means?” Oberstev asked, impatient at the details.
“The nuclear mass will rise to a supercritical state. The freon coolant, providing that the pumps continue to operate, may alleviate the heat for several days.”
“Give me a date, Alexi. Please.”
“No earlier than 1800 hours, September eight, General.”
“And?”
“No later than 2400 hours, September nine,” Cherbykov reported.
To the obvious chagrin of every person in the combat information center. They all stared at Oberstev.
“Perhaps,” he said, “it is time to tell the world. The ships in the affected area should be warned.”
“I disagree, Comrade General,” Sodur said. “We have a great deal of time available to us, as yet. We will recover the reactor and neutralize it.”
The patrol ship’s captain cleared his throat and said, “I am not certain that you understand the difficulties involved, Colonel Sodur.”
“Our Navy has always vaunted its expertise,” Sodur countered.
“Our ability to make the recovery is not in question,” Leonid Talebov said, “but the amount of time in which to do it certainly is.”
“Then we should communicate with Chairman Yevgeni and listen to his recommendation.”
Oberstev was not the only one to stifle a sigh. They all knew what Yevgeni would say.
At most, they would have two days!
1630 HOURS LOCAL, HAWAII
The telephone rang in Overton’s room, jarring him from a nap that had been encouraged by three Mai Tais.
He rolled over on the bed, his bare back prickling from the stiff breeze pouring through the open French doors to the balcony, and grabbed at the phone.
“Wilson.”
“Ned, Will. I’ve got you a ride.”
“Plane to Midway?” Overton asked, hopeful.
“Nope. No boats available at Midway,” Nelson explained. “We managed to charter a cruiser out of Maui called the Oversight. Fitting, huh?”
Suspicious, Overton asked, “Who’s ‘weʼ?ˮ
“Well, it’s tough, finding boats that will go into the area. Expensive, too.”
“Come on, Ned.”
“Bunch of us got together, to share the cost.”
“Bunch of who?”
“Couple newspapers…”
There went his exclusive coverage.
“Couple radio stations … ”
And the immediacy.
“And three network camera teams.”
“Goddamn it!”
“Sorry, Will. You know how it is.”
Overton slammed the phone down.
1938 HOURS LOCAL, 32°56′ NORTH, 128°39′ WEST
Curtis Aaron was at the helm of the Queen of Liberty. Sometimes, he liked to take control.
The horizon ahead still carried the red hues of sundown, though the sun had disappeared some time before.
The seas were running smoothly, and the Queen, a sixty-foot wooden-hulled Chris-Craft that had been built in 1959, cut through them nicely.
Next to him on the flying bridge, under the canvas sun shield, Dawn Lengren studied the radar screen, her forehead pressed against the hood that protected the screen. She was wearing cut-off jeans and a skimpy halter top. Her leaning position gave him an instrument panel-lit view of her small cleavage, the shadows moving erotically over her skin. Aaron was aware of stirrings, and he was beginning to think about retiring for the night. Let someone else steer the barge for the next eight hours.
“Anything, Dawn?”
She sat back in the cushioned seat. “There’s lots out there, Curtis, but I can’t tell what’s what. They may be freighters and tankers.”
“We’re looking for a boat headed west.”
“I know that. I count seven on the thirty-mile scan. Look at it yourself.”
Aaron would not have known the difference himself. “No, I believe you. We’re bound to intersect them somewhere along the line.”
“Maybe Jacobs knows where he’s going,” Lengren said, implying that Aaron did not know.
He turned his head and looked aft on the right side. A half-mile away, the Arienne, a Greenpeace boat, was showing her running lights. No matter how Jacobs might snub Aaron from time to time, he had certainly been quick to follow him out of Santa Monica.
“I doubt it, Dawn. He’s keying on us.”
“Yeah, but … ”
Her voice was drowned out by the abrupt high-pitched roar of engines.
Aaron almost ducked.
A four-engined airplane shot overhead, headed west. Aaron would swear that it was less than a thousand feet above the water.
“Dumb bastard,” Dawn said.
1941 HOURS LOCAL, 32°56′ NORTH, 128°40′ WEST
The inside of the Navy C-130 Hercules was spartan. Wiring and hydraulic conduits snaked along the ceiling and fuselage walls. There were rattles, metal against metal. The rollers in the floor chittered. The four Alison turboprops roared throatily, dissuading attempts at conversation.
Brande sat in one of the pull-down, canvas seats against the left side of the cavernous cargo bay. He wore a set of headphones that diminished the noise of the engines and let him listen in on the intercom chatter of the crew and the radio dialogue of the pilots.
In front of him, centered in the bay, were Turtle and Gargantua. The smaller robot was aft, and both rested on wooden pallets. The floor and the aft, lowerable ramp were made up of aluminum rollers, and the pallets were locked in place by nylon tie-downs. Since they did not have any windows, the cargo master had lowered the ramp while in flight in order to give them a view, but the view was of an endless blue sea. The twilight had deepened into grayish gloom, and the sea looked like darkened concrete. Brande figured the surface was just about as hard as concrete.
Strapped around the perimeter of both ROVs was a heavy-duty polyvinyl sac which, with any luck at all, would be inflated by C02 cartridges at the proper time.
Brande was dressed in a dark blue wetsuit which had the MVU logo embossed above his left breast. On the canvas seat beside him was a battered white helmet that the Navy apparently did not mind losing since they had lent it to him with no proviso for its return. He was strapped into a deflated Mae West and main and reserve parachutes for which the Navy would probably bill him. His civilian clothes were packed into a small waterproof bag hooked to his belt.
Over the headset, he heard one of the pilots make a call, obviously on the marine band. “Orion. This is Baker Two Two.”
“Baker Two Two, Orion. I think we see your lights. The voice was female, and Brande thought it belonged to Connie Alvarez-Sorenson.
“I’ll blink them for you, if you do the same for me. We’re at nine-five-zero feet.”
“Show me yours, and I’ll show you mine,” she said and, after a moment, noted, “I’ve got you.”
“And I’ve got you,” the pilot said. Off the air, and on the intercom, he added, “I wish.”
“She’s married, Lieutenant,” Brande said.
“Always my kind of luck, Mr. Brande. I’m going to make a wide three-sixty, and then we’ll come in directly over the ship. Ejection will be a mile ahead of her. You’ll get greens in about six minutes.”
“Fine by me,” Brande said. “Thanks for the ride, Lieutenant.”
“Good luck, sir.”
Brande released his lap belt and stood up. He exchanged the headset for the helmet, pulled it on, and tightened the chin strap. He bent over and struggled with his flippers, finally slipping the straps behind his heels.
He felt bulky and clumsy in the parachute harness and life vest.
As the plane went into a shallow bank, the cargo master made a trip around each of the ROVs, releasing all but one restraining line.
“Need any help, sir?” he asked Brande.
“I think I can hobble my way out, Chief.”
Lifting his feet high to clear the swim fins, Brande worked his way back to the ramp. When the chief petty officer lowered it to slightly below level, he stepped out onto it, walked halfway out, and waited, hanging onto the hatchway jamb with a firm grip.
The windstream whipped at the mass of his gear and stung his eyes.
Peering out, he could see the lights of several ships behind, to the east. The sea was almost dark now, the altitude deceptive. It was going to be a short fall, and he was not going to have time for sightseeing, anyway.
Looking back, he saw that the cargo master had turned on the white strobe lights attached to the top of each ROV. His eyes had become accustomed to the softly red-lit interior of the bay, and each flash of the strobes felt like fire. Brande checked to make sure his six-celled flashlight was strapped tightly to his harness.
Pulling the Plexiglas visor down, he looked up at the jump lights.
The red was on.
He shifted his head and returned to staring out the back of the aircraft.
The red and green running lights of Orion passed directly below.
The jump lights went green.
The cargo master released the restraint on Turtle as the nose of the C-130 tilted upward.
Turtle rolled backward on the floor rollers, hesitated crossing onto the ramp, rolled some more, went past Brande, and dropped off the end of the ramp.
The static line connected to the overhead cable in the cargo compartment went taut, then slackened and streamed out behind the Hercules.
Seconds later, Brande saw the white mushroom bloom in the night, below and behind them. The locator strobe light winked at him. He could not see whether or not the inflatable pods deployed.
He crossed his fingers.
Gargantua began lumbering down the incline. Brande could feel the vibration through his feet as the 3,000-pound monster crossed the ramp, passing within two feet of him.
Plunged off the end.
Static line jerked straight.
Brande gave the sergeant a thumbs-up, and the man signaled an okay with his thumb and forefinger.
Brande released his grip on the doorjamb, took five giant steps, and fell off the end of the ramp.
The windstream flattened him immediately, he counted to two, and pulled the ripcord.
The roar of the aircraft engines diminished as the drogue chute streamed out of the pack with a whistle, then jerked the canopy after it.
He began to come upright with the drag of the drogue chute, and when the canopy popped and filled with air, he was ready for the abrupt slowing in his descent.
Reaching upward, he fumbled in the dark for the steering handles, found them, and got a grip on them with both of his hands.
Ahead, he could see the lights of the vessel, the single parachute supporting Turtle, and the three canopies clustered above Gargantua. Since he was above them, he did not have a direct view of the strobe lights. The canopies illuminated with each pulse of the strobe.
Brande tugged his right steering handle, side-slipped to the right, then added pressure to the left handle, picking up forward speed, closing in on Gargantua.
When he was fifty feet away, and saw that the tubing around the ROV had inflated, he eased up on the handles and tried to determine his altitude.
He could not do it.
The darkness of the sea kept that secret.
Turtle splashed down.
Brande braced himself.
Gargantua tapped a few wave tops before settling into the water, raising spigots of white water.
Brande saw the potential for slamming himself into the ROV, dumped air from the chute, and crashed into the surface a little harder than he had planned.
He went deep under, tumbling a bit as he slowed. The water was mildly cool on his face, and felt saline fresh. He pulled the flashlight loose, slapped the quick-release buckle on the harness, then pulled the cord on the Mae West. He resisted struggling with the harness and methodically worked his way out of it.
As the vest filled, he began to rise, aided by strong kicks with the fins. When his head cleared the surface, he took a deep breath and shook his head. The water drained from his hair. He felt good and was halfway sorry he had not jumped from a higher altitude. Almost three years had passed by since his last parachute jump.
Gargantua was less than twenty feet away, riding low in the water, rising and falling on three-foot seas. His strobe light made him think of ambulances, and he was happy he did not have to call for one.
His own parachute was collapsed behind him, floating on the sea. There were a couple million more stars in the clear sky than in the skies over San Diego. Venus was bright.
Brande rolled onto his stomach and swam until he reached the ROV and got a grip on one of the lines holding the inflation pod in place. Releasing the chin strap, he slipped the helmet off and let it go to the bottom. Someday, some salvage diver might find it and spend two or three weeks looking for the rest of the wreckage.
Reaching under the water, Brande got a thumb under one, then the other, of the fin straps and pushed them off his feet. He tossed the fins on top of the flotation pod, then using the retaining line, pulled himself out of the water. Gargantua heeled sharply as a wave went under her. He stood up and released the parachute rigging, then leaned against the ROV while waiting for the Orion to close on him.
She was coming hard, not backing off the throttles until she was a quarter-mile away.
As she slowed and came alongside, searchlights flared. Do-key yelled down at him from the main deck, “Nice of you to drop in, Chief!”
“I had a free weekend,” Brande called back.
The port side of the research vessel eased up against the flotation pod, and Brande caught the crane cable Dokey swung toward him, slipped the hook under Gargantua’s lift ring, and stood back as the winch groaned and the cable tautened.
Turtle’s strobe light was beating about fifty yards away, and Brande shoved the flashlight inside his belt, pulled his fins on, then dove back into the sea, surfaced, and used a strong crawl to swim toward her.
By the time he reached the robot and looked back, Gargantua was in the air, causing the Orion to heel a trifle. The vessel came around, heading toward him, as the big ROV was settled slowly to the deck next to DepthFinder and tied down.
Brande released the parachute rigging and sat on Turtle’s back as she was raised from the sea and then lowered to the deck to the right of the submersible, behind Atlas. When she was in place, Brande released the cable of the starboard crane, then slid off to the deck.
Most of the crew was in attendance, as were Dokey, Otsuka, Emry and Dankelov. Brande released his unweighted weight belt and freed the pouch containing his clothes. He unclipped the Mae West and shrugged out of it.
“Coffee’s on,” Dokey told him. He was wearing a T-shirt depicting an artistic shark with beret and palette and brush and easel, painting a picture of a porpoise. Brande assumed the porpoise was nude. It was difficult to tell the difference between formal and casual porpoise wardrobes.
“Let’s get some of it,” Brande said.
They went forward and entered the superstructure by a side door. Halfway across the cross-corridor, Brande turned into the wardroom.
Sorenson, Mayberry, Roskens, Polodka and Thomas had three tables pulled together, mugs, coffeepots and plates of Danish scattered across them.
The chatter was lively, similar to that on the start of many expeditions they had all undertaken. Underlying the dialogue this time, though, was an undercurrent of tension. Then, too, while there had been many expeditions in seven years, this was the first time all of them had shipped together on a single outing.
Brande went into the galley, stripped out of his wet suit, and pulled on jeans and a sweatshirt. He carried his running shoes and socks back into the wardroom, sat down, and pulled them on.
“How we doing, Mel?”
The captain said, “We’re five hundred and ninety nautical miles out of San Diego, Dane. On course, and flying.”
That was about 300 nautical miles more — over ten hours — than they would have been if the Orion had detoured to Harbor One to retrieve the robots.
The thrum of the diesels could be felt in the steel deck, despite the carpeting.
The television set in one corner of the wardroom was tuned to CNN, with the sound off and Bernard Shaw mute, capturing the signal with a satellite antenna.
Brande reached out for a coffeepot and poured a mug full. He asked, “Anything new on the tube?”
“The White House confirmed that the rocket carried a nuclear reactor,” Thomas said. “I think they’re trying to contain all the rumors that are flying around.”
“Did they downplay it?”
“What else?” she said. “Indirectly, anyway. The spokesman offered a comparison between the Topaz’s estimated fifteen megawatts and San Onofre in California at over eleven hundred megawatts”
“Also,” Larry Emry added, “about ten thousand college kids breached the CIS Embassy in Tokyo. The Japanese Defense Forces retrieved the embassy personnel in the nick of time by helicopter. The last we heard, something similar is happening in Seoul.”
“Ten thousand?”
“Somebody may be exaggerating. Then again, maybe not. There’s a little hysteria in the air.”
Brande recalled images of the Saigon Embassy in 1975, with choppers lifting off the roof. He could not help but think that the Russians deserved having their turn, too.
“I guess I’m going to worry about only the things over which I might have some control,” he said. “Kim, did you talk to your consulate?”
She nodded, her dark, shining hair reflecting the overhead lights. “Yes, Dane. They were not extremely happy, but they acquiesced.”
‘Valeri? Svetlana?”
Dankelov, as moody, as deep in thought as ever, only bobbed his head in affirmation.
Under the harsh lights of the wardroom, Polodka’s face appeared flushed. She said, “We offered our services, but apparently they were not needed. I was assured that CIS naval forces have everything well in hand.”
Dankelov looked over at her, but quite impassively. Brande wondered what was going on between the two of them now. He knew there had been a short-lived affair, and he had hoped at the time that it would blossom for them. It had not, and it had not affected their work, but he was certain there was some strain between them.
“All right, then. I guess we’re a team again. Larry, you’re in charge of exploration. What are we going to do when we get there?”
Emry wiped a trace of coffee from his mustache, then leaned forward in his chair and put his arms on the table. “I’ve installed our best oceanographic maps of the area back in the lab. Bob and I have been going over what’s known about the depths and the temperatures and calculating our sonar coverage at various depths. We should have final figures in the morning, which we’ll double-check with the Navy, and then I’ll lay out a search grid on top of the map. After we have some consensus, we’ll put it up on the computer.”
“Starting where, Larry?”
“I calculated a trajectory for the rocket, Dane. Knowing that it was at ninety thousand feet when it went over Tokyo helps to define its attitude when it hit the sea. All stages were apparently still attached, including the offset booster rockets. Anything could have happened immediately after it splashed down, and I suspect that it broke up. Still, my best guess is that it was nose down at about one hundred ten degrees from the vertical. It went in at one-seventy-six degrees, ten minutes, twenty-three seconds east, and my first judgment is that it drifted east as it sank. We’ll start there and work our way eastward first. Our north and south legs will get longer as we go east, anticipating that the wreckage could have veered farther north or south the farther east it went. Tomorrow, I’ll tell you how far apart our legs will be.”
Brande knew the problems involved. Robert Ballard found the Titanic some twelve nautical miles from her last reported position before she went down, and that was in water depths of 13,000 feet. Poorly reported navigational positions, wind and water currents all contributed to the fact that she lay undiscovered for seventy-three years.
“We’ll have to fly sonar from the DepthFinder,” Brande said.
“Oh, I think so, with those depths,” Emry agreed.
“I’ll make up crew lists and work shifts,” Brande said. “Let’s all get a good night’s sleep, and crank off in the morning. Okey, Valeri, Svetlana and Kim, your first priority is going to be Gargantua. If we don’t have an operable robot, it won’t much matter whether or not we find the Topaz.”
The team members finished their coffee and stood, drifting from the wardroom. Dokey said, “You lucked out, Chief. You’re rooming with me in Cabin A.”
“I’ll try not to feel honored, Okey.”
Thomas stayed at the table across from him and waited until the others had departed. She had a fresh tinge of sun on her normally pale skin, and her platinum hair was windblown. Despite her long day, she looked as fresh as the sea had felt to Brande when he parachuted into it.
“Bad news,” she said.
“I don’t want to hear it.” He grinned. “You’re the president. You deal with it.”
“You’re chairman. You need to know.”
“Tell me.”
“Jim Word called. They ran out of debris field.”
“Already?”
“Already. He and George Dawson recovered fourteen ingots, one cannon barrel, six goblets, and two plates. That’s it.”
“Damn, Rae. That won’t go far, will it?”
“No.”
“There must be some good news,” he suggested.
“On some of the ingots, they’ve got numbers, and they’ve got the name of a manufacturer on the cannon barrel.”
“So we can check the Spanish archives and maybe determine the ship that carried them.”
“End of the good news,” she said.
“Well, we know the rest of the ship must be in the same area.”
“East, west, north, or south?” she asked.
“One of those.”
“Are we going to waste time looking?” Thomas put her emphasis on wasting time.
“Your decision,” he said. He ached to make it himself, but knew he would opt for wasting time. And money.
“Really?”
“It’s what you wanted. I’m doing my damnedest to stay out of your hair.”
“It hasn’t even been a full day yet,” she said.
“See how good Iʼve been?”
Thomas shook her head from side to side. “I don’t know if this is going to work out.”
“Sure it will.”
“I mean, I don’t know if the company is going to survive, assuming the chief personnel survive this escapade. You’re risking all of the prime principals, you know?”
“I know, Rae. I know. If it looks like we won’t make it, I’ll pull out.”
She studied his face for a very long moment, then asked, “Promise?”
“Cross my heart.” He did, with his forefinger. “My grandma taught me that”
“I’d like to have met your grandma.”
“You’d have loved her”
“I’d have told her about some of the things she missed in rearing you.”
Brande smiled. “What things?”
“Another time, Dane. How much cash will we realize from Dawson?”
“Maybe a million-one.”
“I had hoped for more.”
“In this business, it’s hope that carries you forward, Rae. But you can’t hope for too much, either.”
She gave him a strange look. “Don’t preach, Dane. I’m well aware of that.”
1845 HOURS LOCAL, 22°21′ NORTH, 173°51′ WEST
The Los Angeles had been running at a depth of sixty feet, her antennas deployed, so she could exchange messages with CINCPAC and the Kane.
As she returned to a hundred feet of depth, Cmdr. Alfred Taylor left the control center and went aft to the sonar room, located on the starboard side of the submarine, off the electronic warfare room.
Neil Garrison, the executive officer, was conferring with the chief sonarman, CPO Jim Tsosie. The sonar expert was a full-blooded Navajo with hearing that could distinguish between a pin or a needle dropped on a linoleum floor, or close to it.
The sonar room was crammed with a sophisticated computer used to analyze sounds and frequencies picked up by the submarine’s sensors. The waterfall display, a video screen mounted on one bulkhead, provided visual evidence — bright lines and dots — of bearings to potential targets.
At the moment, the screen displayed six targets.
“What have we got, Chief?” Taylor asked.
“The Philadelphia is closest, Skipper. She’s running parallel to us at five thousand yards, and the blade count says she’s doing thirty-one knots.”
Taylor would never have inquired into Tsosie’s accuracy. If he did not recognize it, the computer’s data banks could match the distinctive propeller signatures of thousands of friendly and hostile craft.
“Farther to the north, and thirty nautical miles behind us, are the Kane and the Bartlett. With the speed these ships are making, Skipper, no one’s trying to hide a sound. It doesn’t make the reading a lot easier, of course, because of the noise we’re making ourselves.”
“What about the other three targets?”
“I have not identified them specifically, sir. To the south, that one has to be a supertanker. She’s on a heading for Japan. To the west, those are smaller boats, both twin props. They’re probably yachts of some kind, and they’re falling into our track”
“Thanks, Chief. Neil?”
“It looks as if we’re going to have a lot of company on-site, Captain.”
“CINCPAC says there’s some forty private vessels in the area or on the way to it. Chief, one of the first things you’ll need to do, once we get there, is identify the nonessential vessels, so you can squelch them out.”
“Aye aye, Skipper.”
“Also, Neil, the Kane will be the operation commander.”
“Do we know the captain?” Garrison asked.
“John Cartwright. His background is in oceanographic research, so he should be helpful.”
Taylor passed one of his messages to Garrison. “Then, it seems that CINCPAC is gathering a whole bunch of experts. This is the search grid they’ve laid out for us. I want you to plot it so we can get familiar with it.”
“Are the Philadelphia and the Houston getting the same stuff?”
“They’ll be getting similar instructions as they surface to receive them. At 2400 hours, we’re scheduled to make contact with them to establish coordination.”
Garrison grinned. “Did you ever try to coordinate an orgy, Skipper?”
Taylor grinned back. “It’s getting worse. There’s a CIS patrol ship with a submersible on the way, as well as a Japanese research vessel.”
The executive officer glanced at his watch. “Eighteen hours to go, Skipper. Then it gets confused.”
“The Russians will get there first,” Taylor said. “It may be all over in eighteen hours.”
“You a betting man?” Garrison asked.
1920 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′2″ NORTH, 176°9′59″ EAST
“All stop,” Captain Mikhail Gurevenich said. He had decided to surface slowly by pumping out water ballast rather than driving up on the diving planes. There were too many surface vessels present.
“All stop,” echoed the seaman manning the engine room telegraph.
The captain felt the Winter Storm go sluggish as she lost headway. The silence seemed intense after so many hours at top speeds. When the speed log displayed five knots, he ordered, “Come to the surface, Lieutenant Mostovets.”
“Blowing ballast, Captain.”
The lines and tanks hissed as compressed air forced water from the ballast tanks, located between the pressure and outer hulls and in the bow.
“Control Center, Sonar.”
Gurevenich leaned toward the communications panel on the bulkhead next to him and depressed the intercom button. “Control Center.”
“I now have thirty-one contacts within five kilometers, all around us,” Sonarman Paramanov said, “The closest is fifty meters off the port bow.”
“Identifications?”
“I estimate that they are primarily civilian vessels, Captain. The U.S. naval frigate Bronstein has been computer-identified. It is at one-one-thousand meters, bearing one-three-seven. There is a gunboat of the Antelope class a thousand meters beyond the frigate.”
“Thank you.” Gurevenich released the button.
He wanted to bring up the periscope and scan the seas around him first, but that would only delay matters.
The deck took on a bow-up slant as the submarine rose toward the surface.
“Twenty meters depth and rising,” the planesman called out in a flat tone.
Gurevenich crossed to the conning tower ladder and began to climb it, Mostovets following behind him. The junior officer aboard, Lieutenant Kazakov, trailed along. He was earnest, but slow to learn, and he always seemed to be underfoot.
As he reached the hatch, the sail broke the surface, and through the twin skins of the submarine, he heard the seawater cascading from the tower, crashing to the sea and the emerging hull.
He waited a few moments, spun the wheel to undog the door, then pushed hard. The hatch swung open, and salty water spilled down, splashing his shoulders, leaving dark, wet patterns on his uniform blouse.
Scrambling up the final rungs of the ladder, Gurevenich emerged into the bridge area of the sail. He stood upright, his head above the sail, breathed deeply of the salty air, and made a full turn as he scanned the seas around him.
“Unbelievable,” Mostovets said as he climbed from the hull and joined the captain.
The skies were dark, with a towering cloud bank blotting out the stars to the northeast. The seas were relatively smooth, with two-to three-foot swells. Wavelets crashed whitely on the hull.
But all around them were the red and green running lights, along with a few white anchor lights, of a mishmash of vessels. The nearest ship, off the port bow, appeared to be an interisland ferry, perhaps seventy meters in length. The porthole lights were lit in neat rows. Dozens of people strolled the side decks and leaned against the railings, staring outward at…what?
Gurevenich had never surfaced his submarine at sea among so many vessels before. It seemed dangerous for a craft that relied on stealth.
“Conning tower lights, Lieutenant.”
“Lights, Captain?”
“As I said.”
Mostovets gave the order, and the exterior conning tower lights came on, clearly illuminating the red star painted on the side of the sail.
Mikhail Gurevenich wanted these stragglers and gawkers to know that there was a CIS presence in the area. He did not quite know how to tell them that he would brook no interference in the performance of his duties.
The people aboard the ferry saw his lights and began pointing, more people running around the decks to gather on the nearest side, the starboard side, of the ship.
They began yelling at him.
Gurevenich’s English was not good, but he could distinguish some of the words, epithets.
“Bastards…planet-rapers…motherfuckers…pigs … assholes…”
Some of the people yelled in languages he could not fathom. Perhaps Oriental.
“What is it? What are they saying, Captain?”
“I believe they do not like us, Lieutenant Mostovets.”
“What? Why is that, Captain?”
Gurevenich knew the reasons, but he was forbidden to tell even his officers.
The ferry’s propellers went into reverse, and it began to back slowly in a wide circle, bringing the bow abeam of the submarine.
Around them, other watercraft, ranging from small cruisers to fishing trawlers and tramp freighters, began to converge on the Winter Storm,
“What are they doing?” Mostovets asked, his alarm clear in his voice. “They would not ram us?”
In a hundred million years, Gurevenich would not have even considered that possibility.
Now, he was not so certain.
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Chapter Nine

0120 HOURS LOCAL, PEARL HARBOR NAVAL BASE, HAWAII
Avery Hampstead was awakened by the night-duty officer’s banging on the door to his borrowed room in the bachelor officers’ quarters.
“Cut it out, goddamn it!”
“Sorry, sir. You’re wanted at the operations center immediately.”
Hampstead sighed. “Coming, coming.”
His schedule of sleep, normally cut-and-dried, had been so disrupted in the past days that, in addition to the time-zone slippage from Washington, his body did not know whether it was up or down, or should be up or down.
He crawled out of the narrow bed and stood naked on the carpet. The window was open, and a stiff, cool breeze puckered his skin.
Not having planned this trip to paradise, Hampstead had arrived without luggage. Admiral Potter’s aide had gone to the base exchange and purchased toiletries, underwear, and white cotton shirts for him. He noted a few wrinkles in his suit pants as he pulled them on, and he was getting damned tired of the striped maroon tie.
Crossing to the attached bathroom, he checked his face in the mirror. He could not remember when he had last shaved, but apparently just before he had crashed into bed. He decided to let it go.
He tied his tie leaving the room, walked the short corridor to the front door, and let himself out into the night. He felt like he was sneaking out of his frat house.
The three-block walk to the operations center was pleasant. The breeze caused the fronds of the palm trees to rustle. The grass bordering the concrete sidewalk had been recently mowed, and the aroma took him back a couple decades. The scent of exotic flowers — frangipani? Hibiscus? — was also riding the zepher.
Inside the operations center, not much had changed since he had left four hours before. Commander Evans was back as the watch commander. Admiral Potter was gone, properly abed, Hampstead assumed.
Four of the nuclear experts who had arrived late yesterday afternoon were drawn into a tight circle at a small table stuck out of the way in one corner. They all appeared sober and serious. Harlan Ackerman, a stocky, unkempt man with wire-rimmed glasses, shaggy beige hair, and sagging jowls, was the Nuclear Regulatory Commission representative, and he seemed to be dominating the conversation.
Hampstead took a quick look at the plotting board which seemed to be moving in slow motion then crossed the room to where Commander Evans was talking to a technician.
As soon as Evans saw him, he broke off his dialogue with the technician.
“Mr. Hampstead, thank you for coming over.”
“What’s up, Commander?”
“We’ve had a bit of a fracas, sir. Over in the area of operations.”
“Fracas?”
“A CIS sub — probably the Winter Storm — surfaced, and several civilian boats tried to ram it.”
“Jesus!” Hampstead thought Evans’s “bit of a fracas” was very British. “Did they succeed?”
“We’ve been trying to straighten out the reports, all of which we’ve picked up from civilian radio transmissions on marine frequencies. The aerial surveillance was dropped as soon as night fell, and our ships patrolling the region were some distance away.”
Hampstead waited, patiently, he thought.
“The sub surfaced sometime after eight o’clock … ”
“Last night!”
“Yes, sir. Eight-twenty, our time, from what we can learn. At that time, an excursion boat and a trawler apparently attempted to ram her. We don’t think they were successful, though several passengers on the excursion boat claim to have felt hull contact.”
“Did they know who they were after, Commander?”
“I believe so, sir. The sub showed her lights. Several witnesses saw a red star on the sail.”
“You’ve notified the CNO?”
“Yes, sir, we have. But … this operation is a bit … chaotic. I don’t know what civilian agencies are involved, or are supposed to be involved, and I thought you’d better be informed.”
“Thank you, Commander.”
Hampstead turned back to the large conference table, plopped in a cushioned and castered chair, and picked up one of the telephones available. He told the operator to connect him with the Situation Room at the White House.
A few minutes passed before Unruh picked up on the other end.
“Avery?”
“Yes, Carl.”
“I was in the little boys’ room.”
“It’s allowed. Did you get the information on the CIS sub?”
“Yes. It was channeled here from the Pentagon. I think people are getting very scared, Avery.”
“So what’s happening?”
Unruh coughed. “What else? Committees. The State people are preparing alternative responses in case the CIS lodges a complaint. The Navy is trying to determine what ships were aggressive and whether or not the submarine was heavily damaged. Bob Balcon has asked a bunch of marine legal experts whether or not we could send in some battlewagons and clear out the area. I expect that opinion to come down any month now.”
“Aside from all of that crap,” Hampstead said, “we now know the Russians are on-site.”
“True. The CNO has sent out cautionary messages to ship commanders.”
“Is there any way we can monitor their progress? The Russians?” Hampstead asked.
“As of ten minutes ago, a decision had been reached to sow the area with sonobuoys, probably right after dawn. I don’t know if that decision will hold.”
Sonobuoys dropped from helicopters or aircraft were remote sonars, transmitting their findings to shipboard or aircraft receivers where computers kept track of the readings.
“We might be able to determine their search patterns Hampstead said. “That would help our subs when they reach the area.”
“Maybe. And maybe that reactor is too far down for the subs.”
“I’m inclined to agree with that position,” Hampstead said. “Do the Russians have more than one submarine on the scene?”
“Not that we know about yet. But if they don’t, I’d bet there’s more on the way.”
“No bet.”
“How about the nuclear people? They get there?”
“Yes. Yesterday afternoon.”
“Any insights?”
“None that I saw or heard when I met and talked to them,” Hampstead told him. He shifted his position at the table so he could see the confab in the corner. “They look very serious, though.”
“We might have some additional help for them in a little while.”
“What kind of help?”
“Some…assets inside Plesetsk have gotten a message out to the effect that there’s a computer-modeling program being run on the results of smashing a Topaz nuclear reactor into the ocean.”
“Damn. Details?”
“None yet. We’re trying.”
“Would it be any good, if we did get the information?”
Hampstead asked.
“The man in charge is Pyotr Piredenko. He’s Director of the Flight Data Computer Center, and our dossiers say he’s tops in the field. Anything we could get out of his shop would hold some credibility, I think.”
“All right, good. Is there anything we’ve talked about here that I shouldn’t pass on to Brande?”
“Hell, Avery, I’ve lost track of what’s secret or not. Tell him anything you think he should know.”
“Before, you told me to withhold some information, Carl.”
“Yeah, but it’s all out now, and he’s already made his decision.”
“I hope it wasn’t the decision to die,” Hampstead said.
0445 HOURS LOCAL, 32°33′ NORTH, 135°6′ WEST
Kim Otsuka was up early, as usual. Despite the fact that the Orion would be losing about an hour a day as she crossed time zones, Otsuka would not give up her discipline of rising at four-thirty. Her best work was done in the early morning.
She had dressed in jeans, a sweatshirt, and a windbreaker, then slipped out of the guest cabin she was sharing with Svetlana Polodka. Kenji Nagasaka was at the helm when she went through the bridge area, and she stopped to talk with him for a few minutes. He was twenty-two years old, with lanky black hair, and had a crush on her. He was a countryman, but other than that, they had nothing in common.
No one was tending the galley at that time of the morning, and she fried an egg for an egg sandwich, then carried it out to the narrow port-side deck to eat it.
Pink tendrils of dawn were creeping up the sky behind the ship. The wind was cold, and she zipped the windbreaker tight against her throat. The rushing whisper of the hull through the water was soothing.
Yellow light splashed on the side deck as the door opened behind her, and irritated at losing her privacy, Otsuka turned to see Dokey standing in the hatchway.
He stepped outside, letting the door close against his foot, so the wind would not slam it shut and wake others. He was wearing an older model sweatshirt featuring a teamster tuna in a “Caterpillar” baseball cap driving a canned people truck. He was holding two steaming mugs, and he handed one to her.
“Mornin’, Kimmie.”
“Thank you, Okey.”
She held the mug up and checked it against the light from the porthole in the door. It read, “Sit on my lap and well talk about…”
She turned the mug around. “… whatever comes up.”
“You have a dirty mind, Okey.”
He leaned against the rail beside her. “My mind’s all right. It’s normal. It’s all these people with subnormal, laundered minds that take the fun out of life.”
“You must build a robot that thinks the way you do.”
“I thought about it, but the trouble is, the damned thing would be programmed with my own fantasies. There’s no surprises there.”
Sipping from the mug, she felt the warmth course through her. It was good coffee, made with eggshells, and from the old-fashioned blue enamel pot that was kept hot twenty-four hours a day. Those who did not like it that way were welcome to decaffeinated instant coffee.
Otsuka leaned forward to put her elbows on the railing next to Dokey. They both stared down at the dark water swishing past the hull.
“I’m glad you came along with us, Kim.”
She laid a hand on his forearm. “It is better to be with my friends.”
“Damned right.”
He did not move his arm, but he did not place his free hand on top of her own, either. Despite Dokey’s aggressive banter and T-shirts and mugs, he was not really all that comfortable with women. She had noticed that about him.
She wondered what that robot, programmed with Dokey’s own fantasies, would actually…
“That’s it!” she cried.
“That’s what?”
“The problem.” She could visualize the thousands of lines of computer instructions, and she scanned them in her mind. “Your fantasies don’t work!”
Dokey stood upright. “They don’t?”
“No. And mine don’t, either. Not for Celebes. Come with me. Hurry!”
Otsuka led the way down the side deck, pulled open the door to the laboratory, and rushed inside.
“Okey, I need the S-twelve board.”
He knew what she meant. Stopping to grab a screwdriver and socket set from one of the workbenches, Dokey turned around and went back out to the port-side deck.
Otsuka walked back to the starboard corner of the lab. Five computer terminals were lined up there, each in its own small cubicle. The last machine was used primarily for programming ROMs, read-only-memory chips that were inserted into logic circuits. Some of the programming used with MVU’s robots was inserted into memory, or onto hard disk, after the robot’s computer was activated, particularly programming that was dedicated to a particular task. That was random access memory, and the programming instructions were lost each time the machine was shut down.
With Gargantua, as with the smaller robots, some instructions were permanently entered into chips, governing actions that were repetitive and not expected to change. The closure rate of the pincers, or fingers, for example. Or the degree-range of arc associated with an elbow movement, for another.
Otsuka turned on the last computer terminal and the one next to it. Shoving the extra chair out of the way and pulling the keyboards close together, she sat down and prepared to operate with both computers. Lifting the intercom handset hanging on the partition, she punched two numbers.
“Radio shack. This is Bucky.”
Bucky Sanders traded off watches with Paco Suarez. “Bucky, this is Kim. Please block other accesses to the satellite channel, and hook Terminal Four into it”
“You dialing into the IBM?” he asked. MVU had a leased IBM minicomputer isolated in its own room on the manufacturing floor in San Diego. It was utilized for the more massive programs, or for a higher calculation speed, when the stand alone computers were too small or too slow.
“Yes.”
“How long you going to be?” he asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe hours. Dane will approve it, if you ask him.”
“Nah. Consider it done.”
By the time she had both terminals up and had keyed her access codes into number four, connecting with the San Diego machine, Dokey was back, carrying a twelve-inch-square circuit board that was jammed with components. Without asking her what to do, he selected an adaptor from several different types stored in a drawer and plugged it into the board. Another adaptor cord connected the board to the programming terminal.
“I know what you’re after, Kim,” he said, pulling up a chair to sit next to her.
“Tell me,” she said as she tapped keys, accessed the board, and began to display the instructions stored in one of the circuit board’s chips.
“We programmed this thing the same way we programmed Atlas. That is, we thought in human terms when we wanted a certain hand movement. And it worked.”
“So what’s different with Gargantua?” she asked.
The long lines of programming instructions scrolled down the screen as she looked for the specific lines she wanted.
“Pressure sensors,” Dokey said. “Gargantua’s pincers have sensors to tell us, by digital readout, how many foot-pounds of pressure he’s applying when he grasps something. For humans, that’s an automatic signal to the brain. For Gargantua, we gave him what we thought would work.”
“What we thought would work for us,” she clarified.
The subsection of programming related to the pressure sensors — almost a thousand lines long — started to appear on the screen. Each line helped to tell the computer what to do when a sensor or other input, like digital impulses from the hand controllers, relayed information — what solenoids to move, and how far to move them.
To protect vital components, the computer also instructed Gargantua to shut down his arm-and-hand movements when he received conflicting instructions. And Gargantua had shut himself down on the first day of testing.
“You just mentioned the problem, Okey.”
“Of course I did. I’m right on top of this baby.”
Otsuka kept scrolling and kept quiet.
“What problem?” he finally asked.
“As operator of the remote controls, you like to see your readouts in something familiar, right?”
“Right,” he agreed, and after a second, added, “Oh, damn! Foot-pounds.”
“You’ve got it, big boy.”
“I’m reading foot-pounds, but Gargantua wants the metric equivalent.”
“We programmed all other movements in metric.”
“Damn, again.”
“See what your fantasies got you?” she asked.
0700 HOURS LOCAL, 32°35′ NORTH, 134°54′ WEST
“It must be the Orion,” Dawn Lengren said. She had gone right to the radar set after climbing out of the big bunk in the master’s stateroom. She was wearing fresh, though not ironed, cut-off jeans and a T-shirt with the black OCEANS FREE logo. The shirt was wrinkled pretty badly.
“Let’s hope so. We’ve been following the same blip for almost twelve hours,” Aaron told her.
Donny Edgeworth, who was taking his turn at the helm, said, “I haven’t been able to close on it. They haven’t changed heading or speed once.”
None of the six people aboard the Queen of Liberty were top-notch navigators, but with the Magnavox satnav set identifying their position for them, it was difficult to get too far lost. One or the other of them had been drawing lines and making marks on the chart down in the salon, using the information provided by the satellite navigation system, and the courses of both the Liberty and the ship they were pursuing were obviously headed for, at the minimum, the Hawaiian Islands. On paper, anyway.
The sun was low on the eastern horizon, lighting up the space under the canvas canopy erected over the flying bridge. Aaron thought it was going to get hot by noon. He could taste the aroma of bacon frying below. Julie Mecom was cooking this morning, and she always burned the bacon.
The Arienne was still with them, now a quarter-mile away on the starboard side. Aaron went to the half-height bulkhead at the side of the bridge and pulled a pair of binoculars from a clip. He focused them on the Greenpeace boat. It was a sixty-eight-foot Bertram, a few years old, but in terrific shape. She took the seas smoothly, and her white hull, with the green lettering, gleamed under the morning sun. Aaron wished he had the same resources that Greenpeace had. Contributions had dwindled to the point where it was difficult to provision and fuel the two Oceans Free boats, much less think about newer vessels.
There were two people on the Arienneʼs flying bridge, and another five gathered around a table on the stern deck, eating breakfast. Sun glints sparkled off glasses and silverware.
Mark Jacobs was holding court. He was a dark-skinned man, as much a result of his growing up in the south of France as from a deep-sea tan. His teeth were very white. Aaron had heard that he had attended the Sorbonne, studying international law, but he did not know for certain. He was probably close to forty years old, and he had been chasing around the Pacific for Greenpeace for at least ten years.
Aaron pushed the binoculars back in the clip and went forward to slap Dawn lightly on the buttocks.
“Let me sit there for a while.”
She gave him a grimace in response and moved from in front of the cushioned passenger seat. Aaron sat down and picked up the microphone for the VHF set. The readout on the face of the set displayed channel 16, the emergency channel, which they had been monitoring, but which had been mostly inactive. He pressed the keypad and watched the readout until it read 22, the channel that he knew Arienne monitored.
Pulling the microphone close to his lips, Aaron said, “Arienne, this is Liberty.”
Someone answered the call right away, then went to get Jacobs.
A minute later, Jacobs said, “Yes, Curtis?”
They had been on a first-name basis since the time Aaron had been a member of Greenpeace, until two years before.
“I’m glad you’re coming along with us on this,” Aaron told him.
“I do not know that our presence will mean much, after the fact,” the Greenpeace leader said. “We prefer to make our point before it is necessary.”
“You think that it’s a lost cause, Mark?”
“I do not have all of the facts available, of course, but the prognosis is not good. In those waters, a successful recovery is not likely to be achieved. Not with the time available.”
“Time? What time?”
“It was on the news this morning. On the CNN station. Someone in the Pentagon leaked the information that the reactor will become supercritical on September tenth.”
Aaron was shocked. Until just then, the whole episode had seemed rather academic, another problem to debate with the powers-that-be. He had not thought that the damned thing would actually blow up.
For lack of anything better to say, Aaron said, “Maybe that’s what Mother Nature intends for us.”
“That is stupid, Curtis. Very stupid.” Jacobs cut off his transmission.
Donny Edgeworth, who had overheard the conversation, fidgeted with the wheel, causing the cruiser to dip left and right. “Maybe we ought to turn back, Curtis.”
“And let Jacobs steal the show? No way, Donny.”
1325 HOURS LOCAL, 32°29′ NORTH, 139°12′ WEST
Almost everyone was back in the laboratory, debugging computer programs, calibrating instruments, and running systems checks for the nth time. In the wardroom, it was relatively peaceful.
Connie Alvarez-Sorenson, a dusky and beautiful miniature with a vocabulary that could match any seaman’s, was eating a grilled cheese sandwich and talking to Frank Vogl, the Orion’s chief and only engineer. It was he who kept the research vessel’s mechanical systems and diesel engines running flawlessly.
Thomas had taken a table out of the mainstream, spread her paperwork and vinyl folders and notebooks over it, and fortified herself with a mug and an insulated pot of coffee.
The ship was encountering long swells. It rose and fell almost imperceptibly. It was a lulling movement, encouraging a nap, rather than administrative tasks.
The stack of paper was horrendous, even though some of it was organized into binders. Thomas would have preferred working on one of the computer terminals in the laboratory, but she needed data stored on the minicomputer in San Diego, and Kim was using the dedicated satellite channel for communications with the mini.
She had gone through all of the binders, which contained primarily the contracts entered into between MVU and private companies, the federal government and universities. She had filled the better part of a legal-sized yellow pad with her notes. Except for some details, she thought she was ready for action.
Brande came through the door, went on into the galley, and when he came back with a roast beef sandwich obscenely leaking ketchup, and a mug of coffee, she said, “Dane.”
He grinned at her. “My grandma…”
“I know. Sit down a minute, will you? You’ve been on the go all day.”
He plopped in the chair on her right. “Did you sleep all right? Your eyes look a little droopy.”
Whenever had he noticed her eyes before?
“Ingrid snores,” she said. “Did you know that?”
“No”
“I kept waking up.”
“You want a different roommate?”
“I’ll survive. Look, I’ve got some things we need to talk about.” She pulled her notepad close and leafed through the yellow pages, looking for the items she had starred as priorities.
“Shoot.” He took a bite out of his sandwich.
“First…”
“What did you decide about George Dawson’s project?” he interrupted.
Thomas sighed. “I sent Jim Word a telex, telling him to put another ten days into it.”
Brande smiled. “Wonderful. You’re going to work out better than I thought.”
“What did you think?”
“I was teasing you. I’ve had faith from Day One.”
“This is only Day Two,” she said.
“And you’re doing well.”
“Dawson gets no more than ten days.”
“All right.”
“Some people you and I both know have put ten years into looking for one wreck.”
“I know.”
“Ten days.”
“I agree.”
“Okay.” She tapped her forefinger under the first star on her notepad. “Did you know we’ve got people working for us without a contract? In fact, I find only seventeen personnel contracts.”
“Well, yeah. That’s just kind of how it worked out over time.”
“Oral contracts.”
“Yes. Some people just happened to be available when previous projects were completed or petered out, and I encouraged them to stay on.”
“That has to change. The company needs something more solid, and our employees are entitled to know what the conditions of employment are. Medical and life insurance and retirement benefits, all of it.”
“The payroll service takes care of those details,” he told her. “Do you know how much we’re paying that service?”
“Not exactly.”
“Do you know what medical and dental plans we offer?”
“Not exactly.”
“We need a personnel officer.”
“Personnel officers cost money, Rae. You don’t like to spend money”
“It might be cheaper than the service. Do you realize we don’t have any secretaries?”
“Well, everyone does their own typing and telephoning. That’s a savings, isn’t it?”
Thomas shook her head. “You’ve got all of this stuck away in your mind somewhere, don’t you?”
“More or less.”
“We put a lot of dollars into professional expertise. How much of their expensive time is being devoted to routine clerical duties?”
“That’s a point,” Brande admitted. “I’ve already been thinking about the things I can do, now that you’ve lifted this load off me.”
“And that’s another thing. I’m going to have to give up Harbor One.”
“Do you want to?” he asked.
That was one of the tough questions. When she thought about how much of herself she had put into the development, how much she loved seeing it come to life, she waffled.
“I don’t know.”
“I almost promoted Andy Colgate to Harbor One director. Then I remembered that it’s your decision.”
He was grinning again.
“You’re enjoying the hell out of this,” she accused.
“I am.ˮ
She set her mouth in what she hoped was a grim line and went to the next starred item. “The workboats.”
“I’m glad you reminded me. We need to up the budget a little there. Those guys don’t have enough to eat.”
She ignored that statement and said, “Now that the heavy transport requirements are over for Harbor One and Ocean Deep, we don’t need all three boats. The Mighty Moose is the oldest, and I think we should sell it.”
“Bull Kontas is over seventy years old, Rae. Where’s he going to find another job?”
“Oh, shit!”
1145 HOURS LOCAL, 26°16′ NORTH, 178°16′ EAST
Cmdr. Alfred Taylor stood on the bridge, within the sail of the Los Angeles, as she cruised on the surface at twenty knots. He drank in the cool briny air, which tasted tainted and fresh at the same time, a refreshing change from the manufactured atmosphere of the submarine.
The sea washed over the bow of the sub, miniature rainbows reflected in the white spume.
On his right, steaming on a parallel course a hundred yards away was the Philadelphia. Every once in a while, her captain and her executive officer would look over at Taylor and Garrison and grin. The grins were a little strained.
They were moving on the surface at reduced speed in order to give the Kane a chance to catch up with them. Their sister submarine, the Houston, had checked in by radio, but she was forty miles to the north and would rendezvous with the research ship later.
“We’re going to have some heavy weather in a couple days,” Garrison said.
“Intuition, Neil?”
“Met report. It won’t bother us, but it might play havoc with any surface ships.”
“Especially with research vessels deploying submersibles, you mean?”
“Especially those,” Garrison said.
Six minutes later, Garrison swung his binoculars astern, then steadied them with his elbows on the coaming of the sail. “We’ve got a ship bow-up on the horizon, Skipper.”
“Kane’s doing pretty well for an old lady,” Taylor said.
“I’ll have the dinghy put over,” Garrison said.
Forty minutes after that, Taylor left his boat and was transferred to the Kane by a sailor manning the fifty-horsepower outboard Johnson.
He and Cmdr. H.E. Elliot of the Philadelphia met with the research vessel’s captain in the wardroom, accepting mugs of hot coffee.
Capt. John Cartwright was almost sixty years old. His hair was struggling to hang onto an umber tint, but the gray was creeping in from his temples. With his aristocratic nose, straight-set lips and high forehead, he had a classical appearance.
Cartwright tossed his uniform cap at a sideboard. “Sit, gentlemen.”
They both found cushioned chairs around the green felt-covered table.
“If I were adamant about military protocol and courtesy,” Cartwright said, Iʼd have been a commodore some time ago. Iʼm not. Iʼm more interested in what I can find in the ocean depths, and so are the people I work with. So, if you find us less than formal, and care about it, you’re out of luck.”
Taylor grinned at him. “It won’t bother me, sir.”
“John.”
“Al.”
“And I was christened Huckleberry,” Elliot said.
“You’re shitting me,” Cartwright said.
“No. It’s got to be Huck.”
“All right, Al and Huck, we’ve got work to do. I’ve had a few dozen messages from CINCPAC, apparently put together by a bunch of experts looking over the admiral’s shoulder. And I have a strongly recommended course of action to follow. Tell me what you think of it.”
Cartwright spread a large chart on the table. Drawn on it was a grid of lines.
Taylor took one look, compared it to the mental picture he had of the pattern he and Garrison had worked out, and said, “Not much.”
“Me, either,” Elliot said. “My exec and I made some preliminary plans that don’t match that at all.”
Cartwright rolled the chart and tossed it to one side. “Scratch that, then.”
He unrolled a fresh chart and Taylor and Elliot helped flatten it with ashtrays and coffee mugs.
“Okay,” Cartwright said. “First. You know the Russians are already on the scene?”
“News to me,” Taylor said.
“Their first sub got there last night. SSN named the Winter Storm, commanded by Captain Mikhail Gurevenich. He’s a capable man. A short time later, the Tashkent showed up. It’s also an SSN, and the boss man is Boris Verhenski. His dossier, according to Navy Intelligence, says he’s been a fast mover through the ranks and he’s ambitious. One of our recon planes got photos of the two subs meeting on the surface.” Cartwright told them about the eminent arrivals of the rocket cruisers Kirov, and Kynda, and the patrol ship Olʼyantsev.
“That’s them,” Elliot said. “Are we us?”
“Yes, except for the Bronstein and the Antelope which are already in place. They’re trying to be policemen without the authority to police. We’ve also got a private research vessel on the way, the Orion, but it’s a few days out. I doubt that they’re going to be here in time for much search activity. It’d be nice if we could point them in the right direction.”
Cartwright outlined the problems posed by the maverick surface vessels already in the region.
“That’s what we’ve got to work within, Al and Huck. What are your thoughts?”
“How about Navy submersibles?”
“They flew one out of England, but during the stopover in San Diego, discovered some sort of problem. They’re working on it.”
“Are we getting any reports from the CIS subs?” Taylor asked.
“None. CINCPAC says Washington is working toward some kind of cooperation, but nothing is forthcoming as yet”
“Fuck ’em, then,” Elliot said. “Both the Russians and the experts at Pearl. Let’s do it ourselves.”
“Let’s,” Cartwright said.
“I’ll do the drawing,” Taylor said, picking up a sharpened pencil and a straightedge. “I got a ‘C’ in drafting.”
“That’s better than I got,” Cartwright told him.
1112 HOURS LOCAL, 40°18′ NORTH, 145°47′ EAST
“Captain Gurevenich wishes to speak to you, Comrade General,” Leonid Talebov said.
“Gurevenich?”
“He is commander of the Winter Storm. Both he and the Tashkent commander are on the frequency.”
Oberstev walked across the bridge and took the microphone from Captain Talebov. The tall naval captain towered over him, and he turned to look forward. He had an unobstructed view of the bow and the seas ahead of the Timofey Olʼyantsev. The ocean was a beautiful aquamarine, as fine as the gem. The sun was gaining on its zenith, shining brightly, but he knew the air outside the bridge was chilled. In the view to his left, the overcast skies seemed to be gaining on them.
“This is General Oberstev.”
“Comrade General, I am Captain Gurevenich. Captain Verhenski is on the channel, also.”
“What is it that I can do for you, Captain? How is your submarine?” Oberstev had seen the report of the ramming incident.
“The damage is minimal,” Gurevenich said. “It will not affect our mission.”
“I am pleased by that,” Oberstev said. “It is the first good news I have had in days.”
“Thank you, General. We have received the search plan from Fleet Headquarters, along with the information that you will be the on-site commander.”
“That is true,” Oberstev said.
“And we have completed the first few legs of the search plan.”
“Yes?”
“The results are negative, General.”
“How deep are your sonars?”
“One-four-hundred meters,” Gurevenich said.
“We are running at the same depths,” Verhenski added.
“You have no feedback at all?”
“It is negative in terms what we seek,” Gurevenich said. “We cannot get the sonar arrays deep enough to find the bottom, except for several mountaintops.”
Oberstev looked around the bridge. Captain Talebov studied him, noncommittal. Alexi Cherbykov shook his head, rather sadly. Janos Sodur was offering the wisdom of his most sour look, suggesting that if Oberstev did not provide the right decision, Chairman Vladimir Yevgeni would know of it within seconds and subsequently provide the correct version.
“I am not a mariner,” Oberstev said into the microphone, “but my recommendation would be that, given the priority of this operation, you operate your craft at the extremes of your depth capability.”
“Is that a recommendation, General, or an order?”
Sodur glared at him.
“An order, Captain. It is an order.”
1925 HOURS LOCAL, 32°16′ NORTH, 142°21′ WEST
It was much like swimming in warm crystal, Brande thought. The water slid over his skin like velvet, and he could see so clearly he might have been viewing a television image. Visibility exceeded a hundred feet.
He swam lazily, barely moving his fins, rocking his shoulders easily as his arms trailed out beside him. The weight of the scuba tank was neutralized. The exhalation bubbles rose behind him in a long arc. Below, the vibrant blue and orange and yellow and red hues of coral and sea flowers and tropical fish made his world come to vivid life.
The warm waters of the Caribbean were soothing after the tumultuous month behind him. He and Janelle had received their doctorates on June sixth. On June eighth, his MGTD, which he had restored and raced in rallies, was stolen by a fifteen-year-old refugee from high school who thought he was a future Juan Fangio. The teenager and the MG were both totaled in Trabuco Canyon attempting a curve at twice the posted limit.
On June eleventh, Henning Sven Brande died. Sven died as he had lived, quietly and strongly. Janelle and her mother made around a hundred telephone calls and put off the wedding for two weeks while Brande flew back to Minnesota to help his grandmother with the funeral arrangements. He also helped Bridgette, who suddenly appeared more frail and more dependent than he had expected, move to a duplex in Grand Rapids. The tears streamed down her face when she signed the real-estate agreement to put the wheat farm up for sale. Brande felt as if he had failed two very good people.
He was not in the best of moods when he and Janelle Kay Forester were married on June thirtieth. His outlook was more up-tempo two days laters, after they had checked into the 18th-century manor house tranformed into the Harbor View Hotel in Charlotte Amalie.
Brande enjoyed playing the honeymooner, and Janelle, a San Franciscan, loved the romantic setting. They ate lavishly, made love on a whim, slept late and dove on Spanish galleons and more modern disasters from a rented boat in the afternoons. They crossed to the British Virgin Islands to dive on the Rhone, a British steamship that went down in 1867. Encrusted with coral and sponges, it was lush and colorful with marine life.
And today, near the island of Tortola, they had found a freighter which had probably been a Liberty ship. It was broken in two, and down about sixty feet. Swimming side by side, Brande and his new wife explored the after-section, then swam a hundred yards to the bow section.
Framed against the blue and yellow of coral gripping the steel plates of the wreck and the orange of tropical fish swimming in a dense school, Janelle was spectacular. Her short, dark hair streamed behind her, and she rolled onto her back, pulled the air-supply mouthpiece from her lips, and smiled at him.
Brande kicked harder, attempting to close with her. Janelle wrinkled her nose at him, visible through the glass of her face mask, and increased the fluttering kick of her own legs.
She swam backward, grinning at him, and when he saw that she was aimed directly at a rotted crane mast, he waved frantically at her.
She waved back.
Then hit the mast abruptly.
There was not much momentum to the impact, but the partially decomposed and brittle hardware that supported the crane boom snapped.
And the boom dropped across her midsection, pinning her to the sharp coral coating the deck, her flesh protected by the scuba tank.
A flurry of dust.
Startled fish darted away.
Brande surged forward quickly, reached the boom, and peered over it.
Janelle had replaced her mouthpiece and seemed to be breathing normally. Her eyes were wide and frightened behind the mask.
He tried to reassure her by patting her shoulder, than braced his legs against the deck, gripped the boom near her stomach, and heaved.
It would not budge.
He tried several times, but the boom was lodged firmly against the mast on one end and against the deck coaming on the other.
Brande figured that they each had half-an-hour of oxygen remaining.
Floating above her, he unsnapped her scuba harness and attempted to push the oxygen tank to one side, to give her room to escape.
It would not move. The boom was pressing too hard, making a concave gulley across her stomach.
He tried lifting again.
Janelle’s eyes followed him, reflecting less panic.
Believing in him
He needed a lever.
Rotating he searched around himself for anything and discovered nothing.
Signaling with two raised fingers that he would be gone two minutes, Brande pushed off the deck and shot for the surface. Their rented day cruiser was fifty yards away; and he swam for it.
Pulling himself over the transom, Brande scrambled around in the cockpit, searching lockers and seat cavities, then found an oar for the rubber dinghy. He paused for long enough to radio a mayday message, than went back into the water, stroking for the bottom, tugging the oar with him.
She smiled when he reappeared.
Resting the side of the oar blade against the coaming he attempted to lever the boom upward, but he could not get a firm footing. He changed position, going to the other side of the boom and shoving the oar beneath the boom.
With his legs spread wide and his feet pressed against the deck, he heaved upward.
And the oar broke.
He looked to Janelle.
She raised a thumb.
He swam to her and tried to explain with gestures that he had radioed for assistance.
She nodded her understanding.
Maybe fifteen minutes of air left in each bottle.
Brande slipped out of his harness and shut down the regulator. Holding his breath, he placed the tank next to her.
She understood that she was to switch to his bottle when the oxygen ran out in her own.
He swam for the surface.
Looked for boats coming but saw none.
Dove back to the bottom, held her hand, smiled at her, tried to shift the boom, then rose again to the surface as his lungs screamed.
Brande dove sixteen times.
On his sixteenth dive, Janelle’s eyes were lifeless.
* * *
The little flashbacks of futility flickered in Brandeʼs mind as he sat at the table in the lounge with Larry Emry and Ingrid Roskens, going over the search plan Emry had laid out on a big chart.
It was, rather than a circular pattern, a trapezoid, narrow on the west and wide on the east. “Because,” Emry said, “the ocean currents are moving in that direction, and the likely angle of impact, along with the rocket’s aerodynamic shape and fins, will glide it in that direction. Maybe for a hell of a long ways before it hits bottom.”
It was so damned deep.
“Tomorrow, Dane,” Emry said, “Fll put this up on the computer, so that we can shift the plan as information comes in on what the subs are finding.”
“If they find anything,” Roskens said.
“They’re bound to pinpoint some old wrecks and some terrain features that the charts don’t show,” the exploration director said. He stroked his thick mustache with his thumb. He was wearing a dark blue baseball cap with the MVU logo — protecting his bald head — and the lighter blue jumpsuit favored by team members on expedition.
Roskens was also dressed in the jumpsuit. She was assisting Emry with the search plan until she got some structural data on the rocket.
“If we could be assured,” she said, “that the rocket broke up on impact, it would be helpful.”
Brande knew she was right. A ship that breaks up and spreads debris over a mile-long stretch of the bottom was a great deal more findable than one that sinks in place. Looking for a rocket that was about thirty-one feet wide with the boosters in place and seventy feet long in a thirty-six-square-mile area of an ocean that was four miles deep was far worse than looking for a needle in a haystack.
“Even if only the boosters broke off, it would be extremely helpful,” Emry said. “It would triple our chances of finding a sonar return.”
Brande tapped the chart. “Is a search grid spacing of eight hundred meters going to be tight enough, Larry?”
“I think so, yes. It’ll depend upon the terrain, of course, but flying SARSCAN at an altitude of eight hundred feet above the bottom should give us enough overlap that if we miss it going one way, well get it on the return leg.”
“We don’t want to use Sneaky Pete simultaneously as a back-up?” Brande asked.
“I really think our best shot is with sonar. A visual sighting, unless the damned thing broke into a thousand pieces and spread out a couple miles, is going to be very, very unlikely, Dane.”
“You’re right, naturally.”
“What about the length of crew shifts, Dane?” Roskens asked. “That worries me.”
Because each descent and each ascent would require over three hours for DepthFinder, Brande had extended the bottom time for crews to ten hours from their normal maximum of six hours. The six hours required for a crew change took too much away from search time.
“I think our people can handle it, Ingrid. And it still gives us plenty of safety time on the battery packs.”
“We’re using up go-juice at a damned scary rate, if we’re going to maximize speed on DepthFinder’s motors,” Emry said.
“I don’t know of a better compromise,” Brande said.
In shallower water, SARSCAN or Sneaky Pete would be trailed below the research vessel, almost directly under it because of the weight of the cable. Twelve to fifteen thousand feet of fiber-optic cable was not only extremely heavy, but it also created a lot of drag in the water. The Orion would be slowed to four or five knots, greatly increasing the time required to cover the search area.
For this search, SARSCAN would be towed behind DepthFinder on no more than two hundred feet of cable. At maximum output on her propellers, with a heavy tow, Depth-Finder could make around twelve knots, about three times the speed the Orion could make towing from the surface.
The door from the corridor flew open with a bang and Dokey and Otsuka burst in.
“You tell’em,” Dokey said, headed for the galley.
“We got arms,” she said.
Brande grinned. “I knew you’d do it.”
Dokey emerged from the galley with two cans of Coke. “We could celebrate better if this chicken outfit allowed booze on board.”
“Talk to the head honcho, don’t talk to me,” Brande said. “Gargantua’s back in condition?”
“Damned right,” Dokey said. “I practiced by tearing toilet paper squares off a roll, then power-lifting a few fifty-five-gallon oil drums. I wanted to lift Kim, but she wouldn’t cooperate.”
Otsuka sipped from the Coke Dokey gave her as she sat down. “I’d have felt like Faye Wray.”
Roskens laughed.
“Thanks to both of you,” Brande said.
“Just a program problem,” Dokey said.
“One that required rewriting nearly seven hundred lines,” Otsuka added.
“I don’t know how we could have missed that earlier,” Brande said.
“Nobody thought about Okey not being able to think in metric,” she said.
Dokey hung his head until his chin was against his chest. “I’m a miserable scientist.”
Everyone agreed, and Brande excused himself to go up to the bridge, then back to the communications room. Bucky Sanders was manning the console and gave up his seat to Brande.
He called Hampstead at Pearl Harbor.
“According to what I see here,” Hampstead said, “you’re moving right along.”
“Bring me up to date, Avery.”
“The CIS has two subs working the area, Dane. The sonobuoys have identified them, and we’re recording their search pattern. I don’t think they’re finding anything.”
“How deep?”
“Our best guess is around two thousand feet.”
“I think they’re wasting their time.”
“Perhaps”
“Are they going to share their findings with us?”
“They have not, as yet,” Hampstead said. “I talked to Carl Unruh earlier…”
“Who’s he?”
“Deputy Director of Intelligence for the CIA. He’s trying to get someone to call Moscow and ask that the search data be released to us.”
Brande could imagine who ʻsomeoneʼ was. “What about information on the rocket?”
“There’s nothing new since I talked to you at noon about the computer modeling. We’re pursuing a great many channels on that.”
“Did you realize that your conversation is beginning to sound as if you’re part of the spy business, Avery?”
“God in heaven, no! I never thought I’d be sitting in a naval operations room, much less conversing with people who perform clandestine activities.” There was a hesitation as Hampstead covered the phone and spoke with someone. “Admiral Potter would like to speak with you, Dane.”
“Put him on.”
“Dr. Brande, this is David Potter.”
“How are you doing, Admiral?”
“Dr. Brande, as soon as you reach the area of operations, you are to report to Captain John Cartwright. He is aboard the RV Kane.”
“Why?”
“Why? Because he is coordinating the operation locally. He will make your assignments. “
“Not mine, Admiral.”
There was a very long pause. “That is the way it is going to be, Dr. Brande. We can’t have civilians going off half-cocked.”
“I’ll be glad to keep you abreast of what I find, Admiral, but this is my business, and I’ll conduct it my way. Mr. Hampstead will be my liaison.”
“No, Dr. Brande. We will conduct this search my way. If you do not agree with that, then I will commandeer your equipment and still do it my way.”
“Let me talk to Hampstead.”
When Hampstead came back on the line, Brande said, “Avery, you better get hold of someone in power and get that asshole off my back.”
“Iʼll try the CNO.”
2213 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′31″ NORTH, 176°10′33″ EAST
The Winter Storm was running silent at ten knots of speed. Part of the reason for the slow speed was to give the three sonar operators — all of them now on watch — a better chance of locating strange signals. One man, Paramanov, was monitoring the deep-tow sonar, while the other two men kept watch on the submarine’s standard sonars — forward-and side-looking, and took turns relieving each other.
The recorders were running, taping all of the sonar activity, which was very little. One exceptionally strong return had been recorded to the southwest, at 1,000 meters of depth, and dutifully recorded on the chart, but the consensus was that it belonged to a sunken ship, very likely of World War II vintage.
Mostly, the 116 men aboard the submarine were intensely conscious of the depth, 700 meters currently. It made them nervous and closemouthed. People spoke in whispers, when they spoke and it was not entirely necessary.
Those who were not on watch sat on their bunks, not playing chess, not playing cards and not talking. The tension was palpable throughout the submarine.
Lieutenant Kazakov walked the corridors, keeping an eye on the tension. He was acting very self-important today, Gurevenich thought, perhaps in defense against his own taut nerves.
Kazakov had a bruise on his forehead. He had been on the conning tower ladder the previous night when Mostovets came sliding down the ladder, slapping a boot into his head. Gurevenich had been right behind Mostovets on the ladder, calling out for an emergency dive even as he slammed the hatch shut and dogged it.
The Winter Storm was already in descent when the keel of the excursion boat struck the forward hull. It had been a sliding, grating contact, but when they surfaced several kilometers away to examine the hull, white paint rubbed into the dark gray paint of the submarine’s forward deck was the only evidence of damage.
Kazakov had called for an immediate investigation by some international body. Mostovets had suggested the use of a single torpedo to register their complaint. Instead, Mikhail Gurevenich put them to work contacting the Tashkent and initiating the search.
Now, over a day later, in the Control Center, the captain, Sr. Lt. Mostovets, and two deck officers stayed near the plotting table, watching the indicators and listening to the reports.
The plot had the search grid ordered by Commander in Chief of the Navy Grigori Orlov imposed upon it. A series of parallel lines, each running north and south, were 1,000 meters apart. The western edge of the grid, the first line, was located one kilometer west of the point of impact of the rocket. Each of the first lines was two kilometers long, but they became longer as the grid moved to the east, allowing for a longer glide path of the rocket, if it had indeed veered north or south and continued to glide.
“Control Center, Sonar.”
“Proceed, Sonar,” Gurevenich said as he depressed the intercom key.
“The Tashkent is making its turn, Captain.”
“Thank you.”
Mostovets leaned over the charting table and drew an X at the end of Tashkentʼs line, to the south of them, and 1,000 meters to the east. The two submarines were alternating on the lines of the search, with Winter Storm moving in the opposite direction. She was nearing the end of the current search line, still headed directly north.
“Let us come to a heading of zero-nine-zero,” Gurevenich ordered.
The order was passed to the helmsman by the navigation officer, Lieutenant Smertevo, who currently was in command of the submarine. Gurevenich had not relieved him, nor would he alter the standard rotation of watches, since he thought that this search would require many hours.
The submarine began a slow turn to the right. All maneuvers were made with deliberate slowness because of the thousand meters of cable trailing behind and below them. At the end of the slanted line, the deep-tow sonar was at 1,600 meters of depth. It was designated multiarray, but was primarily a side-looking sonar, with some capability for down-looking. Because of its downward limitations, the 1,000 meter limit had been set for the search lines. That provided a downward facing cone for the sonar which overlapped at the sides as the two submarines passed each other, but which reached down almost 3,000 meters.
Not far enough down. They were charting a few seamounts and occasional slopes, but the very bottom was as elusive as poltergeists.
In over twenty-four hours, they had yet to see bottom with the sonar. To the southwest, the sea floor rose to a small seamount, which had registered on the sonar scan, but which was outside of the search area.
They had yet to see anything man-made at those depths either, except for the Tashkent.
They heard things. They heard the creaking of the Winter Storm’s hull plates as they tried to deal with the tremendous pressures of the ocean at that depth. One seawater pipe had burst, but it had been quickly shut down, isolated, and the damage contained. A party from engineering was working on a replacement.
Gurevenich waited until they were headed south again, from a position to the northeast of the rocket’s impact point, then called the galley on the intercom and ordered sandwiches and iced tea.
The minutes dragged by.
He munched a salmon sandwich and waited.
They turned again on the south end, sailed 2,000 meters, then again turned to the north.
The sonar room was quiet.
Mostovets said, “Captain, if we could but dive another five hundred meters, we might pick up the bottom.”
“Would you like to make that decision, Ivan Yosipovich?” Gurevenich was afraid that he sounded a little testy.
Mostovets thought about it, then shook his head. “No, Captain, I would not.ˮ
Quiet.
Tension.
“Control Center, Sonar”
Mostovets responded, “Proceed.”
“We have an American submarine.”
“You’re certain?” Mostovets asked.
“Yes, Senior Lieutenant. By propeller signature, it is the Houston. Twelve thousand meters, bearing one-six-nine, depth two hundred meters and diving, speed two-two knots.”
Mostovets looked at him, and Gurevenich said, “Lock it into the firing computer, but take no further action. We want to track it, but that is all.”
Mostovets passed the information to the fire-control officer. Creaks. The titanium hull protested mutely from time to time.
More quiet.
Mostovets crossed the deck to stand beside Gurevenich at the plotting table. “I think we should wait for the submersible to arrive.”
Gurevenich smiled at him. “We serve our purpose, Ivan. We will prove that the rocket is not located between the surface and forty-five hundred meters.”
His senior officer grinned back at him. “You are laughing at the land-based commanders, Captain.”
“Not aloud, Ivan Yosipovich.”
“Our orders from the Olʼyantsev were to strain our limits.”
“So they were,” Gurevenich agreed. “My interpretation is that we are to go to the design depth. That is what we are doing.”
More watch and wait.
At close to midnight, Sonarman Paramanov reported, “Tashkent on approach course. Oh, Captain! It is at seven-three-two meters depth!”
“Foolish,” Gurevenich said to Mostovets.
“The captain may want to be a Hero of the Commonwealth, which is certain to be awarded to the one who locates the debris,” Mostovets said.
“It could be awarded posthumously,” the captain told him.
He closed his eyes and pictured the two submarines coming together, the Tashkent thirty-two meters lower and a thousand meters to the east. A submarine captain had to have the mind for imagining ship positions and anticipating their movements.
They slipped by each other without acknowledgment.
One minute later, Paramanov yelled, “Implosion!”
The Winter Storm rocked violently when the concussion waves struck it.
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Chapter Ten

0522 HOURS LOCAL, WASHINGTON, DC
“Goddamn!” one of the technicians yelled.
Unruh jerked his head up. He was refilling his mug at the coffeepot for the second time since coming back to the Situation Room at five o’clock. He had slept on a folding cot with no pillow in an office down the hall. He felt over beveraged and under nourished.
Most of the agencies and the pertinent congressional committees had a representative in attendance, ready to alert their bosses if something terrible happened, or when something terrible happened.
“What’s up?” Unruh asked.
An Air Force captain had gone over to lean across the technician’s shoulder. “Two of the sonobuoys picked up an explosion, sir. They’re interpreting now.”
Navy Lockheed P-3s had deployed sonobuoys over a fifty-square-mile area and had been orbiting, tracking the sounds picked up by the sensors. There had been complaints. A couple of the civilian boats had recovered two of the buoys and run off with them. The number of screws operating in the region had interfered with data collection for a while, until the computers identified and straightened out all of the noise.
Primarily, the P-3s had been tracking two CIS submarines on a search pattern. The subs were identified as the Winter Storm and the Tashkent.
Unruh looked up at the display board. The Houston had identified herself to the plotters, and probably the sonobuoys, and was now shown in the area of operations.
The Air Force officer held a headset to one ear and listened. His face paled suddenly.
“What?” Unruh asked.
“A submarine imploded, Mr. Unruh.”
“Jesus! What sub? Not the Houston?”
Others in the room began to crowd the console. The National Security Advisor, Warren Amply, said, “Oh, my God!” The captain listened a moment longer. “No, sir. The Tashkent. They think she went too deep.”
Unruh had a flashback that included all those submarine movies he had watched as a kid. He could not remember their tides, but he recalled the images of steel plates buckling, water pouring in. Screams.
“Poor bastards,” someone said.
“What the hell, they were Russians,” a staffer from Senator Keedan’s office said.
Enraged, Unruh whipped around to face him. “Shut the fuck up!”
The man started a retort, then fortunately thought better of it.
Unruh said to Amply, “You’d better call the President, Warren. I’m going to check with the CNO.”
He went back to the table and grabbed a phone. It took several minutes before Delecourt was located, in his car en route to the Pentagon.
“You’ve gotten the word, Ben?”
“Yes. Sorry situation, Carl.”
“Do we have a tragedy compounded?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean the Tashkent was a nuclear sub.”
“Oh. No. She was a Sierra-class boat. Two nuclear reactors, but they’re well-protected and designed to shut down in the event of a catastrophe. There is no immediate threat here, Carl.”
“Why wasn’t the Topaz designed to shut down?”
“We don’t know that it wasn’t, Carl, but hell, it was devised for space travel, not subsurface travel. I wouldn’t count on the same safeguards.”
“So you’re not worried about the sub?” Unruh asked.
“Not unduly. I’ll have my people double-check what we know when I reach the office, but we’ve got plenty of time, maybe years, in which to recover the remains of the sub. What you might do, Carl, is ask someone from State to convey our condolences to the CIS Foreign Ministry and, by the by, ask about the sub’s reactors.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” Unruh said, turning to wave at Amply before the advisor hung up on the President.
2025 HOURS LOCAL, 39°15′ NORTH, 148°55′ EAST
Gen. Dmitri Ivanovich Oberstev sat deflated in the captain’s chair on the bridge of the Timofey Olʼyantsev. He asked no one in particular, “How many men were on board that submarine?”
Leonid Talebov, who stood by the communications panel, was in contact with Admiral Orlov in Vladivostok, and he repeated the question on his microphone.
After three interminable minutes, Talebov said, “One hundred and twenty-three men, General Oberstev.”
Oberstev searched the silent bridge until he found Sodur. He glared at the officer, wishing to transfer the weight of those deaths to the slimy man. If it had not been for Sodur, he might not have…
No. It was his responsibility. He would accept it, just as he must eventually accept responsibility for forcing the launch of the A2e. His life was changing, prodded by one decision too quickly made. And now men had died.
It would never be the same, his ambition to reach the stars, to complete Red Star.
Sodur, for once, was noncommittal. His face was stoic, revealing little.
Col. Alexi Cherbykov, his aide, said, “General, not to change the subject, but there is the matter of making an announcement to the crew of the ship.”
“Announcement?” Sodur asked. “What announcement?”
“Captain Talebov’s crew does not live in a vacuum, Colonel Sodur” Gurevenich said. “They have heard reports from radio stations throughout the world. We must tell them the true nature of our mission.”
Talebov nodded his agreement.
Sodur yelped, “Chairman Yevgeni forbids it!”
Chairman Yevgeni lived in his own portable vacuum, Oberstev thought.
He said, “The rumors are rife throughout the ship. Morale suffers, and performance may be affected just when it is needed most. Am I correct, Captain Talebov?”
“Absolutely, General.”
“Then, with my recommendation, request permission from Admiral Orlov to disseminate to the crew the fact that our mission may involve hazardous operations.”
Leonid Talebov picked up his microphone.
Janos Sodur spun around and headed for the communications compartment.
Oberstev thought that it might take hours for Orlov and Yevgeni to debate the issue in Vladivostok. Perhaps wiser heads in Moscow would prevail. Yevgeni must eventually recognize that it was no longer possible to hide their defeats under the bed.
In the compromise Oberstev expected would be reached, he supposed that he would be allowed to inform the crew of the nuclear reactor, but not of the timelines involved.
A short time later, Captain Gurevenich of the Winter Storm reported finding some debris on the surface, but no survivors.
“A message for the Winter Storm,” Oberstev said. “Resume search pattern, including the Tashkentʼs responsibilities.”
“Do you wish to limit their depth, General?” Alexi Cherbykov asked.
Oberstev thought about it, then said, “No. We must find the rocket.”
0830 HOURS LOCAL, 31°55′ NORTH, 149°26′ WEST
Valeri Dankelov felt as if he were in a state of mourning. Not only were the victims of the Tashkent disaster his countrymen, but they were also members of the elite undersea fraternity to which he himself belonged.
And they had died while attempting to correct an abominable situation, the same mission upon which Dankelov found himself engaged.
Dankelov had gone down to the wardroom for breakfast earlier, heard the news, and returned to Cabin C, which he shared with Lawrence Emry. He sat on his bunk and stared out the single small porthole and allowed his mind to roam. The emotional upheaval he underwent shook his shoulders.
When the taps on his door came, it took a moment for him to compose himself.
“Yes?”
“Valeri? May I come in?”
“Yes, Dane.”
The door opened wide against the locker at the foot of the bunk and Brande slipped inside. He offered a weak grin to Dankelov, then sat on the opposite bunk.
“Did you know someone on the Tashkent?” Brande asked him. “No, I do not think so. Nevertheless, the accident is senseless and tragic. A microcosmic example of my country’s history and philosophy, I am afraid.”
“Don’t be so pessimistic, Valeri. There’s a damn good-size bonfire at the end of the tunnel. The changes taking place are all promising.”
“Perhaps. It is difficult to see at the moment.”
Brande sat leaning forward, his elbows on his knees, and his face appeared earnest. “Don’t forget the broader perspective, Valeri. What we’ve been doing this past seven years is going to reap benefits someday. For the world.”
“It moves very slowly, Dane. Our agricultural research is in its infancy, and the hungry of Ethiopia are still hungry. The oil we find does not trickle to Pakistan or Bangladesh.”
“Scientific research has not changed much,” Brande agreed. “But eventually, it has an effect. We will see the results of our work in our lifetimes.”
“I hope so. If nations do not intervene.”
“There are a few greedy and proud countries around.”
“As well as greedy and proud men,” Dankelov added.
“Yes. It is a problem here, I think.”
Dankelov understood the problem. “There is still no information from Moscow?”
“Not yet. I believe your president, or his advisors, could be categorized among those proud men, Valeri. They think they can do this on their own.”
“And you do not?”
Brande shrugged. “Anything is possible, I suppose. In the same situation, however, I wouldn’t turn down any offers of help.”
Dankelov nodded. “Nor would I. We will need the assistance of everyone with capability. Where is the United States Navy robot, now?”
“According to Avery Hampstead, it has arrived in San Diego and is being mated with new cable. They’ll fly it out to the Kane tomorrow or the next day.”
“And the Sea Lion?”
“Aboard the Timofey Ol’yantsev. They’ll beat us to the site,” Brande said. “Do you know the man in charge of the Sea Lion?”
“Gennadi Drozdov was the leader of the Barents Sea expedition. And Pyotr Rastonov was the primary operator of the submersible. They may still be with it.”
“I know the names, though I’ve not met them. Are they capable?”
“Quite capable. I think Gennadi Drozdov is a master oceanographer.”
“Why don’t we call him?” Brande suggested.
“Call him?”
“While your and my governments are banging on each other’s front doors, you and I could see if someone left the kitchen door open.”
Dankelov nodded his head in agreement. “We will try.”
They got up and went forward to the bridge, then crammed themselves into the crowded communications compartment. Bucky Sanders spent a great deal of time, utilizing a satellite relay, before he found a frequency that the Ol’yantsev would answer.
There was a long pause while the radio operator went looking for someone of importance.
Taking the microphone, Dankelov spoke in Russian. “Timofey Ol’yantsev, this is Orion.”
“Yes. Proceed, Orion.”
The man’s speech carried a Ukrainian overtone.
“I am Valeri Yurievich Dankelov. I am a Russian citizen performing scientific duties aboard this research vessel. I wish to speak to Gennadi Drozdov.”
“This is Captain Leonid Talebov. I have heard kind words about your work, Comrade Dankelov.”
The ʻcomradeʼ form of address was rapidly disappearing, passé, out of date. Dankelov was surprised to hear it from the captain.
“Thank you, Captain. Gennadi Drozdov?”
There was another long pause.
“Comrade Dankelov, if you will monitor this frequency, I will talk to you later in the day.”
The carrier wave indicated the transmission had been broken off.
Brande, leaning against the door frame, looked at Dankelov, his eyebrow raised in question.
“Drozdov is aboard the ship, I believe,” Dankelov told him. “But our radio call has raised questions of policy.”
1320 HOURS LOCAL, 31°32′ NORTH, 152°9′ WEST
Kaylene Thomas left the wardroom, climbed the companionway to the bridge, said hello to Kenji Nagasaka who was tending the helm, and went back to the communications compartment on the starboard side.
It had started out as a fairly good-size space, but it was now cramped. Over time, it had been outfitted with electronic components that could be, and were, mind-boggling. The radios spanned the spectrum from low frequency to high frequency to very high frequency. There were satellite communications transmitters and receivers, ship-to-shore sets and acoustic transceivers. Recording decks and a computer. Compact disk players for spreading Brande’s version of muzak throughout the ship. Telex. Facsimile machines. And some of the navigation system black boxes which would take up too much room in the chart/sonar/radar compartment, opposite the radio shack, had been stacked against the back bulkhead.
Sometimes, Thomas thought Brande was like a little kid in a well-stocked hobby shop. He kept buying all the toys and models in sight. And not once, but twice. He could not slight the Gemini. If Orion got a new system, so did the Caribbean ship.
Paco Suarez was seated at the console. He was a Mexican national attending USC, majoring in communications electronics, and Mel Sorenson had taken him on for a four-month internship. He had been one of the first to raise his hand when Sorenson asked for volunteers for this voyage.
“Paco, I need to make a call.”
He climbed out of his padded chair. “Si! Senõrita Thomas.ˮ
‘‘What’s this? I’m still Kaylene.”
“Ah, no, senõrita. You are now presidente.ˮ
“Believe me, Paco, I’m still Kaylene.”
Still, she was not certain. As the word spread through the ship, she had detected slight differences in the way people reacted to her. There was nothing overt, but there was a subtle difference. She suspected that the scientists had more confidence in her than did the ship’s crew. They might be fearful of changes, or just of a woman in a leadership position. So what else was new in the world?
Suarez went out to the bridge, and Thomas surveyed the numbers jotted on a goosenecked clipboard attached to the radio panel. She found the number for the operations room at Pearl Harbor Naval Base, picked up a handset, dialed 6, then dialed the number.
The call was answered on the first ring. She identified herself and asked for Avery Hampstead.
He picked up right away. “Hello, Kaylene! I’m glad to hear from you.”
“Hi, Avery.”
“I can see you on our big board here. You’re a yellow blip. Moving right along, too.”
“Mel is pushing her at top turns,” she agreed. “Avery, the reason I’m calling is that I need a memorandum of understanding from you.”
“You do?”
“I do. I realize that this operation isn’t the typical one, where we respond to requests for proposals and you select the low bidder, but you chose us for this, and I want something in writing.”
“Uh, yes. Well, sometimes Dane and I are a little informal, I agree. Is Dane handy?”
“He’s busy. Besides, Avery, I’m now president of Marine Visions.”
The hesitation was only momentary, but it was there. “I offer my congratulations, Kaylene. Iʼm sure you’ll do very well.”
“Thank you. In the meantime, about that memo…”
“You aren’t going to hold me up, are you?”
“Avery.”
“Well, I mean, given the situation…”
“I’m just covering my costs.”
“I don’t have a lot of discretionary money, Kaylene.”
“You just got your appropriation for the fiscal year,” she insisted.
“Still, there’s not a lot of leeway. Dane and I were going to work…”
“I want to help out as much as we can, you know that. Still, I’m taking my job seriously, and I’m not about to let us founder. Do you have a pen or pencil?”
“Got it”
“Start date, September first. The Orion and crew, forty-five hundred a day. Professional personnel, seven thousand a day. Equi…”
“Seven thousand!”
“We have every one of our top people aboard, Avery. You wanted the best, and you’ve got it.”
“Seven thousand?”
“That’s right. Specialized equipment — that’s the ROVs — two thousand a day. Miscellaneous, not to exceed fifteen thousand for the project.”
“Jesus, Kaylene. What’s in miscellaneous?”
“You just wait, Avery. I’d give odds that the Navy is going to charge us for their C-130, for flotation equipment, and for parachutes.”
“Ah, come on. This is an emergency.”
“But it’s an emergency run by computers. Everyone charges off their costs these days. We’re not going to be any different than anyone else.”
“Thirteen-five a day.”
“Plus the miscellaneous. I’d like the memo faxed to me as soon as possible.”
“When this is over, Kaylene, I want you to meet my sister. You two will get along fabulously.”
1420 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′ NORTH, 176°10′ EAST
“It’s a fucking carnival,” Wilson Overton told his seagoing guide and helmsman.
“Carnivals are supposed to be fun,” the dour, acne-faced man told him.
Overton had flown to Midway Island on a chartered light-twin, then promised to pay the owner of the twenty-six-foot Maika Lyn three times his normal charter rate to bring him out here.
The twenty-six-footer was the largest boat available by the time he had arrived at Midway. Its captain, Lenny Lu, was Hawaiian by birth, nearly mute by inclination, and a reincarnation of Midas by philosophy. He was turning a small fishing business into gold.
With the seas running at four feet or more, the small boat bobbed up and down mightily as they slowly threaded their way through the fleet gathered at the site where the Soviet rocket had gone down. The motion was slowly getting to him, and Overton was feeling ill.
He almost regretted having told Ned Nelson to fuck off — he was not going to share any boat with five or ten newspapermen, half-a-dozen radio reporters, and three television crews. And he almost regretted exceeding the limits on his Master-Card and Visa credit cards by renting his own aircraft and boat.
Nelson probably would not honor his expense voucher.
Unless he landed a whopper of a story. Exclusive.
He did not even know how to file an exclusive report from the middle of the Pacific. There would be 10,000 ears listening to any radio channel. ABC and NBC ears. CBS and CNN. They were everywhere.
The Maika Lyn sat so low in the water that the boats and ships around them seemed to stretch from one horizon to the other. The people aboard them waited like hawks for something to attack. They waited in relative comfort, though. He saw people stretched out in deck chairs on a small cruise ship, sipping cold drinks. He thought about a martini, but Lenny Lu did not stock liquor. A trawler with her nets stowed passed by, her crew gathered along a gunwale, drinking beer, staring at him with some degree of malevolence.
He thought about a Michelob.
Overton looked at the swarthy fishermen and had a momentary flash of negative image. Forty-two varicolored cats waiting to pounce on a single rat. He snapped a few shots of the cats with the Nikon he had also charged to Visa. He was required to be his own photographer.
There was no sign of the CIS submarine that had been reported earlier. There was no sign, either, of the one that had imploded.
Just the self-created thought of the Tashkentʼs demise was sickening.
They rose and fell with the sea, creeping along at ten miles per hour.
Overton’s stomach threatened rebellion.
“Shit. Where is it?”
Lu pointed a finger downward. “Down there. You ain’t gonna see it.”
“Not the rocket, Lenny. The Navy ship.”
After twenty agonizing minutes, Overton saw the frigate cruising on the fringe and pointed it out to Lenny Lu. The captain advanced the throttles and the increase in speed helped to steady the boat, if not his stomach.
The massive, white, and squared-off numerals on the bow of the ship, 1037, slipped by, and Lenny Lu made a 360-degree turn and pulled alongside.
A seaman with a loud hailer came to the edge of the deck. “Ahoy the cruiser!” he chanted. “You are to remain one hundred yards away from this ship!”
Overton stood up, holding his press card high. He yelled, “I’m with the Post! I want to come aboard.”
“Oh, shit!” the sailor said before he realized his loud hailer was still on. “Stand by.”
2212 HOURS LOCAL, 30°45′ NORTH, 157°20′ WEST
“How’s our insurance? You pay the premiums lately?” Dokey asked.
“What the hell are you talking about?” Brande said.
“I mean, if this hummer — meaning Orion — went down right now, we’d lose most of our inventory of exotic and very expensive playthings.”
“You’ve been spending too much time with Valeri. Next thing I know, you two will be jet-skiing around San Diego Bay with ʻEnd of the Worldʼ signs.
Dokey was right, though. Marine Visions’ major robotic creations were all snugged down across the fantail of the Orion. The research vessel had been designed to accept large increases of weight on her stern, but still she was a little lower in the water than usual.
In terms of research and development costs, as well as the cost of materials, the Orion at that moment was probably worth a quarter of a billion dollars. Not counting the personnel, whose education and intellect was probably incalculable.
Brande was certain the insurance coverage was inadequate. Loss of the Orion would surely plunge the company into irretrievable bankruptcy.
The fantail was brightly lit by floodlights. Recesses and crannies stood out in stark, black relief. Overhead, the stars were clear. To the east, behind them, Brande saw the running lights of two watercraft appear from time to time.
He and Dokey watched as Bob Mayberry and Svetland Polodka snugged a yellow tarp over Gargantua. All of his systems had been fully examined, and all had performed flawlessly. One of his three hands had been removed and replaced with a cutting torch. The specialized oxygen and acetylene bottles attached to the arm were composed of extra-thick titanium. Dokey had practiced with the torch by cutting an hourglass-shaped figure from a piece of quarter-inch steel, the same design one frequently saw on the mud flaps of semitrucks. One of the ship’s crewmen had confiscated the result, spray-painted it pink, and hung it in his cabin.
Dokey thought his art would undoubtedly increase in value over time.
Gargantua’s mass somewhat overwhelmed Turtle, who was tied to the deck just ahead of him. Turtle’s tracks had been cleaned and lubricated, his arms and hands fine-tuned, and his electronics thoroughly probed.
DepthFinder was also ready for work. Her hull had been scrubbed down and waxed. Diving weights had already been installed in their receptacles on the underside of the hull. The wire cage basket under the bow now contained Atlas, whose operating systems, though proven by four years of continuous usage, had also been subjected to intense scrutiny. A towing hook and fiber-optic cable receptacle, for connecting SARSCAN, had been installed just aft of the sheath and ahead of the weights. This would be the first time the submersible was to be used as the towing vehicle for the sonar array.
Except for her battery trays, the submersible was complete. Every computer, sonar, oxygen, propulsion, and communications system had been signed off on by Dokey, Otsuka, Mayberry and finally, Brande. If there was any paperwork in the company that Brande insisted be accurate and complete, it was that associated with safety checklists.
While he knew that DepthFinderʼs outer hull was sleeker and prettier than really necessary, Brande was still pleased with the way she looked. The ungainly appearing pressure hull was disguised, and the sub gave the impression of being fully capable of whatever was demanded of her.
He hoped it was true.
He and Dokey made yet one more trip around the sub, opening access doors and visually checking equipment that had been examined with microscopic intensity by digital and analog probes. Neither of them mentioned the fact that they probably would not see an infinitesimal crack in a silicon chip. The personal examination was still reassuring.
Under tarpaulins near the sub’s bow were two Sneaky Petes, ready to be installed if needed. A technician had just loaded film canisters for the still cameras in Sneaky, Atlas, and DepthFinder.
The big twin doors to the lab, ahead of the sub, were both propped open to the night. In the center of the lab, resting on a low bench and surrounded by five people, was SARSCAN.
The sonar platform was similar in appearance to Atlas, an oversized American Flyer sled with a bulky body on it. It was twelve feet long and almost four feet wide, but unlike Atlas, it did not have robotic arms, floodlights, or cameras. SARSCAN II, still on the design table, was destined to have cameras, combining the sonar and visual search functions. The next generation of SARSCAN would also have self-contained propulsion systems. It would make Sneaky Pete obsolete, lovable as he was.
At the moment, all of the white and yellow fiberglass panels had been removed from SARSCAN and were stacked on a side bench. Revealed was the open grid work that supported the panels, the sonar antennas, and the miniature pressure hulls containing computers, batteries, and transducers. One reinforced ball housed the solenoids that controlled the stubby rudder and the diving planes on the aft end. Near the front end, on top, was the heavy-duty connector that coupled SARSCAN to the Kevlar-shielded fiber-optic cable that towed the platform through the water as well as sending the collected sonar signals to the towing vessel.
The fiber-optic cable used by Marine Visions was of the single-mode fiber type. The diameter of the filament was small enough to force a single beam of light to stay on a direct path. Lasers generated light signals in binary code — pulsing on for 1 and off for 2 — that zipped along the fiber at tremendous speeds. The high frequency of light waves allowed the transmission of thousands of times more information than was permitted by current flowing in a wire. The speed and data capacity of fiber-optic cables immensely reduced the thickness of the cable required. A quarter-inch-thick fiber-optic cable could handle telecommunications, computer data transfer, electronic mail, and image transfer with ease, and with space left over.
It was highly important that the laser light generators and receivers on both ends of the cable be correctly linked. A cable inserted into a connector with a V64-inch twist would scramble all communications between the host vehicle and the robot. Triple checks were made on the connectors and the synchronization of remote systems.
SARSCAN had never been towed by DepthFinder before, and modifications had been made to the submersible’s sonar readouts and recorders to accept the data transmitted by the deep sea sonar. A new black box had been installed under the third crew member’s seat, and a cable had been connected between the module and one of the computers. Two of Mayberry’s computer programmers were busy reprogramming SARSCAN’s memory in order to integrate it with the submersible.
Mayberry and Polodka came in from the side deck. Mayberry’s cornstalk hair was mussed by the wind, and his skinny body looked more emaciated than usual. Brande could not understand how the man shed calories. He was always first pig at the trough, and he put away rich, double helpings of desserts like they were gumdrops.
Polodka carried a name that was much larger than she was. At less than five feet of height, she might have been described as petite, except for the voluptuousness of the curves that could not be hidden by MVU jumpsuits. She was dark-haired and dark-eyed, but did not have any other traits that would lump her with Russian stereotypes. Back when she and Dankelov had been involved with each other, Brande had been semi-jealous in the physical sense.
Not that he would have made a move on her. He believed in maintaining professional distances.
“Put that ratchet down, Dokey!” Mayberry commanded.
Dokey grinned at him. “You’ve got a loose rudder connection, Bob.”
“I loosened it, to adjust dead-center, asshole. Go find your own machine to screw up.”
Brande decided to stay out of it. Mayberry had been a little testy in the last two days, but he was under a lot of pressure, responsible for the electronics of not only SARSCAN, but all of the robots. And he would be thinking also about his family in San Diego and a runaway nuclear reactor.
Brande thought that maybe Thomas’s insistence on reviewing personnel policies and benefits — like life insurance — might be a good idea. He did not really know what kind of coverage existed for his people. The Mayberrys of San Diego might just be in trouble if something happened to Bob.
Brande tapped Dokey’s elbow and the two of them went forward to the wardroom. It was becoming a center of operations since the sonar/chart room was too small to accept more than four or five people.
Dokey headed directly for the galley.
Larry Emry had moved one of the computer stations into the lounge, and its screen had been alive since its transfer. He was playing with it then, adjusting the search grid over the undersea chart displayed on the cathode ray tube.
Brande came up behind him and looked over his shoulder. “You can’t do much more until we have additional data, Larry. Why don’t you get some sleep?”
Brande had issued orders for people to load up on as much sleep as possible. The time was fast approaching when they would not get much.
“I wish we knew more about the sea floor here,” Emry said, ignoring the suggestion.
“We may know more than we want to know soon.”
“Look at this”
Emry keyed in a command, and blue lines and swirls superimposed themselves on the chart. Brande did not like the looks of the low pressure cell.
“Weather?”
“Yeah. We’ve got a winter storm predicted by the meteorologists. This is what I predict it will look like by the time we reach the area.”
“Rain. How about wind?”
“The experts say gusts to thirty knots. We’ll have heavy seas.”
“Anything to really worry about, though?”
“For us, I don’t think so. The cycloidal propellers should keep us stable enough. But the reports we’re getting say there’s a bunch of nuts sailing around in the region. No telling what they’ll do.”
“Go home,” Brande said.
“I wish.”
Dokey came back from the galley, taking bites from a piece of cherry pie in one hand. Emry moved over to the wardroom table, and he and Dokey discussed the possibility of a chess match.
Brande told them he was going to bed.
He almost made it.
Rae Thomas was on the bridge, sharing the vigil with Connie Alvarez-Sorenson. Fred Bober was handling the helm. A variety of low-volume babble issued from the open doorway of the radio shack.
As he emerged from the companionway and turned toward the corridor leading aft, Brande said, “Good night, ladies and gentleman.”
Thomas followed him back to his and Dokey’s cabin. “You want to look at this, Dane?”
He pushed open the door, flipped the light switch, and stepped inside. “I suppose. What is it?”
Brande peeled his T-shirt off and tossed it toward the underbunk drawer that was his clothes hamper.
Thomas stopped in the open doorway and leaned against the jamb. “I had Avery Hampstead fax us a memorandum of understanding. Covering our fees.”
“Good. I’d forgotten all about it.” Brande sat down and unlaced his deck shoes. He pulled them off, peeled his socks off, and stretched his toes. It felt good. “Come on in, Rae, and sit down.ˮ
She moved over to Dokey’s bunk and sat tentatively on the edge of it. Because the cabin was so narrow, their knees almost touched.
“I asked him for thirteen-five a day plus incidentals.”
Brande looked up. “That much? I was thinking ten or eleven.”
“Of course you were. I covered our actual costs, and added a tiny fudge factor.”
“And got it. Good for you.”
“Look at this.”
She handed him the sheet ripped from the fax machine. After the gobbledygook bureaucratic headings and an introductory paragraph, it read:
1) Professional and equipment fees: $13,500/day.
2) Miscellaneous direct cost expenses: not to exceed $15,000/project.
3) Hazardous duty factor: multiple of 3.

Brande grinned. “Olʼ Avery. He’s kind of like my grandma Bridgette. A little gruff sometimes, but he cares.”
“That’s forty thousand a day.”
“Yeah. Some things work out, Rae.”
“Because it’s dangerous.”
“Anything that deep can be dangerous, reactor or not,” Brande said. “A reactor gets us triple fees.”
She did not respond and he noticed a small tic in her cheek, under her right eye. Glancing down, he saw that her fingers were trembling.
“Rae?”
“I pushed it away, Dane. Ignored it.”
“The danger?”
“Yes. The risk and the decision you made to involve everyone.”
“I hope I was more democratic than that,” Brande said. “We had a meeting, remember?”
“That was only form, Dane. Everybody here would follow you wherever you went.”
Brande leaned forward, reached out, and took her hands in his. He could feel the tiny tremors.
She looked down at their hands.
“I don’t know how to respond to that,” he said. “I don’t want to be some kind of despot.”
“I followed you,” she said.
“I know.”
“You’re not a despot.”
“Only in the closet.”
Thomas raised her head and looked directly at him. “I’m scared.”
“We all are, Rae.”
“I’m scared for all of us. I’m scared for you.”
A tear appeared in her eye, broke, and slithered down her cheek.
Brande levered himself off the bunk, crossed the narrow space, and sat down beside her. He put his arm around her shoulders. Thomas laid her head against his neck. He felt a warm tear fall on his chest.
“It’s going to be all right, Rae. Believe me.”
Dokey appeared in the doorway. “Hey! We’re now part of the United States Navy! Whoops! Sorry, folks.”
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Chapter Eleven

2114 HOURS LOCAL, PLESETSK COSMODROME
Pyotr Nicholavich Piredenko, the Director of the Flight Data Computer Center, was troubled.
He did not consider himself particularly brilliant, but he did think he was competent, a craftsman in his field. As a scientist, he also thought that he was a fair observer, and he did not like what he was seeing.
For four days now, he and his staff had been working with seven members of the Atomnaya Secretariat on nothing but computer modeling of the A2e crash. A scheduled launch had been delayed in order to devote computer time to continual replays of the launch and subsequent failure of the rocket. Using the actual telemetry data, they were able to reconstruct perfectly the speeds, pressures, and altitudes of the rocket right up to the moment of impact. From that point on, they tested seemingly endless variables in the attempt to determine what might have transpired with the payload and, more important, where the rocket and payload might have come to a final rest.
In fifty simulations, the computer suggested fifty possible landing locations on the ocean floor.
In fifty simulations, the computer suggested only one scenario for the nuclear reactor in the payload module.
During his infrequent breaks for a nap or a tasteless meal, Piredenko found himself sleepless or not hungry. His mind rumbled with damnations of General Oberstev, who would not listen to reason, and reactor designers, who would not imagine anything but perfection in their design.
And who had made the simplest of errors in their circuitry design. A fatal error.
Also during his breaks, he would guzzle glasses of tea and review the dispatches issued by television, by Radio Moscow, by Pravda and by Novoye Vremya. There was not one mention of the potential disaster. Despite the media openness of recent years, some setbacks in Commonwealth domestic and foreign programs still went unreported.
Pyotr Piredenko was observer enough to realize that once again the Rodina, the motherland, was burying her head in the sand, afraid of the loss of face, distressed at owning up to her responsibilities. She, and many in her leadership, were ever sensitive to criticism by a world that was scrutinizing them so closely. It was, he thought, a trait ingrained deeply in the generations that followed the Revolution.
The director was also observer enough to realize that one Vladimir Yevstavyev, a civilian electronics technician assigned to the cosmodrome, did not make enough money to purchase shirts with Arrow labels, shoes with a Reebok logo, or portable cassette players with Sony stamped on them. Piredenko’s life revolved around his computer center, and he had not worried unduly about the sources of Yevstavyev’s additional income. Piredenko was not in the business of counterespionage, and if the experts had not detected a problem in the technician’s life-style, Piredenko was not going to enlighten them.
He stood at the back of his computer center, just outside his glass-walled office, and scanned the activity. All of the consoles were manned, flight center personnel and men from the atomic energy bureau hovering over the operators at their keyboards as segments of the ill-fated rocket’s flight were examined yet again.
He made up his mind.
Crossing to the rack of computer tapes — duplicates of data stored on the computer’s hard disk drives — Piredenko randomly selected one plastic box. The label was written in thick black ink and read: FLT PLK92/64 Simulation #47.
He dropped it in the pocket of his white laboratory smock, scanned the room once again, and saw that no one seemed overly interested in him.
He told the woman nearest him that he would be in the cafeteria and then left the center.
In the cafeteria, some twenty people were idling during their rest times. Vladimir Yevstavyev was one of them, and Piredenko was not surprised. The man had been present almost every time that Piredenko had visited the cafeteria. He drew tea from an urn and carried the glass across the dining hall to sit at the small table opposite Yevstavyev.
“Good evening, Director.”
The man’s face displayed only slight shock at Piredenko’s uninvited company. The two had never exchanged more than a nod of recognition in the past.
“Hello, Vladimir. You look tired.”
“We are on double shifts, Director. As you must be.”
Piredenko placed his glass on the table, then laid the tape box beside it, label down.
“Yes, though it feels twice that.”
They chatted about inconsequential for Five minutes, then Piredenko finished his tea and rose. “I must return to my charges.”
“Have a good night, Director.”
Piredenko walked away, leaving the tape box resting on the table.
When he glanced back from the doorway, the box had disappeared.
0950 HOURS LOCAL, PEARL HARBOR NAVAL BASE, HAWAII
Avery Hampstead was on the telephone again, as he had known that he would be for this week and perhaps the next week. The table in front of him was littered with telephones, and he thought that he had used every one of them. Naval people in khaki uniforms moved around the operations center as if they had purposes. The conversational buzz was low-volume, which he appreciated.
“I believe your voice sounds clearer with each passing moment, Dane.”
“That’s just your imagination working, Avery”
“Or my optimism. Did you get the maps?”
“We did. Where did you find them?”
“My lovely secretary — or perhaps she’s my boss — Angie and I have been calling every oceanographic outfit in the world. We simply asked if they had ever done exploratory work in the region, and if they had, could we see their maps. Except for the CIS, they’ve been very obliging. The photocopies have been rolling in.”
“Larry Emry’s happy,” Brande said. “He’s busy updating his geologic data base.”
“When he’s done, do you suppose he could transmit copies to us and to the Kane?” Hampstead asked. “We’re all compiling our own, of course, but the comparisons might erase a few glitches.”
There were discrepancies between some of the maps they had received — seamounts, trenches, valleys appearing hundreds of yards off of reported geographic positions. Most of those could be attributed to data collected prior to the more exact navigational positioning provided by the Global Navigation System.
“We’ll send it out as soon as we can.”
“We’ll be eternally grateful,” Hampstead said.
“I doubt it. Now, do you want to talk about the reason I called you?”
“No.”
Brande ignored the negative response and went on. “I have here a copy of an order signed by the Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of the Navy, and the Chief of Naval Operations. Under the provisions of an executive order declaring an emergency, they have commandeered my ship for thirty days.”
“I may have seen a copy of the same order,” Hampstead acknowledged.
“Whatʼs going on, Avery?”
“Well, you could have been more diplomatic with Admiral Potter, Dane.”
“To hell with Admiral Potter. It’s my ship.”
“It wouldn’t hurt…”
“But, Avery, thanks to Rae, I also have a prior-dated memorandum from you. I’m under contract to the Department of Commerce.”
“If we line up Commerce on one side of the Potomac and Defense on the other side, Dane, then open up with the weapons available to both sides, I think Commerce will be decimated. I’m talking legal weapons, of course.”
“Go over their heads, Avery.”
“That’s the President.”
“I know.”
“I only say ‘yessir’ to the President,” Hampstead said.
“This isn’t going to work,” Brande said.
“Well, if you just take it easy, go along with…”
“CINCPAC telexed us the search pattern we’re supposed to follow.”
“Yes.”
“You’re at CINCPAC. Why didn’t you bitch about it?”
“I’ve not been asked for input on that, Dane. They have the experts in that field.”
“It’s designed by a guy whose primary objective in life is looking for hostile submarines. We’re not searching for a submarine.”
“I’ll raise your objection with the search committee,” Hampstead said.
“I might have known it was a committee.”
1015 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′38″ NORTH, 176°10′52″ EAST
The forward torpedo room had become a museum of the Tashkent. About sixty kilograms of flotsam from the stricken submarine had been recovered on the surface and stowed aboard the Winter Storm.
Gurevenich had ordered it left alone, but he knew that it was on everyone’s mind as they resumed the search pattern. It caused the men of the submarine to maintain even more silence than they had previously.
Rubbing the fatigue from his eyes with the heels of his hands, Gurevenich sat in the wardroom with a cup of tea and a half-eaten sandwich. His appetite had disappeared along with the Tashkent.
He looked up when Mostovets stepped in.
“Something, Ivan Yosipovich?”
“No, Captain. We have analyzed the tapes of a sonar return on a peak at one thousand meters depth. It is to the north about six kilometers. I ordered a magnetometer reading taken on our next pass, but I suspect the mass is much greater than that of a rocket. It wills an old shipwreck.”
It was the second wreck they had located. He could not count the Tashkent. What was left of the submarine had gone down, down, down, off their sonar, and into an abyss of unknown depth.
The analysis of sonar readings was difficult even when they were tracking the bottom. The blotches and smears on the screen — or on tapes of the screen — did not distinguish between artificial, man-made objects and natural debris on the seabed. What promised to be a nose cone could just as well be a rock outcropping.
And this was true only when they could see the bottom, which was infrequent. So far, they had identified four seamounts, the highest to the north, about a kilometer north of the point of impact.
“What of the Houston?” Gurevenich asked.
“Our contacts have been intermittent, but it seems to be following an east-west pattern, Captain, at six hundred meters of depth, and several kilometers to the north.”
“And the surface ships?”
“Still gathered to the west,” Mostovets reported.
The published and broadcast reports of the rocket’s point of impact on the surface of the Pacific Ocean had apparently been generally described as 26 degrees, 20 minutes North, 176 degrees, 10 minutes East, for that was where the gaggle of civilian ships had congregated. The actual impact point was to the northeast of that position by five kilometers, more precisely located eleven seconds further north and twenty-three seconds further east. He hoped that no one further enlightened the sightseers.
“The Kirov,” Mostovets continued, “has stationed itself slightly northwest of the civilian ships.”
“Amazing,” Gurevenich said. “Fleet Command actually followed a recommendation that I made.”
“It would appear so, Captain. If the Kirov maintains its position, it may keep the civilian craft away from the actual search area.”
“At least until the Timofey Olʼyantsev arrives. They will likely have to operate the Sea Lion closer to the crash area.”
“And the civilians will interfere, no doubt,” Mostovets said.
“Probably.”
“And the Kirov will have to demonstrate its firepower.”
“Let us hope not, Ivan Yosipovich.”
1120 HOURS LOCAL, 29°52′ NORTH, 163°31′ WEST
“Oh, God, no!” Brande said.
He was seated at the wardroom table with Okey Dokey and Rae Thomas.
Bucky Sanders, who had just come through the door with a seaman named Rivers, grinned at him. “Iʼm afraid so.”
“Mel put you on galley duty again?”
“That’s right.”
“He hasn’t learned much about your prowess with a pan, Bucky.”
“You could always talk to him.”
“What are we having?”
“Grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup.”
“You’ll find a way to grill the soup and boil the cheese, won’t you?”
“I think I’ve got it figured out this time,” Sanders said as he and Rivers disappeared into the galley.
“Put that on your list of priorities, Madame President,” Dokey said. “We need competent cooks. Trained in France would be all right.”
Dokey was wearing a sweatshirt this morning. It was adorned with two’60s pelicans doing the twist. The’90s version of that shirt had the pelicans doing the Lambada.
“We’re not running a resort,” Thomas said.
“We’re supposed to be running a world-class organization,” Dokey countered.
“That doesn’t extend to catering the food service. Next. Jim Word wants some research done on the ingots and cannon barrel.”
“Send Brandie Anderson to the archives in Spain,” Brande said.
“You sweet on her?” Thomas asked him.
Dokey glanced briefly at both of them, then said, “He’s not, but I am.”
“The practical research experience will do more for her than a hundred hours of classroom time,” Brande said.
“A free trip to Spain for her? You know what that will cost? Oh, hell. Okay.”
“Did you work up an inspection schedule, Okey?” Brande asked.
“Yup. Right here.”
Dokey slid the paper across the table and Brande studied it for a few minutes. One of the enemies of oceanographic exploration was the sea itself. No matter how waterproof a compartment seemed to be, moisture crept in and corroded delicate electronics, causing shorts and outright failures. All of the ROVs and DepthFinder; though now considered prepared for service, would be inspected regularly, every six hours.
Dokey’s inspection chart listed the times, the primary inspector, the backup inspector, and the test equipment to be used. There were columns in which to pencil in initials and times of examination.
“Looks good, Okey. Go ahead and post it.”
“Okay, Chief”
Dokey slid out of his chair and took his mug of coffee with him.
“Hey, Dane!”
Larry Emry was at his contrived workstation in the first booth. In addition to his computer terminal, a telephone line and a radio transmitter had been added to the booth.
“What’s up, Larry?”
“I just talked to CINCPAC. The first transponder is in place. Dropped by the Houston.”
In keeping with the Navy’s search scheme, the submarines were going to plant transponders — emitting a recorded signal on four different frequencies — at each corner of the search area. Not only would they define the search region, they could be used to triangulate the position of each search vessel. Supplementing the Global Navigation System, the accuracy of the search would be enhanced.
“Did you get the frequencies?” Brande asked.
“Damn betcha. And I’ve got my final chart prepared. Do I ship it to the Kane?”
“I suppose so. Otherwise, I get court-martialed.”
“Can they court-martial a civilian?” Thomas asked.
“I doubt it, but I don’t put them above trying.” Dane called over the back of the booth, “And Larry, send it to CINCPAC, too.”
“How about the subs?”
“Yeah. Ask Pearl Harbor for contact frequencies, and when the subs come up for air or something, we’ll zip them some charts.”
“If we’re going that far,” Thomas asked, “should we include the Russians in our mailing list? And the Japanese?”
“Let’s hold off for now. Maybe we’ll need a bargaining chip later.”
Thomas had reached the last page of her notes.
“Anything else, Rae? I want to put everyone on sleep duty. They’ll need to get as much as they can before we go into action.”
“One item, Dane. On the workboats, Iʼm going to sell off Priscilla. We’ll use the proceeds to overhaul and retrofit Cockamamie and Mighty Moose *
“Is that your final decision?” he asked.
“What?” Defensively.
“I think it’s great. Can we paint them white, with the yellow diagonal?”
“If we get enough money out of Priscilla.ˮ
“Not firing Bull Kontas?”
“He’ll retire soon, I suppose.” She gave him a lopsided grin.
Brande slid out of the booth. “If that’s it, Rae, Iʼm going to go tuck people in.”
“They won’t tuck very well in broad daylight,” she said. “Can we talk for a minute?”
“Sure.”
“Out on deck.”
Thomas rose from the bench seat, and he followed her out of the wardroom. She was wearing white deck shoes, white slacks, and a blue-and-white striped, bow-necked polo shirt. Her stride was very deliberate, countering the slight rise and fall of the deck. He found himself appreciating the taut fabric of her slacks.
Brande reached around her to open the door to the side deck, and they stepped out. The sun was bright, and the wind created by the speed of the ship was warm. It tousled her hair. Somewhat sensuously, Brande thought. To the west, the view was more dismal. Tall stratocumulus clouds reached for the sky, and their bases were dark and threatening.
Thomas turned and leaned against the railing.
He stepped close to her, so they did not have to shout over the breeze and the loud whisper of water passing the hull.
“About last night … ” she started.
“All right. What about last night?”
“Iʼm sorry I fell apart like that.”
“Nothing to be sorry about, Rae. All of us are frightened from time to time, and right now is a damned good time to be scared.”
“It’s certainly not the image I want to project as a manager.”
“Who’s to know?”
“Well, Okey…”
“In spite of popular belief, Okey is very tight-mouthed about the important things.”
Her mouth was barely touched with cinnamon lipstick. It suddenly looked inviting to Brande.
“Can I ask you a question? One that Iʼve always wanted to ask?”
“Sure.”
“Why won’t you call me Kaylene?”
Flash of blue-green water, so clear that he could see for a hundred feet. Yellow and orange and red streaking the seabed. Her eyes closing so slowly.
“My wife’s name was Kay. Janelle Kay. I guess I shy away from it.”
“Oh, my God!” Thomas’s hand went to her mouth. “I didn’t even know you were married, Dane.”
“She died on a dive in the Caribbean,” he said, trying to not relive it.
Her hand left her mouth and gripped his left forearm. “I’m so sorry, Dane. Sorry I brought it up, too.”
“I guess I assume that people know my history,” he said. “But Okey’s probably the only one who does. He doesn’t talk about it, and I’ve never felt a need to do so.”
The ship heeled to port a few degrees, and Brande took one step closer to her before he regained his balance.
“If I can be candid,” Thomas said, “that’s one thing that’s bothered me about you. About MVU.”
“What’s that?”
“You seem so open with everybody, and you’re usually in good humor. Everyone adores you. And yet, no one here really knows you. It makes you less…human, somehow. To me, anyway.”
Brande had to think about that for a little bit. It was probably true.
“I’m not trying to be critical,” she said.
He detected a whiff of her perfume. A trace of bougainvillea.
“Maybe Iʼm just programmed?” he told her. “Like Atlas?ˮ
“You’re sloughing it off.” Her other hand came up to grasp his upper arm. “But, Iʼll give up prying. I don’t want to be a snoop, and I don’t mean to be overly critical.”
“That’s okay. The president should know her people.”
“Even the boss?”
“Why not?”
Brande freed his arm, put it around her shoulders, and gave her a hug. He felt a trifle awkward doing it. He had never been the touchy type.
Then he turned back toward the door and reached out for the handle.
Looked up.
Connie Alvarez-Sorenson was standing on the port wing, looking down at them. She winked.
“Well,” Thomas said, “I can forget about Okey. There’s one mouth that’s difficult to control.”
1210 HOURS LOCAL, 29°50′ NORTH, 163°28′ WEST
“Your government fully expects that you will provide them with the latest data as it becomes available to you,” Mr. Sato said.
“That decision is not up to me,” Kim Otsuka said.
“You must make it so,” the consulate representative said. “Also, we will require a copy of the robot computer application program.”
“For which robot?” Otsuka asked.
After a moment’s hesitation, in which she was certain Mr. Sato was digesting the unexpected information that there was more than one robot, he said, “I will inquire further and then call you again.”
He hung up, and Otsuka slowly replaced her receiver in its cradle on the bulkhead intercom panel next to the booth in which she sat. It was the fourth of four booths, and it used to be the only one with a phone.
From the galley came the clank of pans as the two seamen on galley duty prepared lunch. Larry Emry was at his computer terminal, updating charts. Dane and Kaylene were in the booth behind her, after having been absent for a while, going over the accounts or something. Every once in a while, Dane protested something Kaylene wanted to do, but he seemed to make his protests lightheartedly.
Otsuka twisted around onto her knees and peered over the back of the bench seat. Kaylene was right below her, with a yellow notepad, pages of numbers, and a calculator spread around her. Dane was across the table, slumped back, with his feet up on the end of the U-shaped bench. His expression was one of half amusement, and Otsuka guessed that he was not taking this meeting with Kaylene seriously.
“May I interrupt?” Otsuka asked.
“God, yes!” Dane told her.
“I just talked to my consulate.”
Kaylene leaned over and looked back over her shoulder. “What’d they want?”
“They want me to provide them — actually, the Eastern Flower — With any pertinent exploration data that we might develop.”
“I don’t have a problem with that,” Brande said. “We’re going to need all the help we can get, and it’s a hell of a lot better if we’re all working with the same information. Send them the updated charts, for a start.”
“They also want a copy of the operating program for a robot. They don’t know which one, but it’s probably Gargantua.”
“Hmmm,” Brande said.
“Bullshit!” Thomas added.
Various patents and copyrights within Marine Visions were shared in different ways. Gargantua’s structural design was shared by the company, Brande, Dokey and Dankelov. The electronics designs belonged to the company, to Dokey and to Mayberry. His programming belonged to the company, Otsuka and Polodka — twenty-five percent, fifty-five percent, and twenty percent, respectively. The company retained control of merchandising and production rights. Otsuka had thought the distribution policy a fair one since the company provided the research facilities and her salary.
“Why do you suppose they need the program?” Dane asked.
She had given it a speedy consideration. “I suspect that whatever robot they plan to use with their submersible is not yet operational. They’re trying to complete it en route.”
“And yet they’ve jumped right into this search?”
“Of course,” she said. “The publicity that will attach to anyone successful in the recovery is worth millions of dollars, Dane.”
“Would they take the risk of using an untested submersible and robot?” Kaylene asked.
“I do not know anyone at Hokkaido Marine Industries, but I imagine the answer is yes. They would view this disaster as an opportunity.”
Brande was watching her face closely, and Otsuka felt as if his gray eyes could see behind her own, could probe within her mind.
“Have you been threatened, Kim?” he asked.
She was glad that the relationships at MVU were so candid. Very little was ever hidden from another.
“Not directly,” she said. “It was implied that my passport could be revoked.”
“Give them the program,” he said.
“I’ll be damned if we will,” Thomas said. “Grab that phone and call Hampstead, Kim.”
1915 HOURS LOCAL, WASHINGTON, DC
“My plotting board looks like a live jigsaw puzzle,” Unruh said.
“Bet it looks just like mine,” Hampstead responded. “We’ve enlarged the display to show just the area of operations. I think it looks like a tag-team match, with about ten people on each team, and about ten teams.”
“I didn’t know you liked wrestling, Avery.”
“I don’t. Hate it.”
Unruh did not think he would pursue that line.
“Do you have any close friends in the State Department, Carl?”
“Of course not.”
“Just one?”
“Maybe. What’d you need?”
Hampstead told him about a problem with one of Brande’s scientists and her consulate.
“Wouldn’t you know someone would be trying to commercialize this thing, Avery?”
“I see it more as blackmail and industrial espionage.” “Well, let me make a few phone calls. Is that your only problem?”
“No,” Hampstead said, “but it’ll do for now.”
“You’ve got the Kirov identified?”
“Yes. She’s staying on the perimeter. CINCPAC says there’s fifty-seven civilian boats cluttering up the screen now. Several of them, according to one of the aircraft pilots, have approached the Russians. Right now, they’re sitting in place, about a quarter of a mile away, trying to stare down four big damned warships, Carl.”
“Waving banners?” Unruh asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe just fingers.”
“It’s worse elsewhere,” Unruh said, eyeing the status boards on easels that were lined up on one side of the Situation Room. “The Commonwealth naval base at Cam Ranh Bay is under siege by a horde of Vietnamese protestors.”
“Good,” was Hampstead’s response.
“A CIS Air Force attache at the United Nations was slugged in the face by a staffer from the Philippines delegation.”
“In the U.N. building?”
“Right. The CIS delegation is demanding that they be allowed to increase their security detachment.”
“Will they? Be allowed, I mean?”
“I can’t imagine that it will happen. Bob Balcon has asked the NYPD to give them a few extra cops.”
“There’s a major rally taking place at Waikiki Beach right now,” Hampstead said.
“The FBI has it listed here.”
“They want the Commonwealth expelled from the United Nations for endangering the world.”
“Is that right? That’ll really help improve communications,” Unruh said.
“Are we having any? Communications?”
“We might have, Avery. The President has called in the CIS ambassador. The ambassador asked for a delay in order to accumulate information. You can bet your ass he’s on the hot line to Moscow.”
“We wouldn’t happen to be listening in on his conversation, would we?”
“Avery.”
“Well?”
“Of course we are. But it’s scrambled and in code, naturally.”
“Naturally. How about data on the reactor?”
“We’re asking around.”
“You’ve been doing that for four days.”
“These things take time,” Unruh said. He had been on the line to Oren Patterson a dozen times, anxious, but not trying to pressure the DDO any more than he already was.
“You’re not giving us very much with which to work,” Hampstead complained.
“Well, there is one more thing.”
“I’m waiting with delicious anticipation.”
“The Navy people convinced the President that, with the CIS task force on-site and more coming, we should have more of a presence.”
“Oh, shit!”
“An aircraft carrier and two cruisers, with appropriate support craft, will be ordered out of Pearl Harbor within the next hour or so.”
“Jesus Christ, Carl! I’d rather have the committees and the summit talk.”
1436 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′42″ NORTH, 176°11′4″ EAST
“Surface!”
Neil Garrison echoed Taylor’s order. “Surface. Full up, planesman.”
“Aye aye, sir, full up.”
“Sound General Quarters,” Taylor said.
The klaxon went off, feet began to thud along the corridors of the Los Angeles as men ran for their duty stations, and all interior lighting went to red.
“Control Center, Sonar. Hostile’s stopped engines. Bearing still oh-one-four, range now twelve hundred yards.”
“All stop,” Taylor said.
“Aye aye, Skipper, all stop,” Garrison said.
As the sub slowed, Taylor visualized the position of the Winter Storm, which they had identified and had been tracking for the past hour. The CIS submarine had ignored them, maintaining its deep search pattern northeast of the impact point, until they closed within 2,000 yards.
Then it had made a climbing, evasive turn, and abruptly shut down all its systems.
Sitting silent.
Waiting.
Waiting for the American submarine to demonstrate its intentions.
Taylor showed his intentions by surfacing.
He could not imagine ever taking such an action, based on his training, but he also could not think of a clearer way to express his desire to talk.
The Los Angeles broke the surface, and Garrison unbuttoned the hatch into the conning tower. Taylor scrambled up the ladder behind him.
The early-afternoon sun was blotchy, struggling to get its rays through a thin overcast. To the west, the cloud bank was heavier, thicker, darker. The seas were running long, high swells. There was a wind out of the northwest that Taylor gauged fairly steady at ten miles per hour.
They waited.
Taylor felt vulnerable.
Garrison had donned a headset and plugged into one of the sail’s extensions.
“Sonar reports they’re coming up, Skipper.”
“Good. But let’s keep everyone alert.”
The CIS submarine cleared the surface about a half mile away to the northwest. It was clearly a Sierra-class boat, larger than the Victor IIIs, and equipped with the bullet on top of the vertical rudder. That strange-looking cylinder had been attributed to anything from a towed sonar array to a supersecret, ultrasilent propulsion system.
“Ahead one-third,” Taylor said.
Garrison repeated the order, and the Los Angeles gained headway and began to move.
The Russian waited for them.
Taylor raised his binoculars to his eyes, adjusted the focus, and found the heads of three men peering over the top edge of the sail. All three were staring back at him with their own field glasses.
He lowered the binoculars. “They’re suspicious of us, Neil.”
“Hell, Skipper, I’m suspicious of us. You want me to get a photograph of that fin housing?”
“No. Let’s not play naval intelligence this time.”
The bow of the Winter Storm came slowly around to the west as they approached, allowing the Los Angeles to come directly alongside.
When they were ten yards apart, Taylor ordered reverse to stop their forward movement, then minimal forward power to maintain their heading.
The Russian did the same, and the two subs crawled through the sea side by side, but rising and falling by as much as eight feet in relation to one smother in the heavy seas.
“You didn’t manage to learn any Russian last night, did you, Neil?”
“I tried, Skipper. No luck.”
Taylor raised his loud hailer. “I am Commander Alfred Taylor, captain of the United States submarine Los Angeles.”
The response was made a trifle ragged by the wind, and the English was stilted, but Taylor heard, “Captain Mikhail Gurevenich … Storm.”
So far, so good.
They had not lied to each other yet.
“Captain Gurevenich, I invite you aboard my boat for a short meeting.” Taylor spaced out the words, hoping he was understood above the wind and the translation problems.
There was a hurried confab among the three officers, then a dinghy was brought up onto the afterdeck.
Garrison ordered a greeting party out onto their own afterdeck, and Taylor followed with the instruction to stand down from General Quarters.
Fifteen minutes later, Captain Gurevenich was led into the wardroom, and Taylor met him with a salute. Gurevenich returned the salute, and Taylor offered his hand.
After a moment’s hesitation, the CIS captain agreed to the handshake. He had a hard, callused hand.
“Captain, this is my executive officer, Lieutenant Commander Neil Garrison.”
“And the Winter Storm’s navigation officer, Lieutenant Kazakov.”
He was young and had a large bruise on his forehead, and Taylor guessed that he was a newly assigned officer. Taylor assumed the executive officer would be required to stay aboard the CIS sub.
Taylor waved them toward seats at the table. “Would you care for coffee, gentlemen?”
“That would be very nice, Captain Taylor.”
The nod offered by the junior lieutenant suggested that he also understood English.
After the steward had poured mugs with steaming coffee and withdrawn, Taylor said, “This is an unusual meeting for me, as it must be for you.”
A nod.
He took a long sip of the coffee, followed by an approving smile.
“I want to assure you that we have come with the sole purpose of assisting you in the recovery of your nuclear reactor.”
Now that got a response from the young guy. His face paled, and he looked toward his captain.
Taylor glanced at Garrison. His exec had also noted the reaction.
“We do appreciate your offer,” Gurevenich said, “but I believe my government has already notified yours that the recovery of the rocket is expected to be routine.”
That was a parroting of superior instructions, if he had ever heard one, Taylor thought.
“In any event, Captain Gurevenich, we are going to be in the immediate vicinity, and we will be happy to share with you anything we learn.”
“That is gracious of you.”
“If you have not already identified them, the submarines Houston and Philadelphia will also participate in the exercise.”
“We have identified them,” Gurevenich said, again sipping the coffee.
“Neil.”
Garrison passed a chart to the Russian commander.
“That is the pattern we intend to follow, so you will know who and where we are, Captain.”
Gurevenich quickly scanned the chart. “Yes. This will be of assistance.”
“What could possibly be more helpful is if you would share with us what you have already discovered,” Taylor suggested. “We would not be reinventing a few wheels, perhaps.”
With a fleeting glance at the little lieutenant, Gurevenich said, “I am afraid that is impossible at this moment. I would have to confer with fleet headquarters.”
Taylor had the distinct feeling that the response was not one Gurevenich wanted to make.
“Yes. I can understand. Neil, do you have the other chart?”
“Right here, Skipper.” Garrison produced the chart that had been transmitted to them only a few hours before.
Gurevenich looked it over with more interest than he had shown in the search plan.
“That was put together by oceanographers aboard the research vessel Orion, Captain. It is a compilation of exploration maps from expeditions in the region over the past fifteen years, and it identifies geologic structures and shipwrecks of which you may not be aware.”
A small smile threatened the corners of Gurevenich’s mouth as he moved his forefinger about the chart, stopping to tap it in several spots. “I appreciate this very much, Captain Taylor.”
“As I said, we are quite willing to share. You are welcome to provide copies of that chart to your sister ships. And I might add that all United States vessels in the area have been ordered to secure their weapons systems.”
Gurevenich looked up, and this time, did smile. “That, too, is appreciated.”
“Would you like more coffee, sir?” Garrison asked.
“No. Thank you. We must return to our boat.”
They all stood, and Taylor shook hands with both of them again. “I would also like to pass on to you, Captain Gurevenich, the condolences of this ship, and of the United States Navy, for the men of the submarine Tashkent. It is a tragic event, and I am certain they were a gallant crew.”
“Thank you, Captain Taylor. It has been, indeed, a tragedy, and you are kind to think of them.”
Garrison slipped into the galley and came back with a three-pound can of Folgers.
“A gift from the crew of the Los Angeles to the men of the Winter Storm, Captain Gurenevich”
Both officers appeared pleased.
“Thank you, Commander,” Gurenevich said.
After a chief petty officer led them away toward the afterdeck hatch, Taylor said, “That was a nice touch, Neil. Thanks.”
“The coffee and the chart from the Orion were the only things that seemed to warm them up.”
“The dossier on Gurevenich says he’s an able commander, but I don’t think he’s allowed to do much on his own.”
“At least, not with that puppy he’s got in tow,” Garrison said.
“I think you’re right. Without him in attendance, we might have gotten some of his search data.”
“So what do we do, Skipper?”
“Just what we planned to do aboard the Kane. We follow our revised pattern.”
Taylor, Huck Elliot, and John Cartwright had refined the search procedures presented to them by CINCPAC, and then had further altered them when they received the charts from some oceanographer named Emry. The new pattern eliminated some fifteen square miles of search area.
As far as Taylor knew, Cartwright had not notified CINCPAC of the changes. Maybe he never would.
Taylor certainly was not going to mention it.
2035 HOURS LOCAL, 29°21′ NORTH, 167°9′ WEST
During the day, they had gained on the Orion, and the research vessel was now visible to the naked eye when it was light enough to see.
The Arienne was still in the same position, off the starboard quarter, and Curtis Aaron felt good about that. She was a newer and faster boat than the Queen, and she could have left them behind long before.
It had to mean that Mark Jacobs was conceding leadership to Aaron on this mission.
All day long, Aaron had been working toward that possibility, preparing alternative speeches. He was going to have an audience; he knew that. The radio had been alive with news reports filed from the scene. While there seemed to be few developments concerning the rocket and the nuclear reactor, it was very apparent that he would have an audience. Not only were there some fifty ships in the area, but a whole flock of international news people had descended. Sent, no doubt, to help Aaron spread his message.
The world was waiting for it, too. Civil disturbances created by anxious and angry protestors were erupting everywhere. They would want to know how to proceed, guided by an expert who was not afraid to go to the heart of the matter.
In the dark of the flying bridge, Aaron rested with his feet up on the instrument panel, stroked his beard, and contemplated all of the glorious possibilities.
Julie Mecom brought him a rum-and-Coke, and he thanked her.
Dawn Lengren, who was at the helm, gave Julie a dirty look.
2030 HOURS LOCAL, 34°30′ NORTH, 162°20′ EAST
Capt. Leonid Talebov used the ship’s public-address system to announce to the officers and men of the Timofey Ol’yantsev that their mission had some possibility of risk associated with it.
The rumors floating around the patrol ship had become rampant by the time Adm. Grigori Orlov, with the President’s assistance, had overruled Vladimir Yevgeni.
Oberstev was relieved, though he was not so certain that the announcement would alleviate any fears among the crew. They had been specifically prohibited from mentioning the September eighth estimate for a possible meltdown.
He had removed his uniform blouse and his shoes, and he was sitting on the bed in the captain’s cabin. Alexi Cherby-kov poured them each a small glass of Stolichnaya vodka and then took the chair at the captain’s desk.
When Talebov’s message was completed, Oberstev asked, “Do you suppose we shall ever overcome our distrust of the masses, Alexi?”
“Distrust, General?”
“Our fear of telling them what we are really doing.”
His aide considered the point for an extended moment, then said, “I believe we will, as soon as our actions are worthy of trust.”
Oberstev grinned. “Excellent. When will that occur, Alexi?”
“Perhaps with the next generation,” his aide said.
And Oberstev feared that he was correct.
When the knock came at the doorway, Oberstev called out, “Enter!”
The door pushed open tentatively, and Pyotr Rastonov poked his head inside.
It was a large head, topped with close-cropped dark hair, and featuring large, inquiring eyes.
“Come in, Captain.”
“I do not want to disturb you, General”
“Pour the captain a drink, Alexi.”
Rastonov accepted the drink gratefully. He stood in the middle of the small cabin, for lack of another chair, and took a sip.
“The Sea Lion?” Oberstev asked.
Rastonov was in charge of the submersible and its crew of scientists and oceanographers. “It will be ready in time, General.”
“Another problem, then?” Oberstev was beginning to see problems behind every motivation.
“After your intervention with Captain Talebov, General, Gennadi Drozdov was allowed to speak with Valeri Dankelov aboard the American research ship.”
“Yes, good. Was the conversation of value?”
“Dankelov sent us a map of the ocean floor that is a compilation derived from a number of explorations.”
“Excellent.”
“Well, uh, General, Colonel Sodur tells me we are to disregard it. He believes it to be an item of American disinformation.”
“And what do you think of it, Captain?”
“I find it plausible. I think it is accurate, and Gennadi Drozdov agrees with me.”
“Then use it.”
Rastonov nodded, but he was not through. “There is one thing more, General Oberstev.”
“Yes?”
Rastonov tapped his chest with his forefingers. “I, for one, and others among my team, are somewhat…concerned about who we report to…who is in charge.”
“I am an Air Force general officer, is that what you mean?”
“Partly, General. And we receive instructions from Colonel Sodur, Captain Talebov, Vladivostok.”
Oberstev had never had a field command, but he knew the problem. CIS military philosophy dictated that higher echelon commands set strategy, and simply by virtue of training, field commands were expected to perform in certain tactical ways, insuring victory in the field. All decisions were made at headquarters levels. In contrast, American philosophy allowed field commanders to make their own decisions on the scene, following only the general strategies devised by headquarters. The CIS rule book tended to fall apart in emergency situations.
And even in nonemergency situations. From the seminars and training sessions he had been required to attend at general staff workshops, he could not see that the planners and military bureaucrats had learned anything from the misadventures in Afghanistan.
“Thank you, Captain. I will see if I cannot clarify the chain of command.”
After Rastonov left, Cherbykov said, “Will it be possible, General, to clarify?”
“We are borrowing much from the Americans, Alexi, in economic and domestic issues. Perhaps it is time to borrow an American command structure.”
“You will speak to Orlov?”
“And demand full command and responsibility. It is my responsibility, after all.” With each day that went by, Oberstev was feeling the increasing weight of the catastrophe.
“The Navy may take exception to Air Force Command.”
“Yes.”
“And Admiral Orlov could relieve you of duty.”
Oberstev reached for his shoes. “We will see if he does.”
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Chapter Twelve

0700 HOURS LOCAL, 32°12′ NORTH, 169°15′ EAST
“My inclination, General Oberstev, is to remove you from command,” Adm. Grigori Orlov said. “I am supported in that by Chairman Yevgeni.”
It would be the only issue the two had ever agreed on, Obserstev thought.
“However, after discussions with the general staff at Stavka and with the President, it has been decided that the situation is entirely unique. As you are familiar with the rocket and the reactor, you are to be named field commander for the duration of the recovery operation.”
After the screaming argument Obserstev and Orlov had gotten into the night before, the admiral’s controlled voice and tone was unexpected this morning.
Gurevenich acknowledged the change in attitude, even if it was dictated from higher authority, by displaying his own courtesy. “Thank you, Admiral Orlov. I appreciate your support in this, and I assure you that the mission will run much smoother with communications lines that are clearly drawn.”
“I will be satisfied when the reactor is on the deck of the Timofey Olʼyantsev,” Orlov said. “Confirming written orders for your assignment will be forwarded to all ships. And Chairman Yevgeni reminds you to heed the counsel of Colonel Sodur.”
Not bloody likely, Obserstev thought. “By all means, Admiral.”
Both of the flag officers signed off the scrambled radio frequency, and Obserstev replaced the microphone on its desk pedestal.
Col. Alexi Cherbykov said, “My congratulations to you, General.”
“Let us not be premature, Alexi. Orlov mentioned my expertise with nuclear reactors.”
“Yes, he did. Actually, what he said was your, ‘familiarity’.”
“I have never even touched a nuclear reactor. And we did not bother bringing such experts with us.”
“I will call Plesetsk and have a team assembled, Gen. They can be on instant call, if they are needed.”
“‘If,’ Alexi? Let us say ‘when,’ please.”
0850 HOURS LOCAL, 27°25′ NORTH, 174°57′ WEST
Brande wanted everyone to rest today, but unable to sleep or sit, Valeri Dankelov climbed the companionway to the bridge, then asked to use the radio compartment. He sat at the console and pulled the microphone close.
His call was immediately answered by the Olʼyantsev’s communications operator, but it took several minutes to locate Gennadi Drozdov.
He had met Drozdov at a conference in Paris in 1988, and they had subsequently stayed in touch with each other, occasionally sharing ideas and theories in regard to the acoustic control of robots.
The Orion did not have direct satellite telephone communications with the Soviet ship. They would speak on an open radio frequency, subject to monitoring by any number of people and nations, and Dankelov had learned in his first, short conversation with Drozdov to be cautious in what he said. Though Dankelov had not learned a great deal from the Russian scientist in their first contact, he had managed to at least establish a dialogue.
“Valeri, are you there? Over.”
“Yes, Gennadi. Good morning. Over.”
There was some static which interfered with a clear understanding of each other’s speech. After several exchanges of pleasantries, they achieved a rhythm which allowed them to drop the technical “over” at the end of each transmission.
“Valeri, can you tell me where you are located?”
“Not precisely,” Dankelov said. “I have not been paying attention. I believe it will be another twenty-four hours, or more, before we arrive.”
“We should reach the impact point early in the morning, I think. But we are prepared. The equipment is ready.”
“Will you use the Seeker vehicle, Gennadi?”
The hesitation before the response came told Dankelov that Drozdov had a monitor, someone to tell him yes or no in regard to his topics.
“Yes. You already know of it. We have spoken before.”
“I remember, though not all of the details. It has video, sonar, and manipulator arms, does it not? Similar to our Atlas with the exception of sonar capability.”
Another pause. “Yes.”
“And tethered control?”
“No. No longer. We…” Another pause, while an argument took place, then Drozdov continued, “We have installed the phase four model of the Loudspeaker acoustic control system.”
Dankelov had not known that the Loudspeaker system was already in its fourth generation of design. “You are finding success?”
“Immense success, Valeri.”
“I am jealous,” Dankelov said. He decided to reveal something of Brande’s plans, to encourage whoever was listening to Drozdov’s end of the dialogue that information sharing was a two-way street.
“My own system, called, if you remember, Tapdance, is not yet operational. We will be using the DepthFinder, towing SARSCAN, for the search phase.”
“Is this the SARSCAN model we spoke of last April?”
“No, Gennadi. We still do not have a video capability.”
“Therein lies the beauty of Loudspeaker Four, Valeri. We are acoustically transmitting video images.”
“Digital encoding?”
“Of course. We… ” Drozdov was interrupted again. When he finally came back, he said, “I must sign off now, Valeri. The radio is required for another task.”
“I understand. Perhaps we may talk again this afternoon?”
“I will look forward to it,” Drozdov said.
Dankelov signed off the frequency, but continued to sit in the operator’s swivel chair. He was, in fact, jealous of Drozdov’s advances in video transmission. Jealous, but also excited. The revelation had given him something new to think about, and he wondered how much he could learn from Drozdov before this operation ended.
The intricacies of Loudspeaker Four would be a State secret, naturally, but he hoped to discover what he could about the theory that had gone into it. Dankelov was not particularly concerned about knowing the actual schematics. He could develop his own.
He was not disheartened by the knowledge that Loudspeaker’s circuitry would be considered a CIS possession. Though he frequently longed to return to his homeland, he had learned a great deal about capitalism with which he happened to agree. While he felt no compunction about discussing abstract concepts, he would never reveal the patented designs owned by Marine Visions, himself and others. He could not rationalize any kind of fairness in such revelations.
He began to wonder if too much of the West had become ingrained in him.
0815 HOURS LOCAL, WASHINGTON, DC
Carl Unruh had slept for six straight hours in his own bed, next to his own wife, but he did not feel rested. He got back to the White House basement in time to take a call from the Deputy Director of Operations.
Patterson asked, “Is the boss around?”
“Which one?”
“Stebbins, you ass.”
Unruh placed his hand over the mouthpiece and called out to the men and two women lolling around the Situation Room. “Anyone seen the DCI?”
“Upstairs with the President,” Denise Something-or-other told him. She was with the State Department, but he did not know in what capacity.
“He’s closeted with the big boss, Oren. You got something hot?”
“Yeah, maybe. Can you get him out?”
“I can try.”
“Well, hell, skip it. I guess you’re in operational charge, right?”
“Mark mentioned something to that effect,” Unruh said, looking around the room at the people who mostly ignored him, “but I don’t think it means much to the group assembled here. You want to trade places?”
“Emphatic no.”
“So what do you have?”
“Computer tape”
“Good one?”
“I don’t know. It turned up at the embassy in Moscow after a trip across the country from Plesetsk.”
“You’re shitting me.”
“I don’t think so, Carl. It’s nothing the embassy can interpret, and rather than wait for it to ship out in the diplomatic bag, I told them to do a direct data transfer of what’s on the tape.”
“To where?”
“Fort Meade.”
“Okay, good. What do you think is on it, Oren?”
“If it came from the Cosmodrome, it may be what we’re looking for. We’re doing the transfer by microwave relay, in the clear, because I don’t want to take the chance of destroying it by trying to encode it. I don’t give a damn if Moscow Center overhears us.”
“I agree. How soon?”
“They’re going to transmit as soon as NSA is ready to accept it.”
“I’ll go up to the Office and knock on the door. What are they going to need out there?”
“I’m damned if I know. It might just be data, or it might be an applications program, or it might be both. If it’s what we want it to be, we’ll need computer, aerospace, and nuclear experts. Maybe some computer people who are intimately conversant with the Russian language.”
“You’ll get them,” Unruh said, dropping the phone in its cradle and heading for the door.
1455 HOURS LOCAL, 26°58′ NORTH, 178°32′ WEST
Kaylene Thomas and Okey Dokey had been the designated inspection team for the two o’clock rounds of the ROVs. They found a weak battery aboard Atlas, but otherwise, every system checked out.
Okey stayed behind to charge out the battery pack, and Thomas climbed to the bridge, then went aft to the guest staterooms.
Ingrid Roskens was not in the cabin they shared, and Thomas supposed she was down helping Larry Emry. Reports from some of the submarines were starting to filter in, channeled through the Kane to CINCPAC and the Orion. Like Ingrid and most of the people who were supposed to be resting today, Thomas was not very tired.
Spread across her bunk were the stacks of paper and folders she had been perusing.
She did not feel very much like reorganizing the company, either.
Since her embarrassing crying jag with Dane, she had been unable to focus well. Maybe it was the realization of the danger zone they were entering. Maybe it was something else.
In fact, she was pretty sure it was something else.
Closing the door, she peeled off her T-shirt and jeans, then her underwear, and sidled into the tiny bathroom for a quick shower. It was quick because Mel Sorenson had decreed a two-minute limit for the fresh water showers. He had threatened random, unannounced inspections if he heard showers running for longer than the allotted time.
Still, she felt refreshed when she came out. She toweled off, then found a pair of white shorts and an old, but hardy, blue blouse. Stacking the paper from the bunk on the deck next to it, she fluffed the pillow, then sprawled out.
And somebody rapped on the door.
“Iʼm asleep,” she called.
Til come back,” Brande said.
She sat up. “No, come on in.”
Brande pushed open the louvered door.
“I was lying when I said I was asleep.”
“I guessed that,” he said, taking a seat on the bunk opposite her. “How are you doing?”
She smiled weakly, “I’m coming to grips with reality, I guess.”
“It happens.”
She pointed at the stack of paper. “Iʼm rattled enough that I don’t even care about that.”
“That’s okay, too. Paper will always wait.”
His deep blue eyes probed her own. Was he looking for weak spots? Having second thoughts after her emotional scene?
“I feel kind of foolish,” she said.
“Why?” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees.
“The president is supposed to maintain a strong, solid front.”
-“Hey, you’re doing fine, Rae. Be yourself. That’s what we all want. If you go making up a new role for yourself, you’ll disappoint some people.”
“Like you?”
“Not me,” he said.
There seemed to be a fair amount of sincerity reflected in his eyes. Nice eyes.
“Do you miss it?” she asked.
“Being boss? I thought I would, but damned if I’m not happier without it.”
She glanced down at his hands. They were big and scarred and presently at a loss for what to do with themselves. His fingers flexed. They looked incongruously gentle.
Thomas suddenly felt her throat flush. Her nipples hardened. She wondered if Brande was aware of that, but she was afraid to look down to check the front of her blouse, and his eyes did not leave hers, anyway.
“Dane…”
“Uh-huh?”
She was going to ask him about his wife, then quickly decided not to break her own spell.
“Ah, nothing.”
He reached out and took her hands in his own. She could feel the calluses on his fingers. Hard yet soft. Her stomach felt queasy.
“What?” he asked.
To hell with it.
You only get what you ask for. His grandma had probably already told him that one.
“You want to take a nap with me?”
His eyes widened, and his mouth went wide with a lazy smile.
“I’m not very tired,” he said.
“I’m not, either.”
“I’ll lock the door.”
“Damned good idea.”
1850 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′40″ NORTH, 176°10′58″ EAST
At the northeast quadrant of the search area, the Los Angeles deployed a transponder.
The cannister was ejected from the Number Three torpedo tube and rose immediately to the surface where its radio antenna could function. The sub continued to cruise at a depth of sixty feet with its antenna deployed until Lt. (j.g.) Arthur Cover, who had the conn, was certain that the transponder was operating properly.
Lieutenant Cover then ordered a wide 180-degree turn and a gradual descent back to 2,000 feet, to resume the search. Alfred Taylor, who was watching the young officer closely, though not overtly, approved of Cover’s cautious maneuvers, though he did not say as much. That would come later, when he wrote Cover’s officer efficiency report.
Abrupt maneuvers were not recommended when they were towing the deep-diving sonar array.
Neil Garrison was taking a much-needed nap, and Taylor was taking his turn at the plotting table. He penciled in the start of their next leg. As approved by Cartwright on the Kane, they had rotated their search grid ninety degrees, working the legs east and west, at a right angle to the search pattern utilized by the Soviets. If the Winter Storm missed something, there was a chance that one of the three American subs might spot it.
The chart they were using was the one developed by the Orion. Ten miles to the south was a seamount with an elevation 3,470 feet below the surface of the ocean. The approximate shape was dotted in on the chart.
On their last pass, west to east, Chief Tsosie in sonar had reported a vague return of the peak and Taylor had thickened the northern part of the outline with his pencil.
Slowly, but surely, the chart would be confirmed and the geologic structures marked more boldly.
“Depth one-two-hundred,” the planesman intoned.
“Control, Sonar.”
Taylor stepped away from the table and depressed the wall-mounted intercom button.
“Control. Go ahead, Chief.”
“The Winter Storm is making a turn to the south, bearing oh-one-oh, range one-two-thousand yards. Philadelphia has made her turn and is running parallel to us, range two thousand.”
“Depths?” Taylor asked.
“I put the Soviet at two-one-hundred feet, Skipper. Our sister is at two thousand.”
“Thank you.”
Taylor went back to the table and moved two small, circular magnets. One was red, and the other was blue. The magnet representing the Los Angeles was also blue. The Houston was far to the south, working its way northward.
“Depth one-six hundred,” the planesman reported.
The commander liked using the old-fashioned charts and symbols for monitoring his, and others’, progress. While the whole scenario was up on one of the computer screens in the electronic warfare room, he preferred his hands-on method. It made the exercise seem less like one he might find in a video arcade.
“Depth one-nine hundred.”
Taylor heard steel plates creaking.
“Begin to level off, planesman” Cover ordered.
“Aye aye, sir, leveling off.”
BLOOF!
It was not very loud, just a dull, crunchy thud.
Taylor whipped his head around to look at the status board. He picked out the red light just as the alarm sounded.
He heard water.
The engineering officer’s voice came over the intercom,“Skin rupture, Control.”
“Planes full up,” Taylor said, “Full speed ahead.”
Both Cover and the planesman responded immediately. The deck tilted upward.
Taylor could hear feet pounding in the corridors. The watertight doors were slamming all around.
“Control, Engine Room.”
Taylor depressed the button, “Report, Lieutenant.”
“We’ve got a major split, Skipper. On the starboard side, main deck level, in the machinery rooms. We’re taking on water fast”
“Clear the machinery spaces.”
“Four more people and we’re cleared,” the engineering officer said.
“Reactor room’s sealed,” Cover reported.
Neil Garrison slid his way into the control center. He took one look at the status board, then headed aft, through the electronic warfare compartment, toward the nuclear, machinery, and engine rooms.
“How bad?” Taylor asked of the intercom.
“Chief Killy estimates a thousand gallons a minute, Skipper. Worse, it’s coming in on both decks of the machinery room. We’ve got all the pumps going.”
“Depth one-seven hundred,” the planesman called out.
Taylor could visualize that ice cold seawater hitting hot generators, compressors, piping.
The vibration in the deck was noticeable now that the shaft was coming up to full speed revolutions.
Drive this baby up, Taylor said to himself.
The lights flickered, went out, came back.
Flickered again, died.
Generators gone.
The emergency, battery-powered lights came on, spreading a reddish glow through the control center.
Two minutes.
“Depth one-five hundred.”
“Skipper, this is Garrison.”
“Where are you, Neil?”
“Engine room. I splashed my way through machinery”
“Situation?”
“I think our rupture has lengthened. We’re taking water in the lower engine room now.”
“Get everyone out and seal it,” Taylor ordered.
“Under way. We’re going to have water in the shaft bearings soon, Al.”
“Give me an estimate.”
“Five, six minutes.”
“Depth, one-four hundred.”
If the propeller shaft seized, they would not be able to drive their way upward on the diving planes. With the machinery rooms engulfed, they would begin losing their compressors, pumps, and generators.
“Blow all ballast,” Taylor ordered. “Emergency ascent.”
“Aye aye, sir. Blowing ballast,” Cover said.
The compressed air tanks released their high pressure air, forcing seawater from the forward ballast tanks. The bow took on a higher cant.
Taylor gripped the edge of the intercom box to keep from sliding on the deck.
It was amazingly quiet. His well-trained crew had come out of their bunks and off their normal duty assignments and taken up emergency stations at the first chirp of the alarms.
Taylor listened.
“Depth one-one hundred,” the planesman reported. “Compressors operating,” Cover said.
They were replenishing the air reservoirs used for dumping ballast.
“Chief Killy says we’ve got a hot shaft,” Garrison reported from the engine room. “We’ve got to take some turns off, Skipper.”
“Do it. Sitrep?”
“Machinery rooms fully submerged. We’ve lost all our pumps. Lower engine room sealed and still taking water.”
“The air compressors just went down, Skipper,” Art Cover said.
The nuclear officer spoke up quietly on the intercom, “Skipper, the reactor’s shutting itself down.”
Over the intercom, Taylor heard a growing, then grinding screech. In seconds, it began to die away.
“I ordered the engine shut down,” Garrison said.
“Depth one thousand twenty feet. Rate of ascent, zero.”
1923 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′8″ NORTH, 176°10′6″ EAST
Wilson Overton had been invited to the bridge of the Bronstein, though he felt very much the unexpected and unwanted visitor.
That was all right. He had a thick skin.
A lieutenant commander named Acery was his escort, designated after his credentials had been investigated. Acery had found him a cramped compartment for sleeping, a chair in the officers’ wardroom for meals, and a stool to use on the bridge. Overton had taken up a post just outside the door to the communications compartment.
It was pretty damned boring.
There was not much to see. To the southwest, the armada of civilian ships were beginning to illuminate their running and anchor lights. It was an unbelievable collection of yachts, sailboats, freighters, trawlers, seagoing tugs and smaller boats. To the west, north of the main group of ships, was the CIS cruiser and her escorts. They had not changed position since their arrival.
The Bronstein and the other U.S. Navy ship, a gunboat, kept circling the perimeter. There were rumors of submarines in the area, but Overton had not seen one. He had heard the story of the CIS sub surfacing, and he had heard about a CIS sub sinking, but the ship’s captain had refused to take him to the site of the sinking.
Overton had already filed one story, using the Bronsteinʼs satellite relay telephone. He had been told that it was relatively private, and while, yes, they had scrambling equipment available, it was not available to civilians.
He was about coffeed out, and he thought longingly about his bottle of Chivas Regal Scotch, now resting in somebody’s secured locker. It had been confiscated from his bag as soon as he had boarded.
“Bridge, Comm,” came over the intercom.
“Go ahead, Comm,” the watch officer said.
“We’ve got an emergency.”
Overton rose from his stool and slipped back into the communications compartment, staying just inside the doorway and well away from the consoles, as he had been told.
“You’ll have to leave, sir,” an ensign told him. “We have an emergency under way.”
“What kind of emergency?”
“Please, sir.”
He went back to the bridge.
The watch officer was standing next to the intercom. “Sorry to disturb you, Captain. We’ve picked up an SOS from the Los Angeles. She’s taking on water fast and is in danger of foundering.”
Overton could not hear the captain’s reply.
The watch officer turned to his helmsman, “Come about to zero-four-two. All ahead full.”
He got a chorus of “aye-ayes,” in return, and Overton got out his notepad.
Finally, some action.
2016 HOURS LOCAL, 26°41′34″ NORTH, 179°52′18″ EAST
The Orion crossed the international date line shortly after eight o’clock at night.
Paco Suarez was in the radio shack, Fred Boberg was on the helm, and Mel Sorenson had the watch. Brande, Dokey, Emry and Thomas were also on the bridge.
It was crowded, but Brande was not ordering anyone off the bridge.
An hour and five minutes had elapsed since Suarez had heard the SOS from the Los Angeles. He was currently scanning half a dozen military channels, and the low-volume chatter from the radio shack was a modern-day Babel. The primary channels had been cut into the public-address system so that ship’s crew and the team members gathered in the wardroom could also track events.
Brande was in his customary position to the right of the helm, staring ahead into the night. They were at midpoint in the time zone, and the sun had already departed, leaving a faint rosy glow in the overcast ahead of them. The seas were running heavy, long swells that rose five feet and more. Emry’s low pressure system and the Orion were going to meet right in the impact zone.
Emry, Sorenson, and Thomas were bent over the chart table located on the port side at the back of the bridge. One of the technicians manning the radar/sonar compartment called out the coordinates of ships as he picked them up. Sorenson plotted their latest position, provided by the satellite navigation system.
“How far off course would we have to take it, Mel?” Thomas asked.
“Where we are now, we’d have to come starboard a couple points, darlin’.”
“Do it, then,” she said.
Sorenson straightened up. “Fred, let’s take a heading of two-five-eight.”
“Two-five-eight cornin’ up, Captain.” Boberg leaned across his wheel and adjusted the autopilot. On the Orion and the Gemini, the helmsman was the backup to the electronic systems. Tied into the NavStar Global Positioning Satellite system, the autopilot could maintain a truer course than any human. Humans reacted much better to emergencies, however. Their thinking was not programmed.
Brande appreciated Thomas’s immediate decision. He glanced at Dokey, standing next to him in the red-glow of the instrument panel, and noted the affirmative bobbing of the man’s head. Dokey was wearing a black sweatshirt stamped with a big red YES! In mid-afternoon, he had entered into direct graphics combat with the NO! girls.
Turning slightly to his left, Brande also appreciated the form of Thomas leaning over the chart table. She was wearing white jeans and a green-and-white-striped polo shirt. It was similar to outfits he had seen her in a hundred times. It was also completely different. Now he was aware of the fullness of her breasts, the breadth of her hips, the smooth length of her legs. He could feel the throb of the pulse in her smooth throat. He liked the way her hair fell forward as she leaned over the table. The planes of her cheeks were soft in the red light, and her eyes were lost in shadow and determination.
Brande turned back to the windshield.
Not good, he thought.
He had been so damned careful to keep his relationships with people in the company at arm’s length. Sven Henning Brande had always said, “You don’t screw around with the help.”
Not that Sven Henning’s warning had meant much to a seventeen-year-old chasing the girls on the harvesting crews.
But with Kaylene Rae Thomas, other than the name, there were other little mannerisms, traits that resurrected the memory of Janelle Kay. It was a memory he did not want to lose or allow to blur. His memory of Janelle was what drove him to do the things he did. If he had had an Atlas ROV available, she would not have died.
That was all changed, now.
Lack of willpower? Brande was not certain. The desire had been there, certainly. For Rae, too. And yet, he well knew he had not given all of himself, and he did not think that she had, either. There was a resistance between them that prevented full revelation.
As soon as they had come on the bridge, he was aware of a slight increase in the formality between them when in front of others. She, and he, were determined to not let the sudden new intimacy change their professional approaches. And in the determination, lost the battle.
Dokey had looked him directly in the eyes and asked, “Have a good nap, Chief?”
“Yeah, Okey, I did.”
“Iʼm so glad.”
Brande spun around and went back to the radio shack, leaning against the jamb. “What’s the latest, Paco?”
The radio man turned in his chair and looked up at him. “The Navy types seem to think she’s stabilized, jefe. She’s a thousand feet down, with her emergency antenna deployed to the surface. But her machinery room is flooded, and she can’t move, and she can’t surface.”
“How about rescue craft?”
“The Bronstein is on the way.”
“Any deep divers?”
“I’m pretty sure I heard CINCPAC divert the RV Bartlett.ˮ
“Bartlettʼs only got sonar and visual ROVs on board, last I heard,” Dokey said, coming up behind Brande. “And the Kaneʼs way down south, according to Larry’s chart. Kaneʼs got a submersible that could mate with the sub’s hatches, but so far, CINCPAC hasn’t ordered her in.”
“We’re the best bet, then,” Brande said.
“Kaylene already knew that,” Dokey told him.
Brande and Dokey moved over to the chart table. Thomas looked across the table at him, but her eyes were opaque and unreadable in the red glow of the fixture attached to the overhead.
“Larry,” he asked Emry, “have you talked to Ingrid?”
“Yes,” he said. His bald head glowed with fire. “She’s got all the data up on a machine in the lab. What we know is that the reactor’s shut down, and they’re maintaining on batteries. The machinery room is totally flooded, and they’ve lost almost all of their operating systems. The lower level of the engine room is also flooded, but the last report says there’s no more water coming in.”
“Predictions?”
“Based on just the data available, Ingrid thinks they’ll lose about fifty feet an hour for maybe ten hours. Then the pressures may open up the rupture some more”
“Crew?”
“They reported to CINCPAC that everyone’s accounted for. Two minor injuries. There are thirty-seven people aft in the main engine room and sixty-three more forward of the reactor space.”
“They’re not going to attempt survival suits, are they?” Dokey asked.
In some cases, sub crews could escape a stricken vessel by climbing into the airlock, flooding the lock, opening the outer hatch, and rising to the surface.
“I shouldn’t think so,” Emry said. “It’s just too damned deep. And they don’t have the air reserves to blow out the airlock forty times.”
“Coming up as fast as they would have to,” Thomas said, “all that would reach the surface would be dead bodies.” She sounded pretty damned somber to Brande.
He turned to Dokey. “You’re thinking?”
“I’m thinking that, even if we could mate DepthFinder to a hatch, we could only transport three, maybe four, people on each dive. That’s twenty-five-plus trips, Chief. What we need here is Voyager.”
“So we have to do it a different way. Are the sub’s diving planes operable, Larry?”
“I don’t think so. I’ll have to check.”
“Don’t ask them now. Let’s stay off the air.”
“What if CINCPAC asks for us?”
“I’ll handle that. Any other queries, Paco and Bucky just say, ‘we’re on track, on schedule.’”
“Our track, our schedule, not the Navy’s?” Thomas asked.
“That’s right, darlin’,” Sorenson said.
“But the orders…”
“Confiscated my ship; they can’t draft my mind,” Brande finished for her.
“What the hell they going to do about it, anyway? Shoot us out of the water?” Dokey asked.
“You might not have mentioned that possibility,” Sorenson said. “You ever see a navy get mad?”
“Let’s go below and join Ingrid and her computer, see what the alternatives are,” Brande said.
“Limited, I think,” Emry told them.
They filed down the companionway to the main deck, Brande trailing.
He could not resist reaching out and touching Rae Thomas on the side of the neck.
She looked back at him.
Smiled.
But it was a grim smile.
0320 HOURS LOCAL, WASHINGTON, DC
The Situation Room was crowded with important people now. They had begun arriving as soon as word about the Los Angeles’s plight had gotten out.
The President’s face was deeply creased with concern, and his eyes looked extremely tired.
The Director of the DIA, Gen. Harley Wiggins, said, “If we take the Orion off her mission and send her to help the sub, we could lose twelve or eighteen hours. That’s a difference that might affect history.”
The Chief of Naval Operations said, “I know I’m biased, Harley, but those are my people. If we’ve got a chance to save them, I say we take the chance.”
The President looked at Unruh. “Where’s Mark?”
“On the way, sir.”
“You’re speaking for him? You’ve been on top of this from the beginning, Mr. Unruh. What do you think?”
Vienna suddenly looked damned good. Unruh tried to balance the pros and the cons, but kept seeing mind-pictures of Machiavelli and Locke and Kant. He remembered he had hated philosophy. He saw the unnamed faces of 143 Commonwealth sailors, now residents of the deep.
He saw the unnamed faces of a similar number of American submariners.
He saw diseased fish, shrimp, lobsters resting on restaurant platters.
Cancerous, tumor-filled.
Dead seagulls, mutant pelicans.
Islanders, tourists, fishermen dying.
“I guess, Mr. President, I would say that the Orion has a more important mission just now.”
The President asked for more opinions from around the room, particular to inquire of Senate and House armed forces and intelligence committee members who were present.
He mulled it over for three minutes.
Then said, “Admiral Delecourt, order CINCPAC to tell the Orion to continue toward her objective. That is our first priority.”
2032 HOURS LOCAL, PEARL HARBOR NAVAL BASE, HAWAII
Avery Hampstead had decided hours before that he did not like his job.
Now he detested it.
When Brande finally came on the line, Hampstead said, “Good evening, Dane.”
“Are you sure, Avery? It’s been a bad day for the U.S. Navy.”
“No, as a matter of fact, it’s a rotten evening.”
“You’re passing on bad news?”
“I have orders for you from Admiral Potter.”
“Just what I wanted to hear about. Look, Avery, we’re going hell-bent for the Los Angeles. We’ll be there in about six hours”
“No” Hampstead said.
“No? What the hell, no?”
“You’re to continue to the impact site.”
“Fuck that.”
“The orders come from the White House, Dane. There’s no way I can affect a change in them.”
“They’re going to let a hundred and ten men die?”
“There’s more at stake, Dane. I’m sure it wasn’t an easy decision. I know it wasn’t.” Hampstead was glad he was a few thousand miles away from where those kinds of decisions were determined.
“We’ve got time, Avery. Three days. It starts ticking on the tenth.”
“If the nuke people are correct.” Hampstead looked across the table at Harlan Ackerman of the NRC, who did not want to meet his eyes.
“And up to eleven days,” Brande added.
“If the nuke people are correct, I repeat. The President does not wish to play with the clock, Dane.”
“The President? Or his goddamned committee?” Brande asked.
“We’re doing what’s expected of us. That’s all we can do.”
“Sure.”
“Dane, I need to know your plans.”
“We’re on track, on schedule.”
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Chapter Thirteen

0106 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′39″ NORTH, 176°10′52″ EAST
The Bronstein had reported the Orionʼs position to CINCPAC as soon as the frigate had positively identified her on radar.
In compliance with Brandeʼs standing order, Paco Sanchez and Bucky Sanders had replied, “On track, on schedule,” every time CINCPAC yelled at them over the radio.
The satellite-linked telephone was not being answered. Brande just figured he would have to argue with Hampstead, and he did not have time for arguments.
The fantail of the research vessel was ablaze with lights, alive with activity. The team members had been double-checking and preparing DepthFinder for the past four hours. The sheath below the bow had been exchanged for a larger one, and Atlas was secured in place.
Brande stood alongside the submersible with Dokey, Dankelov and Thomas. He patted his baby on her flank.
“How come, when you were president, you still got to dive?” Thomas asked.
She had been complaining that Brande would not let her make the dive. He had selected Dokey and Dankelov for his crew members.
“Because the chairman of the board was compassionate back then,” Brande told her. “He’s less compassionate now, and he’s made up a new rule.”
The withering look she gave him almost erased the pleasant memory of their mid-afternoon tryst. She could not be certain whether or not he was protecting her, favoring her, or picking on her.
“I need you up here, Rae. You’ll have to run interference with the Navy.”
“If we get that far,” Dokey said. “Looky here.”
From about a mile away, a ship was bearing down on them, her searchlights probing the dark.
“That’ll be the Bronstein” Brande said. “Rae, you know what to do.”
“Stand in the direct line of fire?”
“They don’t shoot women,” Dokey said.
“They don’t shoot beautiful women, anyway,” Brande clarified.
She lost some of the heat in her eyes. He thought about kissing her, but figured that would be a bad move. The fire would come back.
Brande turned and scrambled up the aluminum steps of the scaffolding parked next to the submersible. He stepped aboard the submersible as Dokey and Dankelov followed him. The three of them were wearing their customary jumpsuits and woolen socks. They each carried sweaters. Dankelov’s squat figure appeared almost too bulky to pass through the hatch, and, in fact, it was a tight fit.
The PA system blared with Connie Alvarez-Sorenson’s voice as the Russian forced his way down the hatch: “DepthFinder, we’ve got the strobe light on the sub’s emergency antenna buoy. ETA five minutes.”
Brande waved in the direction of the bridge, then climbed over the sail. Dokey disappeared down the hatch.
Looking to the winch operator located on the port side, Brande signaled for release and lift.
The deck crew released the tie-downs, the winch operator took up the slack in the lift cable, then eased off the brake for the line attached to the bow.
DepthFinder began to back off the stern of her mother ship.
When she reached the limit of rearward travel, the bow cable was detached and the operator raised her a foot off the deck. Two men with a nylon line run through a bow cleat kept her from swinging sideways.
The yoke slowly moved rearward, taking the submersible with it.
The throb of Orion’s diesels died away as the antenna buoy came up on the port side. It was bobbing high and hard in the rough seas. Wave peaks were at about nine feet, Brande guessed.
The RV was pitching in the waves, but steadied as Sorenson deployed the cycloidal propellers.
The Bronstein arrived.
Slowing as she moved alongside, maintaining a separation of fifty feet, the frigate matched their speed, and a figure on the bridge wing raised a loud hailer and called down to them, “Orion, I have a message for you from CINCPAC!”
Rae Thomas raised her own loud hailer and replied, à la Joan Rivers, “Can we talk?”
“Who are you?” the figure asked.
“President and CEO of Marine Visions.”
“Ah, damn!”
Brande gave the winch operator a thumbs-down, and the DepthFinder settled into the sea, slapped from below by wave tops, bucking hard against the waves running between the twin hulls.
0112 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′11″ NORTH, 176°10′23″ EAST
Gen. Dmitri Oberstev and Capt. Leonid Talebov stood together on the fantail of the Timofey Olʼyantsev and watched as Pyotr Rastonov and Gennadi Drozdov clambered into the submersible Sea Lion. Under the bright floodlights, the scene appeared surreal.
Lt. Col. Janos Sodur waited in the background shadows, his arms wrapped around his shoulders, fighting the chill night wind.
A few miles to the north were the running lights of several ships, probably civilian ships headed toward the area of the sinking submarine. Sightseers and tragedy lovers. Oberstev felt nothing but contempt for them.
The submersible cradled on the stern deck was not, Oberstev felt certain, as pretty as the one the Americans would have. Americans were so devoted to appearances, while Russian sensibilities were more concerned with function.
The Russian citizen had never had to worry about tailfins going out of style.
Conversely, he was forced to admit, the majority of Russians had never owned an automobile, stylish or not.
The Sea Lion was a light-gray rectangular box with rounded corners. The box encapsulated the pressure hull and was adorned with projecting antennas, sonar modules and angled propulsion propellers. In the wire basket below the blunt snout of the submersible was the small remotely operated vehicle called Seeker by Gennadi Drozdov.
The ROV was almost a miniature reproduction of the submersible, gray and flat and rectangular, but affixed with a manipulator arm, cameras and lights. It was truly remotely operated, for there was no cable to attach it to the Sea Lion. The acoustic control system, called Loudspeaker, which Oberstev did not fully understand, allowed the ROV to operate up to a mile away from its controller.
There were some drawbacks. One ROV had gotten lost, literally. In the blackness of the depths, the position of a Seeker exploring a cavern had been lost to the mother ship’s sonar. While depth, altitude above bottom, and compass heading were telemetrically transmitted to the controller from the ROV, the controller — who saw on his screen what the ROV saw — became disoriented. He raced the ROV about, seeking a way out of the cave, until the batteries depleted, and it sank to the bottom. Somewhere.
Oberstev watched as the hatch was sealed and the Sea Lion raised from the deck by the crane.
Talebov, a taciturn man anyway, was even more silent this morning. He and Oberstev had argued a few hours earlier about the sinking American submarine. Leonid Talebov had insisted that it was the mariner’s duty to aid a stricken vessel. Oberstev’s position was that they had a higher duty. And Oberstev was supported by Admiral Orlov and Chairman Yevgeni.
As the submersible swung out over the side of the ship, Oberstev and Talebov, Sodur trailing behind, walked back toward the superstructure. They would monitor the mission from the combat information center.
“I am optimistic, Captain Talebov. Far more so this morning.”
“I wish that I shared your mood, General.”
“We have the charts the Americans sent to us. We have the updated sonar contacts discovered by the Winter Storm. The search narrows, Captain.”
“You should not trust the American charts,” Sodur interrupted. “They intentionally mislead us so that they can steal our prize.”
Oberstev looked out at the sea, huge waves that crashed against the hull, spewing white foam, and causing the massive ship to heel and dive.
He looked back at Pod-Palcovnik Sodur and asked, “How would you like to go for a swim, Colonel?”
0118 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′39″ NORTH, 176°10′52″ EAST
Thomas had boarded the Bronstein by way of a breeches buoy catapulted from the frigate to the research vessel.
She was wearing long johns under her jumpsuit and a blue parka with the MVU logo, but the bouncing breeches buoy had dipped her to within a few feet of the surface, and she had been drenched from the knees down. She shivered as she stood on the bridge with Captain Dewey, a refined black man who wore thin gold-rimmed glasses. There was also some reporter named Overton present.
“Captain, the Los Angeles is already down fourteen hundred feet! With every minute we delay, it goes deeper.”
“Our job, Miss Thomas, is to stand by for possible survivors.”
“There aren’t going to be any goddamned survivors if you don’t act!”
“Miss Thomas, I take my orders from CINCPAC, just as you are supposed to do. I admit that I don’t know what sanctions will be taken against you, but I am certain there will be sanctions if you do not get under way immediately. Your ship is under command of Admiral Potter.”
“Think about the damned Tashkent! Do you want to be responsible for more deaths?”
“Other people, paid better than I am, make the decisions,” Dewey said.
“Look, you idiot! Look over there! The submersible is already deployed.”
“And you should recall it as soon as possible,” Captain Dewey told her. “You are placing a large part of the world at risk.”
The reporter decided to interrupt, rather than observe. “The lady’s plan seems logical to me, Captain. What are you objecting to?”
Captain Dewey turned his head and solemnly surveyed the reporter. Thomas could practically see the wheels turning inside his head. Thinking about headlines.
The commander sighed. “Very well, I’ll radio Hawaii, but I don’t think Iʼm going to get very far.”
As he left the bridge, the reporter asked her, “Your first name is Kaylene? How do you spell that?”
0122 HOURS LOCAL, PEARL HARBOR NAVAL BASE, HAWAII
Avery Hampstead could not believe that so many people could get so pissed off just because one man wanted to save a hundred men.
The operations room was in turmoil. Technicians banged angrily on keyboards, hauled messages in and out, updated plotting boards. Cmdr. Harold Evans held a microphone in one hand and held a headset against his ear with the other hand, talking to some captain aboard the Bronstein. Adm. David Potter, who was seated at the table next to Hampstead, was red-faced and on an open line to the Pentagon. Hampstead figured he was talking to the Chief of Naval Operations.
The nuclear people had congregated in one corner, trying to stay out of the battle zone. They were smarter people than he had given them credit for being.
They had known for some time, via radar contacts, that Brande had veered off course in the direction of the Los Angeles. What had really raised temperatures was the Orionʼs continual, “on track, on schedule,” responses to every query sent out by CINCPAC.
Hampstead had even tried the telephone, but only reached an answering machine. “Sorry we can’t get to the phone right now, but we’re on track, on schedule. Try calling back in a couple days.”
Potter slammed his phone down. His face was an even deeper red. “The son of a bitch!”
“Who?” Hampstead asked.
“All of them.”
“Admiral,” Evans said, “Captain Dewey has a Kaylene Thomas on board.”
“Who’s Thomas?”
“She’s the president of Marine Visions Unlimited,” Hampstead offered.
“What the hell does she want?”
“She’s got a plan to save the Los Angeles,” Evans said.
Hampstead thought the commander sounded hopeful.
“You tell her to get that goddamned boat of hers back on course.”
“Sir? Shouldn’t we…I mean, there’s men…”
“Don’t question me, Commander. I care about those men, but I do what Washington tells me to do. You do what I tell you to do. Got that?”
Hampstead wondered if there was not another line of work in which he might be happier. One located a long way from Washington.
0126 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′39″ NORTH, 176°10′52″ EAST
It was not until the Winter Storm had approached the surface and deployed its antenna to transmit its latest search data to the Timofey Olʼyantsev that Capt. Mikhail Gurevenich learned of the catastrophe that had struck the Los Angeles.
He had immediately ordered the search temporarily abandoned and the Winter Storm onto a heading toward Captain Taylor’s vessel.
He had only momentarily considered reporting his change in mission to the OVyantsev, and then had foregone the report.
Now, as they neared the reported coordinates, cruising at 200 meters of depth, sonar had reported surface vessels, the American submarine at depth, and what was likely a deep-diving submersible.
He told Mostovets, “Lieutenant, I am going to the communications compartment. You have the deck.”
“I have the deck, Captain.”
“Decrease speed to five knots.”
“Five knots. At once, Captain.”
“Then we want to dive within a few hundred meters of the Los Angeles and stand off to the west.”
Gurevenich walked aft and entered the communications section. Radio Operator Kartashkin was on duty.
“Kartashkin, turn on the acoustic receiver.”
“Yes, Captain.”
The technician leaned to his far right and worked the switches and toggles on the little-used transceiver.
A babble of noise erupted on the speaker. Kartashkin refined it with the squelch and filters, then began to scan the spectrum of frequencies.
“Stop! There!” Gurevenich said.
He had heard a garbled phrase, then had to readjust his mind to accept English.
Kartashkin fine-tuned the set.
Two different voices, both unknown to Gurevenich, were exchanging information.
0127 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′39″ NORTH, 176°10′52″ EAST
The DepthFinder had submerged almost as soon as Brande had released the lift cable tying her to the Orion. He had clambered down through the hatchway, accidentally kicking Dankelov in the shoulder, and dogged the hatch tight. About a bucket of salty seawater came with him.
“Did you get a fix on that antenna buoy, Valeri?” he asked.
“Yes, Dane. It is one hundred and fifty yards away. We should take a heading of two-three-six.”
“Got two-three-six,” Dokey said. He was operating the sub’s controls.by leaning across from the right seat.
Brande settled into the canvas seat and took over the controls.
The sub descended at her maximum rate as Brande rotated it to the new heading. He eased in minimal forward propulsion. The tossing and turning of the surface had completely subsided. The ride was smooth and the interior of the hull seemed exceptionally quiet. Hum of electronics.
“Fire up the sonar, Okey.”
“Coming up.”
“Depth sixty feet,” Dankelov said. “Lithium hydroxide blower operating at full speed. Oxygen reserves nine-six percent.”
“Let’s have the cabin recorders, Valeri. We may want a record of this.”
“Recorders on. Acoustic transceiver on.”
Almost as soon as he said it, Mel Sorenson checked in. “DepthFinder; status report.”
Dankelov put the acoustic transmissions on the instrument panel speaker and reported for them. “All systems are green, Captain. Depth nine-eight feet. Normal descent.”
Dankelov, whose speech was so formal normally, gravitated to the American radio idiom of clipped phrases whenever he got hold of a microphone. It was, Brande thought, much like the Citizen’s Radio band craze of earlier years. Everyone who bought a radio sounded like an Alabama trucker with the pedal down as soon as they got on the air.
Brande stared out the forward porthole. There was nothing but blackness. He flipped the toggle for the floodlights, which gave them a forty-foot range of vision. A golden-orange fish darted from in front of them, too quick to identify.
“Got’em at fourteen-thirty-seven feet,” Dokey said. “Hey, we’ve got another one coming.”
“Another what?” Brande asked.
“Sub. I don’t know whose it is.”
“Keep an eye on it.”
It took them almost fifteen minutes to achieve the depth Brande wanted, about twenty feet lower than the Los Angeles.
“She’s northwest of her emergency antenna buoy,” Dokey said. “Range three hundred yards.”
“I’m releasing weights,” Brande said, raising the protective plastic flap over the two toggles, then snapping them down. Two green LEDs told him the weights had dropped.
The submersible slowed her descent, then began to rise.
“I’m taking on ballast,” Dokey said.
The DepthFinder stabilized at 1,460 feet of depth. Brande eased the power stick forward and watched as the rate of speed came up to ten knots. He held it there.
“Two-five-five yards,” Dokey said. He placed his forefinger on the screen in front of him, as if making personal contact with the blip on the screen.
“The other sub has stalled at one-four-hundred feet, two hundred yards west.”
“Let’s see if either of them are listening,” Brande said. “Let me have the phone, Valeri.”
Dankelov passed the handset on its coiled cord over Brande’s shoulder.
He pressed the transmit stud. “Los Angeles, this is the DepthFinder.”
Somebody had been hanging around the acoustic radio set aboard the submarine. The response was immediate. “DepthFinder, this is Commander Alfred Taylor, commanding. Where are you?”
“Al? Dane Brande here. We’re a couple hundred yards out and closing. Your electronics down?”
“Just about everything is down. We lost sonar a couple hours ago.”
“How’s the environment?”
“Holding out, but getting a little stale. My people tell me we’ve got ten hours of air left.”
“That’ll be a hell of a lot more time than we need.”
“We’ve been sinking steadily,” Taylor said. There was a lot of understandable tension in his voice. “The rate of descent is picking up.”
“We calculated that. We’re still okay.”
Brande eased off on the power, and pulled the right stick back a trifle. The bow rose.
A minute later, Dokey said, “Heads up. We should get her in a second.”
The sub appeared in the lights abruptly.
Brande reversed the motors for a second, to cancel the forward momentum.
The submarine appeared to be hanging in space. The stern was down by ten degrees, and she was canted to the starboard a few degrees. The bow was to Brande’s left. It was a dully reflective gray under the harsh lights.
“I see you, Al.”
Taylor’s sigh came over the receiver, echoing. “Wish to hell I could see you. Dane, is it?”
“Right.”
“Look, from what I’ve read about the DepthFinder, we’re not going to find a mating surface.”
“No, that’d take too long, anyway. We’re going to tow you out.”
“What?”
“I see that your diving planes are in the full-up position. Are they operational?”
“No”
“No sweat. Full-up is what we want, anyway.”
After a pause, Taylor said, Tve got you. But not with the submersible?”
“She’s a tough little gal, Al, but not seven thousand tons displacement tough. No, we’re negotiating with the Bronstein, which is just above us.”
“She is? Why didn’t she contact us?”
“You’re Navy, Al. I’m not, so I can’t answer those kinds of questions.”
“Okay, Dane. What’s the procedure?”
“We’ve got an ROV with us, and hanging below us is a two-hundred-foot steel cable and a two-thousand-foot coil of light line. I want to attach the light line to your towing bitt, then we’ll take the other end to the surface and snag a cable from the frigate. Then we can pull the cable down and hook you up.”
“Sounds damned good to me,” Taylor said.
“Go, Okey,” Brande said.
Dokey leaned forward over his control board, gripped the control handles, and eased forward speed in. Beneath the forward porthole, they saw Atlas nudge his way forward, out of the sheath. The fiber-optic cable trailed behind, pulling away from its spring-loaded reel.
Dokey cut in the ROV’s video camera, and the image filled the starboard screen.
Brande activated the submersible’s own video camera, channeling the picture to the center screen. Atlas swam into view.
Working the controls was much like flying a radio-controlled airplane, and controllers frequently referred to the operation of ROVs as ʻflyingʼ.
Dokey could be expected to fly barrel rolls and loops with his ROVs, but now, as Brande glanced at him, he was deadly serious. The giveaway was his tongue stuck into the side of his cheek.
“Clear,” Dankelov said, monitoring the sensors beneath the submersible. “Cable is unreeling freely.”
A female voice broke in on the acoustic receiver. “DepthFinder?”
Brande picked up the handset from his lap and thumbed the button. “Go ahead, Rae.”
“The goddamned Navy has to check with Washington!”
She was definitely perturbed.
“Easy, Rae. Well just go ahead and get started, so we’re ready when they are.” He dropped the phone.
Another voice came out of nowhere.
“DepthFinder. This is Captain Mikhail Gurevenich of the Commonwealth submarine Winter Storm.” The English was a little hesitant, and with the echo of the acoustic transmission, difficult to understand.
Before Brande could find his handset again, Taylor spoke. “Captain Gurevenich? This is Al Taylor.”
“I am aware of your plight, Captain Taylor. We wish to assist you.”
“That’s our other sub,” Dokey said.
“May I speak to him?” Dankelov asked.
“Sure thing, Valeri.” Brande passed the telephone back over his shoulder.
Rapid-fire Russian filled the speaker for several minutes, then Dankelov said, “Because of his propeller configuration, Gurevenich says he must tow in reverse. We are to attach the towing line to his bow bitt.”
Brande repeated the instructions to Taylor.
“Sounds good to me, Dane. Captain Gurevenich, the men of the Los Angeles wish to express their gratitude.”
“It is not necessary, Captain Taylor. We owe you a cup of coffee.”
“What the hell’s that about?” Dokey asked.
“Damned if I know,” Brande said. “Let’s go.”
He eased in forward propulsion and advanced toward the stricken submarine, following behind the ROV. The whole scenario felt as if it were taking place in slow motion.
Twenty feet from the bow of the sub, Brande slowed, then stopped. In the center screen, the ROV also stopped, spun slowly around on its vertical axis, then moved down below the submersible.
Brande switched his attention to the starboard screen. Atlasʼs video eye had picked out the loops of the one-inch steel cable hanging from the wire cage of the sheath.
“Don’t drop it, Okey. We don’t have time to go looking for it.”
“Up yours, Chief. You ever see me drop anything before?”
“No, because it was usually gold.”
“This cable is as good as gold to the guys inside that can,” Dokey said.
On the screen, the manipulator arm reached out to almost its full length. Dokey’s left hand went to the slide switches on the panel, and the thumb and two fingers of the claw flexed. Gently, it found one of the plastic ties holding a single loop to the sheath, gripped it, and tugged.
The plastic broke and the loop fell away.
Dokey snapped the ties on three more loops which dropped out of sight of the camera and the halogen lights, to give himself slack in the cable, then came back and lifted the hook on one end of the cable from its latch on the wire cage.
Immediately, the picture on the screen began to tumble and spin.
The weight of the cable tugged the ROV downward.
Dokey’s hands whipped back to the ROV control sticks, gently feeding in downward and sideways thrust.
The screen image stabilized.
Picture of a metal arm and a metal hand gripping a metal hook. Background of darkness.
Rotating.
Rising.
The bow of the sub came into view on the ROV screen just as the ROV rose into position ahead of DepthFinder.
“You sweating yet?” Brande asked.
“Thinking about it.”
Brande could imagine the other people sweating over their progress. Thomas and Sorenson and the other team members would be on the bridge of the RV, waiting for word from below. Gurevenich, too, was blind.
And Taylor and his men had the most to sweat about.
Atlas eased away from them, moving toward the towing bitt on the bow, dragging the fiber-optic cable and the heavy steel cable behind. As the ROV closed on the hull, the extending weight of the steel line caused it to nose down.
“Come with me a little, Dane,” Dokey said, “This son of a bitch is heavy.”
Brande glanced over and saw that Dokey was using full thrust on the robot’s lift motors.
He tapped in forward power and the submersible slid forward, the towing cable draped downward, and the ROV reached the hull of the submarine.
It took almost ten minutes to maneuver the ROV around the bitt, pulling the cable around with it. It slipped off twice, and got hung up on the crossbar once. Finally, the claw worked the hook downward and snapped it on the cable.
“That bastard better not come loose,” Dokey said.
“It will not,” Dankelov said. “There is too much weight on it.”
“Give everyone a progress report, Valeri.”
Dankelov lifted the telephone and said, “Atlas has secured one end of the cable to the Los Angeles.”
No one replied, perhaps in fear of interrupting the concentration of the crew in the submersible.
“Dane, I don’t think we want to cut loose all of the coils,” Dokey said. “Atlas won’t take all of the weight.ˮ
“All right. Just get one coil and the hook. I’ll carry the weight until we’re done. Valeri, tell Gurevenich we need to have him move in closer.”
“She is down another seven feet, Dane. The Winter Storm also should come in lower.”
He checked the sonar readout, which had been changed to the port-side screen. “Good idea, Valeri. Tell him to lose about three hundred feet and come ahead a hundred yards.”
Brande could not understand much Russian, but he heard where Dankelov converted the measurements to meters.
Valeri Dankelov had never liked the English measurement system.
After Dokey had cut a plastic tie and had the other hook gripped firmly in the ROVʼs claw, Brande advanced toward the sub, then turned ahead of it, toward the west.
The tow cable only allowed him to move fifteen or twenty feet before it slowed him to a stop.
He pumped water ballast aboard, and the submersible began to descend.
The snout of the CIS submarine slowly appeared on the screen.
“Tell him another fifty feet, Valeri.”
Dankelov translated the direction.
The sub moved slowly, but Brande kept a firm grip on his controls, ready to dart sideways if necessary. He did not want any collisions.
Dokey advanced Atlas toward the foreign bow even before Gurevenich slowed it to a stop.
The towing bitt appeared on the ROV screen, and this time, Dokey had the cable secured in eight minutes.
“Getting pretty damned good,” Brande told him.
“I was always good, Chief”
Twelve minutes later, with the rest of the loops cut away from beneath the submersible and the ROV back in its sheath, Brande told Dankelov, ‘Tell Captain Gurevenich that the towline is secure. I would like to have him come slowly up by two hundred feet, as well as move dead slow astern”
Brande backed DepthFinder away as the Soviet submarine began to move. He trained the video camera on the space between the two vessels and watched as the towline rose out of the depths then began to tauten.
“Tell him to go easy, Valeri. It may not be the strongest cable in the world.”
Brande rotated the sub until the Los Angelesʼs bow came into view.
As they watched, the towline straightened, seemed to hum. Brande held his breath, waiting for the cable to snap.
The Los Angeles began to move.
“We feel movement, DepthFinderTaylor reported. “Thank you.”
“You are welcome,” Dankelov said over the transceiver.
“Good work,” Sorenson told them from the RV.
“Valeri, tell Gurevenich we want to hold the tow to less than three knots. Let’s not let speed overcome caution.”
Brande kept pace with the American sub, rising slowly as the forward movement on the diving planes forced it upward.
He took the phone from Dankelov. “Rae, you there?”
“Here, Dane.”
“It’s going to take about an hour. When she surfaces, I want the Bronstein to take over the tow. They’re going to have to keep her moving to keep her on the surface until they can get some pumps going.”
“Captain Dewey will probably have to get orders from twelve different places,” she said.
“He’s got an hour to do that. Or when I meet him, I’ll shove his ship up his ass.”
“I’ll be happy to pass that word,” she said.
0304 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′38″ NORTH, 176°10′47″ EAST
The seas were rough. Long, deep swells with tall, white-capping waves threatened to wash over the bow of the Queen of Liberty.
The weather canvas had been installed around the sides and back of the flying bridge, but briny spray occasionally breached a gap in the old canvas, and the deck was wet and sloppy.
A white-faced Donny Edgeworth sat in the helmsman’s seat and tried to keep the bow headed into the oncoming breakers. He was mostly successful.
Dawn Lengren and Julie Mecom had gone below long before and taken to their bunks. Both of them looked green, but Aaron thought that Dawn’s illness was related more to the beer she had been drinking. She was usually pretty seaworthy.
Curtis Aaron stood near the forward windshield, his hand wrapped around a grab bar. He was not particularly worried about the weather. It would probably pass over soon.
The Queen and Jacobs’ Arienne had both caught up with Brande’s research vessel shortly after it had stopped near the Navy ship. At first, when the submersible was lowered into the sea, Aaron had thought they had arrived on the scene of the crashed rocket, but Dawn, who had been checking the navigation positions, said it was probably the submarine that was sinking. Those reports had been on the radio for a couple hours by that time.
The flotilla of Navy ship, research ship, Queen and Arienne had been drifting westward for over an hour, making just enough headway to keep from broaching in the seas. There was no radio traffic on any of the channels Aaron could monitor, and in the darkness, not much to be seen.
“There!” Edgeworth yelled, pointing with a skinny finger.
“Where?”
Searchlights from the Navy ship suddenly came to life, and the ocean was bathed in bluish white. In the path of one light, Aaron saw a conning tower breaking the surface.
“Damn,” he said, “they got her.”
“I don’t think that’s the right one, Curtis. Look at the red star.”
In fact, there was a red star on the sail. It was bold and clear in the glare of the searchlight. Water sluiced from the hull as more of the submarine emerged from the sea.
“It’s moving backward,” Edgeworth said.
“And so it is, Donny. What the hell’re they doing?”
Three minutes later, he knew.
A second conning tower erupted from the surface.
And then that of a tiny submarine, bobbing like a cork on the rough seas.
The big Navy ship started to close in on the second submarine.
“You want me to follow them, Curtis?”
“No. No, I don’t think so.”
“But they’re kind of messing around with fate, aren’t they? With Mother Nature and Lady Destiny?”
“Maybe not, Donny. Maybe this wasn’t meant to be. They hadn’t gone down yet, anyway.”
Lately, Aaron had begun to concern himself as much with fate as he was with nature.
Sometimes, it was difficult to tell which way nature and destiny were headed. It was a struggle to not get confused.
0325 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′38″ NORTH, 176°10′51″ EAST
“It’s past nine o’clock here,” Ned Nelson said. “You’re screwing up my whole timetable.”
“This is hot, Ned,” Overton said. Hot enough that he had forgotten about his roiling stomach. “I’m on the scene.”
“Scene of what?”
“This research ship showed up out of the blue and saved the crew of the Los Angeles.ˮ
“Oh, shit! You sure?”
“We’re towing it now, and we’ve taken most of the sailors off the sub. I’ve got interviews. Oh, babe, I’ve got interviews!”
“Let me get somebody from rewrite over here.”
“Hey, Ned! You picking up the tab on my charters?”
“Ah, hell. Did you get good receipts?”
0543 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′37″ NORTH, 176°10′41″ EAST
It took over an hour to get DepthFinder aboard and snugged down. While the Orion was stable enough on her cycloidals, she still surged up and down, and the submersible had to make several tries before she successfully approached between the hulls and captured the lift cable.
Thomas was on the fantail, ordering those who were not wearing one into life jackets when Brande, Dokey and Dankelov slid down the ladder of the scaffold.
She felt like throwing her arms around Brande, she was so glad to see him. In addition to the rescue of the submarine crew, of course. That elated her.
She smiled as the three of them approached her. They looked pretty beat.
Brande smiled back.
Dokey asked, “Don’t I get a kiss?”
She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. It surprised hell out of him.
“Coffee’s waiting in the wardroom,” she told them.
Brande said, “I’d better…”
“We’ll take care of it. Go rest.”
Ship’s crew and team members were swarming over the sub, pulling battery trays, preparing to remove Atlas for servicing, and scooting SARSCAN out of the laboratory. The sonar robot was ready to be attached to the sub.
She turned and walked forward with them. While it was not raining, the wind was gusting and throwing spray over the decks. Thomas kept a grip on the safety lines until they reached the side door and slipped inside.
She pulled off her slicker and hung it on a hook where it dripped.
Brande pointed upward. “Mel?”
“We’re already back on course, Dane. We only lost four-and-a-half hours.”
“What does the Navy say about that?” Dokey asked.
“I don’t know. I gave Dewey Dane’s message, word for word, and I haven’t heard from them since. Well, once. Captain Taylor has bought each of the crew members of the DepthFinder a week’s stay at the MGM Grand in Reno.”
“Damn, I think I’ll go now,” Dokey said.
“Go get coffee, instead,” Brande told him.
Dokey looked at the two of them, then took Dankelov’s arm and led him into the lounge.
“You’d better get some rest, Dane.”
“Right away?”
“Maybe not right away.”
2115 HOURS LOCAL, WASHINGTON, DC
“What have you got, Oren?”
“It gets shitty from here on out, Carl”
“I suspect I don’t want to hear this,” Unruh said.
“No, you don’t. But you have to, and you have to pass it on to your buddies in the room.”
For quite some time, there had been a celebration going, fueled by coffee and Danish, over the salvation of the Los Angeles and her crew. The President had ordered hot roast beef sandwiches for everyone for lunch.
No one mentioned the dereliction from duty and orders of one Dane Brande.
Even the threat of planned protests had been forgotten for the moment. Seven days after the crash of the A2e, rally and protest planners were finally getting organized. Massive demonstrations were planned all around the globe, and most of them had been listed on the charts scattered around the Situation Room.
The plotting display had been refined to the immediate area of the crash zone. Most of the players were on the scene. The Sea Lion had already been deployed by the Russians, and the Eastern Flower was in the vicinity, though she had not yet launched a submersible. Reports from the submarines were being shared with the Japanese and the Russians, but so far, the Russians had not responded in kind.
“Okay, Patterson. Give it to me.”
“The eggheads broke down the computer tape. It’s not an application program, but it lists the data obtained from one run of the computer model.”
“Like what?”
“Oh, the configuration of the rocket when it hit the sea, and then what might have happened afterward. Fins moved one way or another, boosters breaking off, that kind of thing. This particular model shows the rocket hitting at over four hundred kilometers per hour, a booster separating, and the rocket veering to the southeast from the point of impact.”
“Damn. When can I get that data in hard copy?”
“Iʼm sending a courier now. But don’t jump on it, Carl. It’s just one scenario.”
“I understand that,” Unruh said, “but maybe it’ll help somebody.”
“Here’s something that won’t help anyone: the meltdown is scheduled to begin between 1800 hours, eight September, and 2400 hours, nine September.”
“Fuck!”
“That’s local time in the area of operations, and it looks like solid data, Carl. The eggheads say that information was not entered as a variable.”
Unruh felt sick. That hot roast beef sandwich was no longer appetizing.
“Jesus, Oren. What do I do?”
“Take it and run, Carl. Run like a sumbitch.”
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Chapter Fourteen

0915 HOURS LOCAL, WASHINGTON, DC
In the hallway outside the Situation Room, the haze was thick. The smokers had been slipping out there for a quick drag with increasing frequency.
Carl Unruh, who did not smoke anymore, much, was into his second pack of Marlboros. He stubbed his cigarette out in a sand-filled cannister ashtray, rubbed his cheeks to gauge how much longer he could last before finding a place to shave, then went back into the Situation Room.
The State Department was back down to one representative. The negotiation team had gone back to 23rd Street where they were making sweet talk with their counterparts in Moscow. They were pressing for details on the computer crash modeling program and on the Topaz nuclear reactor.
The CIS foreign ministry negotiators, on the other hand, were pressing for charges against the excursion ship that had attacked the Winter Storm and for removal of the civilian ships that were hampering the search efforts.
They had yet to settle on mutual topics which might be negotiable.
The Defense Department was well represented this morning. Benjamin Delecourt and Harley Wiggins had been buttressed by the Secretary of Defense, three service secretaries, and generals from Navy, Marines and Air Force.
They had shown up last night, as soon as Unruh had reported the new meltdown data to the DCI, the National Security Advisor and the President.
The Senate and House attendees had not been advised of the foreshortened timetable.
No decisions had been reached, more than twelve hours after the National Security Agency had finished interpreting the computer tape.
Unruh’s nerves grated from the inaction.
The plotting board appeared to be suffering from the same inaction. The movement of ships seemed infinitesimal. To the west of the impact zone, the Kirov and Kynda task forces had not moved. To the east, the Navy task force out of Hawaii was still en route, but had slowed down by order of the President, who had finally come to his senses, in Unruh’s perception.
Within the zone were the four research vessels — Kane, Bartlett, Orion and Eastern Flower — and the converted Timofey Olʼyantsev. Their movements were sluggish on the chart as they inched along after their deep-diving submersibles and towed sonar gear. All of them were being dogged by civilian ships that had sailed northeastward from the media-broadcast impact point as soon as the research vessels began to follow their search patterns in the true impact zone. Kane had reported that a large yacht loaded with media people was staying close by.
The Navy’s DSRV had finally been repaired, and along with its cable, was en route to Hawaii from San Diego. Current forecasts, however, predicted that the weather would not permit a parachute drop of the robot to the Kane.
The actual area of the search had been tinted blue on the electronic display. It formed a trapezoid with the parallel sides running north and south, two miles long on the western edge — longitude 176°10′6″. The eastern boundary had been set along longitude 176°10′50″, about thirteen miles east of the point of impact. That side of the trapezoid was twelve miles long, extending as far south as latitude 26°19′55″.
After discussions with the oceanographers aboard the Orion and an apparent argument with CINCPAC, the Navy people aboard the Kane had refined the area, based on what they knew about the angle of the rocket as it hit the sea. If it had not broken up immediately, they estimated that, with its fins for stabilization, it could glide up to twelve miles.
Based on information recorded from the sonobuoys, the CIS submarines had been covering a much larger area, and Unruh hoped the Russians did not know something the American experts did not know.
A few subsurface geologic formations had also been indicated on the display, resulting from information forwarded by the Los Angeles before her accident and from the Houston. The site of a shipwreck, probably dating from World War II, had been identified, but it was southwest of the search area.
As reports came in from the research vessels, channeled through the Kane and CINCPAC, the technicians were beginning to display a few negative numbers. Depths of 17,000, 18,000, and 19,000 feet were starting to be shown. Just from the spacing of the numbers, Unruh could picture an exceptionally rugged sea bottom.
To the south of the search area, with the bottom right corner of the search area extending over it, was the suggestion of a deeper canyon.
Unruh remembered standing in downtown Colorado Springs once, looking up at Pikes Peak. The tip of the peak was 8,000 feet above the city, 14,000 feet above sea level. That view had been awesome. Thinking about the reverse, depths of 20,000 feet, stretched the imagination to the breaking point.
Picking up a sugared donut from the stainless steel cart, Unruh carried it over to the table and sat down next to Mark Stebbins. His dietary regimen had gone to hell, and he was afraid to face a scale.
Gathered around that end of the table, all of the advisors were still debating the finer points.
Unruh was getting damned tired of it. He had been on the brink for over a week. All he needed was a simple goddamned decision. He broke in. “Gentlemen, I know Iʼm low dog in this house, but I’m the one who’s supposed to inform the civilians. Can I have a yes or no?”
The President looked at his watch. “The computer model says twenty hours from now?”
“Yes, sir.”
The President looked up at the display. “There doesn’t seem to be much progress.”
“No, sir.” They had been delaying a decision, hoping to hear optimistic reports from the Pacific.
“If we tell them what Piredenko predicts, the searchers might scatter, and we’ll never find it.”
Probably, Unruh thought.
“If we don’t tell them, we’ll probably find it. We also stand to lose a few people if it does go supercritical.”
“A few people,” the CNO said.
“No,” said the President. “We’ll keep Pyotr Piredenko’s estimates to ourselves.”
It was a tough way to go, Unruh thought, though he also agreed with it. Though he had never met Brande or any of his oceanographic scientists, the heroic splash Wilson Overton’s article in the Post had made over the rescue of the Los Angeles had given Unruh an appreciation for the courage and dedication of the people on the research vessel.
He reached for the telephone, to call Hampstead, then remembered that the Commerce undersecretary did not handle classified information very well.
Withdrawing his hand from the phone, he decided no call was necessary.
He hoped that Overton did not have to make, in addition to a hero, a martyr out of Brande.
0547 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′8″ NORTH, 176°10′47″ EAST
“Orion, this is Winter Storm.”
“Si, this is the Orion. Go ahead, Storm.ˮ
“I am Captain Gurevenich. I would like to speak with Mr. Dane Brande”
“Un momento. Iʼll find him, Capitan.”
The English language never failed to amaze Gurevenich. New phrases kept popping up.
He was beginning to lose track of how many times they had covered the search area in the last five days. The constant tension of cruising at the extreme depth limits, in addition to doubled watches, had worn the crew to a frazzle.
And his men still did not know that they were looking for a prize that could mean their deaths. That knowledge caused Gurevenich a great deal of sleepless rest. The junior officer, Lieutenant Kazakov, had demanded more information about the rocket after his visit to the American submarine, when Commander Taylor had let slip the word reactor, but Gurevenich had sworn the lieutenant to secrecy. Still, when they passed each other in a corridor, in the wardroom, or in the control center, Kazakov treated him to baleful, accusing looks.
Sr. Lt. Ivan Mostovets appeared in the hatchway to the communications compartment, and Gurevenich motioned him inside.
As soon as they had achieved a cruising depth of twenty meters, to deploy the antenna as well as give the crew a respite from the nerve-wracking depths, Gurevenich had chased the radioman from the compartment.
“We are making ten knots, and we are on course, Captain. The surface is very rough.”
Gurevenich nodded to the executive officer. When it was so smooth at depth, it was difficult to remember that storms frequently raged over the Pacific Ocean.
“Captain Gurevenich, Dane Brande.”
“Mr. Brande, I believe it is you I must thank for the charts provided earlier. Valeri Dankelov told me so.”
“Exceptionally small compensation for your assistance with the Los Angeles, Captain. We thank you.”
“I am glad we were in a position to assist,” Gurevenich said. “I have been thinking that it is time we should share more information.”
Mostovets’s eyebrow rose.
“I think that’s a great idea,” Brande said.
“We have had magnetometer readings of a mass on the seamount at twenty minutes, twenty-four seconds north, ten minutes, fifty seconds east. It is at one thousand meters depth, and we suspect a shipwreck. Additionally, Mr. Brande, we suspect a seamount five kilometers directly south of the wreck. The depth would be approximately two thousand meters.”
“That is helpful, Captain. Tell you what, though. I’ll give you the radio frequency for the RV Kane, and you can transmit your data directly to them. In exchange, they will provide you with our latest information. How about your submersible, the Sea Lion? Have you heard anything from her?”
Gurevenich had not known that the deep-diving submersible had even been deployed as yet. So much for high-technology communications.
“I have not, Mr. Brande.”
“We’d sure like to swap stories with them. Maybe you could put in a good word for us, Captain?”
“I will speak with General Oberstev.”
“General Oberstev? He’s with Rocket Forces, isn’t he?” Brande asked.
“Yes. He is in charge of this operation.”
Brande did not voice any amazement that an Air Force officer was leading a naval search, so Gurevenich did not share his own resentment.
“Well, we’d sure be happy to talk to him, too,” Brande said, then read off a radio frequency.
“I will tell him. Good day, Mr. Brande.”
Gurevenich released the transmit button and said to Mostovets, “Give that frequency to Kartashkin, then contact the Kane.”
Mostovets shook his head up and down with his approval.
Gurevenich keyed in the task force network frequency used by the Timofey Ol’yantsev and the cruisers and asked for General Oberstev.
He must have been right on the bridge, for the response was rapid. “Yes, Captain?”
“General, we have been traversing the crash area for five days…”
“With a deviation for that incident with the American submarine.”
“I would not do it differently tomorrow, General.”
“Very well, proceed.”
“It is time to quit deceiving ourselves,” Oberstev said, holding his breath. “We must work with the Americans and the Japanese.”
After a long hesitation, Oberstev said, “I will take your recommendation under consideration, Captain.”
Which meant that he would pass it along to Vladivostok and Moscow, no doubt. Then would wait hours and days for the answer, which would most likely be negative.
Gurevenich switched the microphone to the boat’s public address system.
“Your attention, This is the captain. I have information regarding the crashed rocket that I will now share with you. Please listen carefully…”
1112 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′12″ NORTH, 176°10′29″ EAST
Kim Otsuka planted her feet wide on the steel deck and stood near the railing, gripping it tightly with both hands. Wind-whipped, cold spray spattered the flesh of her face, but it was refreshing after the time she had devoted to the computer terminal.
The Orion rose and fell with the sea, but was otherwise relatively stable. Her cycloidal propellers were working well. She knew that Mel Sorenson would have locked the autopilot navigation system into the satellite global navigation system, and the research vessel was moving at carefully calculated speeds and directions, staying above the course of the DepthFinder, which was several miles below the surface of the sea.
When she looked behind her, the deck seemed strangely vacant without the submersible in place. She had been down for several hours now, crewed by Emry, Roskens and one of the interns, Rich Bellow. They were reporting new geologic structures, no metallic contacts, and smooth running to the surface operations control now set up in the laboratory.
On the surface, all around Otsuka, was an ocean that was far less smooth. She estimated the wave tops at ten feet, perhaps higher. When the ship went into a trough, the wave peaks were at levels above her head. The noise of the wind competed with that of the sea, when a wave crashed against the hull. There was no sun visible. The skies were overcast in streaky gray and silver. It was not raining, but the impression was that a slanting, wind-driven deluge would begin at any moment.
Also all around her, when the Orion rose high enough for her to see, were six or seven boats and ships. They had converged on the RV almost as soon as she had entered the target zone. Directly abeam was a magnificent 100-foot yacht out of Hong Kong, ablaze with lights in her salon. Yellow-slickered people on the stern deck stared at her, and she could not tell if they were supporters or detractors. They had television cameras, and occasionally trained one on her.
She ignored it.
Aft, promising to interfere with the recovery of the Depth-Finder when it returned to the surface, was a teak-hulled junk, its drab exterior appearance probably in total disagreement with an opulent interior. The Orientals aboard had cheered when the submersible had first been lowered into the depths.
Otsuka absorbed her environment with her peripheral vision. Her eyes were focused into the gray seas as she wrestled with her feelings.
“Kim?”
She turned to find Dokey standing in the doorway to the lab, holding the steel door open against the wind. He stepped out, let the door slam, and stepped across the narrow deck to stand beside her.
“I wish to be alone for a while, Okey.”
“Understandable, with the bunch of people we’ve brought along,” he said. “Not particularly understandable when applied to me.”
She smiled at him. “Please?”
“You tell me the problem, then Iʼll leave you to mull it over.”
For some reason, she did not even try to keep it from him. She told him about her telephone call.
“Well, shit! What assholes!”
“What do I do, Okey?”
He put his arm around her shoulders, pulled her hands from the railing, and turned her toward the door.
“First, we get inside where there’s less risk of my having to go over the side to rescue you, which would probably be a flop, anyway.”
She walked with him, lurching once as the Orion’s bow rose to climb the slope of a wave. Dokey pulled the door open, ushered her in, and directed her toward the operations center at the forward end of the lab.
On a long workbench, Larry Emry’s computer terminal for tracking the search and several radio sets had been set up. There was a line direct to the bridge, a radio tuned into the Kane’s command net, a radio for other communications, a telephone tied into the satellite link, and the acoustic telephone that was their only contact with the crew of the submersible.
While they were supposed to rest between deployments of the DepthFinder, most crew and team members not on other duty were gathered around the workbench, kibitzing over Svetlana Polodka’s shoulders. She was the duty officer on the desk, maintaining communications with all of the vessels concerned. From an overhead speaker, Tchaikovsky’s The Seasons was playing at low volume. Polodka had put it on to keep tensions down, she said.
In Emry’s absence, Bucky Sanders was handling the temporary chart. It was a large nautical chart of the search area, covered with plastic, and angled against the wall from the top of the workbench. Until the DepthFinder was brought aboard for crew and battery changes, and the recorder tapes could be recovered, significant findings were reported orally over the acoustic telephone, and Sanders indicated them on the chart with magic markers. When the recorded data was dumped to computer memory and replayed, it would be entered into the more permanent computer files.
The temporary chart was developed just in case the submersible was never recovered. It was a doomsday policy, but necessary just the same.
A separate video display terminal, controlled by a keyboard in front of Polodka, showed the current status of the submersible. Its time below, battery charges, equipment function levels and other data were listed in neat rows. At the top of the list was the current depth in feet. Otsuka automatically glanced at it: -17,782.
The submersible was on a heading of 090 degrees, due east on her second eastward pass since arriving. They were a third of a mile north of the impact point on this leg, after having run a westward leg a third of a mile south.
Bucky Sanders, wearing a headset so he could hear more clearly, was charting a small ridge that ran parallel to the submersible’s course. The peak of a dormant volcano had been pinpointed a mile to the north at 15,000 feet of depth. A dotted line running south had been labeled as the course of the Sea Lion. The Americans and the Soviets were moving at right angles to each other. Some things did not change, Otsuka thought.
Among the people gathered around Polodka were Brande and Thomas, and Dokey let go of her to slip into the crowd and tap both of them on the shoulder.
They turned to follow Dokey, and he took her hand as he passed, headed for the aft end of the laboratory.
“What did you find out about Kim’s passport status?” Dokey asked.
“The last time I talked to Hampstead,” Thomas said, “he told me that Washington had declined to interfere.”
“Those bastards can start wars, but they can’t even manage a little diplomatic bullying,” Dokey said.
“Okey…” Otsuka started to say.
“What’s up?” Brande asked.
“Her consulate just called to tell her that her passport has been revoked. We are to disembark her on the Eastern Flower.ˮ
“Bullshit!” Brande said.
Thomas’s face reddened, and she said, “All right. Let’s give them the program.”
“No, you must not,” Otsuka said.
“Have we heard anything about the Flower?” Brande asked.
“I was given the coordinates,” Otsuka said, “but the ship is not yet operating. The submersible is ready, but the sonar robot is malfunctioning. That is why they want the programming.”
“They’ve come to the show, but can’t perform,” Dokey said. “Well, fuck’em.”
“Can you contact them directly?” Brande asked.
“By radio or telephone.”
“Come on, let’s go find a private line.”
Brande led the way this time, and the four of them went forward to the wardroom and settled into the last booth.
Brande handed her the phone. “Make the call and the translations, would you, Kim?”
She spoke to Paco, who was manning the radio shack, and he made the connection with the Eastern Flower. After a short exchange, she found herself speaking in Japanese to a man named Inouye who claimed he was the expedition leader.
“Tell him we’re prepared to license the robot programming,” Brande said.
She passed it on, then told Brande, “He wants to know the cost.”
“So do I,” Dokey said. “Ream them out, Chief.”
“The cost is the immediate restoration of Kim’s passport and the requirement that the Eastern Flower report to, and follow the orders of, the RV Kane for the duration of the search.”
“Get two million bucks, too,” Dokey said.
“Amen,” Thomas added.
“No,” Brande told them.
Otsuka let her eyes widen as she repeated Brande’s demand in Japanese.
The response was short.
“The cost is too high.”
“That’s it, Kim. Tell him all or nothing.”
She translated, then waited.
And waited.
Finally.
“They agree,” she said, feeling the relief wash over her. Dokey took her free hand and squeezed it.
“As soon as we have word from your consulate that your passport has been restored, and as soon as we receive a telex confirming the arrangements, you can transmit the program to them,” Brande told her.
“Thank you, Dane.”
“We’ve got more important things to do than worry about money,” he said. “Right, Rae?”
She grimaced, but said, “Right.”
Otsuka relayed the instructions on to Inouye.
Dokey said, “Can I call the Kane and tell them we’ve forced a surrender?”
“Go ahead,” Thomas said. “Cartwright will be glad to hear from you.”
“Don’t be profane, please,” Otsuka told Dokey.
“Well, hell, hon, you’re talking all the fun out of it. And we didn’t even reach our next defensive position.”
“What was that?” she asked.
“We could have had olʼ Mel marry us.”
She looked up at him. “What? You don’t mean that?”
“Scout’s honor. Supreme sacrifice, and all that.”
From the look on Brande’s face, Otsuka was certain that Brande was also unsure about how serious Dokey was.
And Thomas’s face was immobile. Kaylene was trying to be so inscrutable since she had begun sleeping with Brande.
1255 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′12″ NORTH, 176°10′50″ EAST
The DepthFinder was aboard for a crew and battery change, and Brande was aft in the laboratory. He, Otsuka, and Connie Alvarez-Sorenson — who had only made one previous dive — would crew the next stint.
Thomas was in the wardroom with the last of the lunch-break crowd. She was making a chocolate malt last. For some reason, on expeditions, but never ashore, she always got a craving for chocolate malted milk, and she stocked the galley accordingly.
Ingrid Roskens came out of the galley with a steaming cup of cocoa. “Hey, Kaylene!”
“Hi, Ingrid. Welcome back.”
“It was a breeze.”
“You look tired”
“I am tired. I was going to ask if I could use our cabin, but I guess it’s free until Dane gets back, right?” She winked at Thomas.
“Ingrid!”
“Ta ta, sweetie.” Roskens headed for the door.
Carrying her tall glass, she picked up her plate and silverware and returned them to the galley. She was about to leave the lounge and go check on Brande — was her silliness showing to everyone? — when she saw Dokey stretched lengthwise on one bench of the first booth. He was reading.
She crossed the wardroom and slid into the bench opposite him, placing her glass on the table.
He looked up, “Hi, Kaylene.”
“What are you doing?”
“Trying to get through all of the material Miriam Baker gave me for homework.”
“Sounds fascinating.”
“Actually, it’s not too bad. Some good stuff here.”
“Good for us?”
“I don’t know yet,” he admitted.
She sipped from her straw.
Dokey had his head resting on a wadded-up parka, and he had a Coke resting on his stomach. He moved the Coke and sat up.
“I don’t want to disturb you,” she said.
“You know me. I like disturbances.”
“I’m never sure if I do know you.”
“That’s a relief. If I get predictable, nobody will love me”
“Are those lyrics?”
“Hmmm,” he said. “Could be. I’ll have to find someone who can pound a piano with gusto and try it out. You want to talk, Kaylene?”
“Well, no. I just had a minute…”
“About Dane?”
“What about Dane?”
“We could switch places.”
“You and Dane switch places?”
“No, you and me switch places. I’ll move in with Ingrid. She’ll love it.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Come on, love. It’s a small ship.”
“Okey…”
“And believe me, no one gives a damn, Kaylene. Roll with it.”
“Okey, I don’t want to talk about this.”
“Sure you do. You just haven’t realized it, yet.”
Thomas swung her head from side to side.
“Okay, let’s talk about nukes.”
“This particular nuke?” she asked.
“No. I don’t have any material on it. But,” he said, leafing through some photocopies and coming up with a stapled sheaf of paper, “I do have some data on the Topaz Two that I got from the Navy.”
“Let me see.” She reached for it.
“You’re not cleared.”
“Neither are you, damn it!”
“Oh. That’s right.”
He gave her the bundle and she thumbed through it. There were lots of diagrams and schematics.
“I’m lost already,” she said.
“It’s straightforward stuff. Our people just copied down what they found on the Topaz Two.”
“Is it a good design?”
“From a robot engineer’s point of view? It looks pretty efficient, but there are a few things I don’t like.”
“Like?”
“Like the operations module for the control rods.”
“Don’t get technical on me, Okey.”
“Jesus, hon! I’ll let you know if I get technical.”
“What don’t you like?”
“If they used the same design on this Topaz Four down there, I think we’ve got a problem.”
She studied his face carefully.
“There’s an integrated circuit that trips switches based on the information it gets from different sensors. Like a sensor that tells it the damned thing has crashed. I think it’s wired wrong. If it trips, it opens the control rods, rather than closes them.”
“Not good?” she asked.
“Disastrous”
“And no one has raised this issue?”
“Not that I know about,” Dokey said. “I don’t know why the nuclear experts haven’t mentioned anything. It’s a question I’d like to pose, anyway.”
Thomas slid out of the booth, went back to the last booth, and picked up the phone. Dokey followed her.
It took three minutes to track down Hampstead.
“Good afternoon, Kaylene.”
“We’ll know in a minute.”
“Uh-oh.”
She told him about the control module, the integrated circuit, and the wiring problem.
“Yes?” Hampstead said.
“Find out about it, goddamn it!”
“Yes, ma’am,” he told her.
1640 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′8″ NORTH, 176°10′33″ EAST
Brande was at the controls of DepthFinder and Kim Otsuka was in the right seat, ʻflyingʼ SARSCAN with the controls in front of her. Connie Alvarez-Sorenson sat in the right-angled jumpseat behind them, monitoring the environmental and sonar recording systems.
SARSCAN did not have a great deal of maneuverability. Towed a couple of hundred feet behind and below them, it could be encouraged to climb or dive a little, or to draw off to one side or the other.
Alvarez-Sorenson’s primary job was to keep Brande aware of his altitude above the bottom, which he tried to maintain at a thousand feet. Otsuka’s primary goal was to fly SARSCAN at about 800 feet above the bottom, allowing the sonar to overlap the path of their last leg.
SARSCAN had been designed for intensive bottom searching, and the sonar did not have a lot of range, but it was very powerful and very accurate downward for a thousand feet and sideways for three thousand feet. The images it picked up were transmitted through the fiber-optic towing cable and displayed on the starboard screen in front of Otsuka. She had squelched down the audible ʻpingʼ sonar returns so they only sounded off if SARSCAN was within thirty feet of colliding with something solid and hard.
Her job included not letting SARSCAN hit anything.
They had just passed westward over the seamount that Captain Gurevenich had first reported. Its highest point was 6,011 feet below sea level, and a steep slope on the western side was falling rapidly. Brande had been slowly taking on ballast in order to descend with the slope.
The view through the forward portholes, lit by the floodlights, was limited to about thirty feet. All they saw at shallower depths was the occasional darting of a fish avoiding the strange new monster, imitated on the center CRT by the submersible’s video camera. On the port screen was the waterfall display of the DepthFinder\s forward-looking sonar.
The sonar outline of the sea bottom terrain ahead of them suggested an undulating landscape, getting lower on the left, or south, side.
“Report time, Connie,” he said.
“Right, Dane.” She picked up the acoustic telephone and spoke into it. “Who’s on the desk?”
The response could be heard on the instrument panel speaker. “Hey, darlin’, it’s me.”
“You’re the one who’s supposed to be guiding the ship, Mel. Remember?”
Her husband said, “With NavStar and with Kenji on the wheel, who needs me? I’m giving someone a break.”
“Okay, update time. We’re descending the western slope of the seamount. Position same latitude, longitude now three-three seconds. Depth one-one-six-seven-seven. We’re showing a high ridge, maybe two-zero-zero higher, to the northeast. We got an outline of a possible wreck three thousand feet behind us and a thousand feet south. Magnetometer results were negative. We’ll check it on the next pass, but we don’t believe it ever flew before.”
Brande leaned back and Connie held the phone to his lips. “Mel, let’s mark that contact on our own chart, but keep it to ourselves, if it doesn’t prove out.”
“You thinking about our future, Dane?” Sorenson asked. “A possible dive site?”
“I haven’t got Rae here to do it for me,” Brande said, “so I’m playing goals-and-objectives.”
Alvarez-Sorenson took the phone back and said, “We’re out for now.”
Brande was starting to get cold again. It was never possible to find a comfortable temperature. They dove wearing two pairs of woolen socks, a pair of long johns, and the standard jumpsuits. As the temperature cooled off at depth, they donned thick sweaters.
Everyone looked bundled up and warm, but appearances were deceiving. The chill of the water at depth transferred through the pressure hull and fought the feeble efforts of the cabin heater.
“How are you doing, Kim?” Brande asked.
“I’m fine, Dane.”
Flying the sonar array took a great deal of concentration and could fatigue operators quickly.
“You get tired,” Alvarez-Sorenson said, “just let me know, and I’ll switch places with you. I need to learn how to fly that baby.”
“You giving up surface travel, Connie?” Brande asked.
“I’m expanding my horizons downward.”
“All right. We’ll get you some time in the right seat.”
Brande scanned the ship control panel directly ahead of his joysticks — which were properly called the translation hand controller and the rotational hand controller. The panel contained a variety of readouts and gauges which translated the status of the vehicle for the operator.
Magnetic and gyro compasses kept him oriented in a horizontal direction. The depth readouts — distance to surface, altitude above bottom, rate of change, and depth of
vehicle — kept him aware of his vertical position and how fast he was changing it. There were tachometers for the port and starboard propellers, readouts for vertical thrust forward and aft in RPM and pounds, forward and aft lateral thrust in pounds, lateral speed through the water based on RPM, and Doppler speed over ground. Additional indicators monitored the pitch rate and pitch angle of the vehicle, the turn rate, the angle of the rudder and stem planes.
That was one instrument panel. Considering that there were fifty-five small and large panels in the forward end of the submersible, there were enough readouts, monitors, light-emitting diode indicators, switches, cathode ray tubes, and rheostats to keep a Boeing 747 pilot happy for hours.
Since they continued to dive, following the slope, Brande reset the trim tabs on the diving plane.
Though he knew that Connie Alvarez-Sorenson was watching the warning light panels, Brande automatically scanned them every couple of minutes. It was habit.
An hour later, they were at 17,000 feet of depth, and Alvarez-Sorenson had made four more reports to the Orion. They had encountered nothing particularly startling. Brande likened it to driving across Iowa and Nebraska, a rather monotonous landscape. Or seascape.
Occasionally, SARSCAN pinged them when it picked up a small peak or rock outcropping that entered the thirty-foot range of the sonar. Then Otsuka would lean forward, concentrating on her video screen, easing the hand controller back or to one side as she dodged the obstruction.
He stabilized the sub for a few minutes while Otsuka and Alvarez-Sorenson changed places. In the confines of the pressure hull, the exchange was the major feat of their dive so far. He got back under way, and Otsuka spent thirty minutes supervising the new operator in the handling of SARSCAN.
Brande thought that Alvarez-Sorenson was something of a natural with the remote controls. In the back of his mind, he was already setting up a training schedule for her, working next into Sneaky Pete, who was a great deal more maneuverable and sensitive to the controls since the ROV had its own propulsion systems. Then Turtle, Atlas, and Gargantua.
The big ROV would require a Great Debate, of course. To date, only Dokey and Andy Colgate, back at Harbor One, had gotten their hands on Gargantua.
During the routine of following the search pattern, Brande’s training and automatic reflexes piloted the DepthFinder. Part of his mind was devoted to worry, and that was a first.
No previous dive had ever had a deadline placed on it, beyond perhaps that of encroaching weather or season changes or the condition of batteries. He was acutely aware that, in two days, the Topaz reactor could begin its deterioration into meltdown.
He would have a decision to make then. And he had pretty much decided that, no matter how the team might vote, he would not subject them to the risk.
Two days to find an elusive rocket.
He was also acutely aware of the limitations of sonar. If the rocket body had dropped into a depression, the sonar would never pick it out.
The odds were slightly better, of course, because the A2e would certainly have broken up after impact, perhaps into three or four large pieces. Not all of it would be hidden from the sonar.
He hoped.
“Kim, would you see if you can get hold of Dokey?”
Four minutes later, she handed him the phone.
“What’s happening, Chief?”
“Okey, you think you could fly both Sneaky and SARSCAN at the same time?”
“Rugged terrain, huh?”
“Yeah, there’s lots of hiding places. I think it might be a good idea to get both sonar and visual, if we can.”
“This calls for SARSCAN II,” Dokey said.
“Which we don’t have yet.”
“Who’s piloting?”
“Rae convinced me she’s supposed to take her turn. And Bob Mayberry is in the third seat,” Brande said.
“I’d use the portable joystick panel on SARSCAN, and if I got in trouble, I could pass it back to Bob. Yeah, hell, let’s try it.”
“Go ahead and set it up, then, Okey. What’s the weather like up there?”
“We picked up a couple knots in wind speed. Rain’s holding off, though.”
“All right, let’s make the change now, before it gets worse. We’re coming up.”
Brande reduced power on the propellers until the DepthFinder slowed to a stop, slewing sideways as it did. Then he reached forward, raised the plastic flap, and toggled the port weight release.
The sub lurched and felt more buoyant. It began to rise slowly.
He raised the other flap and flipped the switch for the starboard weight release.
Nothing happened.
1950 HOURS LOCAL, PEARL HARBOR NAVAL BASE, HAWAII
Almost eight hours went by before Unruh called him back.
“What the hell’s going on, Carl?” Hampstead demanded.
“Well, Avery, I had to clear some things with some people, and most of the people didn’t want them cleared. It took a while.”
“Talk English.”
“Yeah. Dokey’s right on that control module. The Soviets call it the F-two-six module, and the same one is being used in the Topaz Four.”
“How do you know all of this, Carl?”
“Oh, we’ve picked up a few bits and pieces out of Plesetsk,” Unruh admitted.
He looked over at the nuclear experts, all bunched up around their own table in the corner.
“Do the NRC people know about this?”
“Well, yes, of course.”
“And they haven’t raised hell?”
“No one knows what will really happen, Avery.” Hampstead stood up, taking the phone with him. He arched his back to stretch the tired muscles and then began to pace around one end of the table, at the full extension of the phone’s cord.
He was suddenly damned sure he had not been getting the full story out of Washington, but he did not know how long it had been going on.
“I’m going to recommend to Admiral Potter that we order all ships out of the target zone,” he said.
“What!”
“All civilian, naval, and research ships. Along with the submersibles, robots, everything.”
“You can’t do that!” Unruh yelled. “Potter won’t let you on the air.”
“I can go to the closest radio station. Maybe they’ll listen to me, maybe not.”
“Shit, Avery. Settle down.”
“Tell me what you’re not telling me.”
“Ah, fuck! Between 0800 hours September eight and 2400 hours September nine.”
Hampstead closed his eyes. “Where’d those numbers come from?”
“From a Commonwealth modeling program. Their best estimate, we think.”
“Damn you spooks.”
“Keep it to yourself, Avery. You pass it around, and we may just lose everything”
“It’s already past the start time in the target zone,” Hampstead said.
‘Yes, we know.ˮ
2213 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′59″ NORTH, 176°10′33″ EAST
The Topaz Four could have gone into its supercritical stage over four hours before. That was what the scientists had projected, and Col. Gen. Dmitri Oberstev had come to rely upon the scientists.
If only he had listened to Pyotr Piredenko!
He had not listened then, and he was not listening now. Piredenko and the nuclear experts gathered at Plesetsk were crying wolf at the door, but fortunately, they were only crying to Oberstev and Colonel Cherbykov. As far as Oberstev could tell, no one else aboard the Timofey Ol’yantsev and no one in Vladivostok was yet aware that they had entered the window of meltdown.
He intended to see this thing through. Red Star depended upon him.
In fourteen hours, at the other end of the window, he would have to make yet another decision. He preferred to not think about it yet.
Oberstev was with a crowd larger than he liked in the combat information center of the ship. Instead of tracking hostile, or potentially hostile, naval and aviation targets, the CIC was serving as the communications center between Vladivostok and the Sea Lion.
Chairs had been brought into the center for him, Cherbykov, and Sodur, but he found himself on his feet more often than he was seated, leaning over the acoustic telephone operator and listening to the reports from Gennadi Drozdov. They could also be heard on the overhead speakers, but Oberstev stayed close to the operator, as if his presence would urge Drozdov into discovery.
At that moment, Drozdov was 5,100 meters below sea level, reporting that the submersible was at an altitude of forty meters above the seabed.
The Sea Lion had been engaged in the search for over thirty-four hours now, operating its sonar array robot a few meters off the irregular bottom, with Drozdov and Pyotr Rastonov alternately leading the crews.
Oberstev knew the Americans were concentrating their efforts to the northeast, but he was ignoring them, especially after his conversation with Piredenko.
“Other than the meltdown data, there is nothing conclusive, General,” Piredenko had said.
“You have run how many scenarios of the model now?” Oberstev asked him.
“Over a hundred.”
“And of that hundred scenarios, was any particular sector of the area of operations chosen as a favorite landing spot by the computer?”
“Uh, I, well, just a moment, General.”
After a long time, Piredenko said, “General, there are no connections between any one run of the model and another.”
“What sector?”
“The southwest, General, but…”
Oberstev had hung up on him.
And ordered the Sea Lion to focus on the southwest part of the search grid.
For thirty hours, now.
“They must be incompetents down there,” Sodur said.
“What makes you think so?” Alexi Cherbykov asked.
“I’d have located the bloody thing by now.”
“I think,” Oberstev said, “that you will assist the crew on the next dive, Colonel Sodur. Yes, I believe that would be good experience, a boon to your career.”
The sudden ashy color flooding Sodur’s face suggested otherwise.
Cherbykov left the center, then returned with glasses of tea for Oberstev and himself.
“Thank you, Alexi.”
“It may be a long night, General.”
“It may be.”
But twenty minutes later, the acoustic telephone, relayed over the speakers in the ceiling, erupted with Drozdov’s excited yell, “We’ve found it!”
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Chapter Fifteen

0412 HOURS LOCAL, WASHINGTON, DC
“Hey, boss, sorry to get you out of bed,” Jack Evoy said, not sounding sorry at all. Probably because his sleep had not come in a series of continuous eight-hour chunks in the past week, either.
“What’s a bed?” Unruh asked him.
“Call my wife. She knows what an empty one is. Look, Carl, we had JPL,ˮ — the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena — “move a KH-11 into stationary orbit over the Pacific yesterday so that we’d have constant surveillance.”
“I believe you,” Unruh said, sitting up on the side of the cot which threatened to tip over, trying to rub his eyes with one hand and spot his cigarettes on the desktop at the same time. He gave up on his eyes and reached for the crumpled package. It was empty.
He was planning on quitting, anyway.
“So,” Evoy went on, “we’ve been monitoring on infrared tonight.”
“I believe that, too.”
“We’ve got ships on the move.”
“What? Whose ships?”
“Commonwealth. Kirov and Kynda and their escorts. The sonobuoys tell us the Winter Storm has also dropped her search pattern and changed course. They’re all making top speed.”
“Shit. Have you got headings on them?”
“Yup, boss, we do. They’re going to visit the Ol’yantsev, which happens to be outside of, south of, our target area”
“Analysis?”
“Their submersible has found it. Or found something. Well know more in a little while.”
“Good, Jack. In fact, great.” Unruh stood up, stifling a yawn.
“You going to promote me?”
“No, but I may buy you dinner.”
“It’s going to have to be one damned good dinner.”
“Keep me posted. HI call the boys in the Pacific and get it up on the plotting boards.”
0016 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′12″ NORTH, 176°10′46″ EAST
The Bronstein was making full turns, headed back into the impact zone.
They had met a task force, one coming out of Hawaii, Wilson Overton assumed. An aircraft carrier, a cruiser, a bunch of destroyers, and some other types. A seagoing tug had taken over the tow of the Los Angeles, and the frigate had immediately turned around and started back, moving out ahead of the task force, leaving it behind.
Overton was glad of it. He had begun to feel stranded, aboard a ship that was going to be where the action, and the story, was not.
He was on the bridge, sitting on his stool at the back, trying to be unobtrusive, and staying out of everyone’s way. Every time he stood up, or went to take a leak, the naval types gave him reproachful looks.
He could see the log readout and knew the ship was making twenty-five knots. It rose and fell with a reassuring rhythm in seas that would be frightening from lower down, from the main deck. Occasionally, a wave crashed over the bow, white water roiling down the length of it. It had started to rain an hour before, and visibility would probably be less than a quarter-mile in daylight. Big windshield wipers slapped away on the windows, almost hypnotizing.
It was almost daylight, or seemed like it. Two big searchlights were on and aimed at angles off the bow. Every once in a while, Overton saw a small boat, just a flash of white hull, as the frigate passed them. Most of the ships that had been massed at the supposed impact point had scattered when the research vessels began their search patterns. Overton felt some responsibility, some might say culpability, in regard to the civilian boats. He remembered Carl Unruh asking him not to publish the coordinates.
But he had. And fifty rather idiotic skippers had gathered at 26°20′ North, 176°10′ East. Only the lack of detail relative to the precise seconds had kept them away from the actual point of impact.
But he had been listening to the scanners, had heard of the near collisions, the shouts to get out of the way, as the civilians clustered around the search vessels. It was probably the reason the officers on the bridge bestowed such silent loathing upon him.
He had also overheard conversations between the bridge and the combat information center and understood that a lot of the smaller boats had left the area as the weather worsened, headed for Midway Island, which relieved him to some degree. Still, there were around twenty-five larger ships cruising somewhat aimlessly around the impact zone.
Overton had thought that, being aboard the Navy ship, he would be in the thick of the action, but had come to feel isolated. He did not know what was happening in the rest of the world. If the frigate was getting information about riots and protests in capital and Pacific Coast cities, no one was passing it on to him.
As he sat on his stool and watched the angry seas in the searchlights and reappreciated Joseph Conrad, a bobbing yacht appeared on the left side, sliding into the flood of light from the frigate.
Giant lettering plastered the hull.
It was not foundering, but it looked a little sick, fighting its way up the steep slopes of waves. The flying bridge was cornpletely wrapped in canvas and clear vinyl, and the foredeck seemed to be constantly awash.
Overton stood up and turned back to the communications compartment.
The ensign on duty saw him and said, “Can I help you, Mr. Overton?”
“Therms an Ocean Free boat out there. Can you raise him on the radio?”
The ensign looked around at the consoles manned by his technicians, selected one, and said, “Come on over here, Mr. Overton.”
After attempting several different marine frequencies, the operator contacted a sleepy-sounding Curtis Aaron, then passed the microphone to Overton.
After Overton identified himself, Aaron did not sound as sleepy.
“Are you on that Navy ship, Mr. Overton?”
“Yes, I am, Mr. Aaron.”
“You in contact with your paper?”
“That’s right. What is Ocean Free doing here?” Overton asked, flipping pages in his notebook to a blank page. He headed it with the date and time.
“Representing the people.”
“I see. And what do the people say about all of this?”
He listened to some ranting about Vietnam and Washington forests and interference with Lady Destiny.
“Is that a departure from your usual position?” Overton asked.
“Departure? What departure?” Perhaps because the yacht was so close, Aaron’s voice sounded very clear over the radio. The deep, resonant voice carried the tone of hurt feelings.
“As I recall, you normally have been concerned with mankind’s disruption of nature. What does destiny have to do with this?”
“Nature and destiny are very much allied,” Aaron said, but he sounded unsure of himself.
“You’re saying that the reactor should stay where it is, on the bottom of the Pacific?”
“Have you ever heard of predestination, Mr. Overton?”
“This is foreordained?”
“Every man must follow his own precepts.”
“Look, Mr. Aaron, can I get a direct quote from you? What do we do with the reactor?”
“You’ve got your story,” Aaron said and signed off.
Leaving Overton with the disturbing thought that he had pushed a confused man in the wrong direction.
0027 HOURS LOCAL, PEARL HARBOR NAVAL BASE, HAWAII
Avery Hampstead called his sister.
“Do you know what the hell time it is, Avery? The sun’s not up.”
“Yes, it is, Adrienne. You Manhattan people just can’t see it until it’s direcdy overhead.”
“Call me back when it is.”
“Actually, I wanted to call you earlier, but I decided to wait until a decent hour for you.”
She sighed theatrically and asked, “Your decent and my decent are two different concepts. What time is it there?”
“Almost twelve-thirty.”
“So this is important?”
“Yes,” he admitted. “I need to know something.”
“From me?”
“Yes, my dear.”
“Shoot.”
Hampstead cleared his throat and said, “You make an awful lot of money from people shelling out their hard-earned bucks to see something of a, for want of a well-thought-out word, sleazy program.”
“Sleazy! I wouldn’t call it sleazy!”
“You have a better vocabulary than I do, Adrienne.”
“My matches are not sleazy!”
“What are they?” Hampstead asked.
“They’re what people want them to be.”
“True championships?”
“Entertainment. That’s what people pay for, Avery. Entertainment.”
“And you don’t feel” — he almost said “disgust” — “badly about taking their money?”
“What’s this all about, Avery?”
“I just want to know how you feel about your work.”
“Do I sleep at night, you mean?”
“Yes.”
“Ahhh. This relates to you, does it?”
“Yes, my dear, it does.”
“I sleep exceptionally well at night, brother of mine. I’m true to me. People are going to pay for what they want, anyway, and I simply provide them with what they want. I’m not making any moral or ethical choices. They’ve already been made.”
“Thank you, dear. That was helpful.”
After he hung up, he was not certain how helpful. Hampstead got up from the chair he had come to know well, rounded the end of the table and headed for the corner where four of the nuclear experts were gathered.
He pulled out a spare chair and sat down.
Harlan Ackerman said, “Avery?”
“Straight up, Harlan. Is the reactor supercritical?” Ackerman glanced at Henrique d’Artilan, the man from the International Atomic Energy Agency, then said, “Right now?”
“Right now.”
“It’s possible, Avery. If they in fact used the same switching circuitry on the Four as they did on Topaz Two, it’s likely.”
“Just because of that damned switch?”
“Yes. It’s really an integrated circuit, accepting signals from different sensors. If it senses catastrophe, it’s supposed to shut down the reactor.”
“But it’s wired wrong?”
“Yes.”
“And our people are at risk?”
“More people will be at risk if we don’t go ahead with the recovery”
“Shouldn’t Brande and his people be allowed to make their own decision?”
Ackerman did not answer.
Hampstead turned to the Frenchman, but he was not going to answer, either.
“Have you been watching the plot, Avery?” Ackerman asked.
Hampstead turned to look up at the display.
“The Soviet ships are converging,” he said.
“Exactly. We think they’ve got it pinpointed,” Ackerman said.
“And we don’t want to clog up the process just now, do we?” d’Artilan asked.
0149 HOURS LOCAL, 26°20′5″ NORTH, 176°10′36″ EAST
When the starboard weight did not drop, there had been a supreme moment of panic, when the adrenaline hit top pumping limits.
Brande had felt it the second the LED did not go green, and the red LED began flashing. Involuntarily, he stopped breathing. His forearm tightened up on him, and he looked down to see Connie Alvarez-Sorenson’s tiny hand gripping it. Her face was pale.
“What … what happened?” she asked.
“Nothing, I’m afraid,” Brande told her.
The interior of the pressure hull felt a great deal colder than it was.
Brande tried the emergency release switch, but the LED kept flashing, and the weight did not release.
Behind him, Kim Otsuka let her breath go in a long ragged sigh. Then she said, “Atlas?”
“I think so,” Brande said. “Connie, let’s you and me change places.”
She was tiny, and that helped as Brande let her slide across his lap, then settled himself into the right seat.
Otsuka called the surface. “Who’s on? Okey?”
“Got me, beautiful. We talking dinner? A movie? Something wonderful?”
“We’ve got a problem.”
Dokey’s tone did not change. He stayed calm, almost bored. “Tell me about, would you? Environmental systems?”
“They’re fine, Okey. One of the weights is hung up.”
As Otsuka reported on each of the monitoring systems, Brande activated the control panel in front of him, fed power to the ROV, and switched on the robot’s video camera and lights. He put Atlas’s view on the starboard screen.
He saw a waterscape of nothing that faded into darkness. Gripping the joysticks lightly, he eased the left one forward, and the ROV began moving, slipping out of its sheath, dragging its cable behind. It began to appear in the porthole in front of him.
Dokey’s voice continued to come over the instrument panel speakers, slow and easy. “So you’ve got a blinking LED? Try the emergency drop?”
“Yes,” Otsuka said, “with no luck.”
“Dane going to play with Atlas, now?”
“She’s out of the sheath now, turning to look underneath us.”
“Don’t tire her out, Dane,” Dokey said.
Brande watched the video monitor. A little right stick, and the robot began to turn. A little down, and little forward thrust, and she dove beneath the submersible.
He backed off with the left joystick, to stop forward momentum, and raised the ROV’s nose by pulling back on the right stick. A view of DepthFinderʼs underside appeared. He could see the wire-enclosed sheath and the two concave depressions that extended from bow to stern between three hull ridges. The robot’s bright lights made the hull blindingly white against the blackness of dark water.
Incongruously, he thought of the Crest Girl. Smile.
He saw the empty cavity where the port weight had been, and he saw the starboard weight hanging partly out of its cavity, the back of it down, but the front end lodged in place.
“The cable!” Connie Alvarez-Sorenson yelped.
The tow cable for SARSCAN had been allowed too much slack when he had brought the sub to a stop. It had looped up into the forward release mechanism for the starboard weight.
While he studied the situation, the submersible suddenly lurched and tilted bow down.
“Eek!” Alvarez-Sorenson gulped.
“That’s just SARSCAN dropping to the end of its tether,” Otsuka reassured her.
“I don’t know if I want to expand my horizons any further,” Alvarez-Sorenson said.
“Sure you do,” Brande said. “You’re a natural flyer, Connie.”
“Uh-huh.”
The fiber-optic tow cable went taut as SARSCAN sank, but the short loop was still caught in the release mechanism.
Brande eased in forward power, and Atlas approached the weight. He stopped about four feet away, judging by the screen.
Moved his hands to the manipulator controls.
Using the right stick, he reached out with the manipulator, then stopped it just short of the looped cable. With the slide switches, he opened the claw, then stretched the arm out, then closed the claw gently on the cable.
He sensed that the women had quit breathing. Beads of sweat had broken out on his forehead, despite the chill of the interior.
Moving his left hand back to the ROV stick, he eased in reverse power and tugged gendy at the cable.
The loop tightened, but did not free itself.
More power.
Nothing.
“Please don’t sever the cable, Dane,” Otsuka said. “We don’t want to lose SARSCAN.”
“It’s a tough cable, Kim.”
More power.
Nothing.
Brande brought the controller back to neutral.
“The cabled lodged damned tight,” he said. “The forward edge of the weight has it clamped against the hull cavity.”
Otsuka relayed that report to Dokey.
“Forget the cable, Dane,” Dokey called back, “Concentrate on the weight itself.”
“Good idea,” Brande said, and Otsuka relayed that comment also.
With the manipulator controls, Brande released the ROV’s grip on the cable, and pulled the arm back.
He maneuvered Atlas downward, then nosed up to vertical, and pressed the manipulator arm against the rear of the hanging weight. In the peripheral view of the camera’s eye, he could still see the small loop of cable hanging from the front release.
Using the left joystick, Brande started easing in forward power.
The robot surged, pushed, seemed to grunt against the weight.
Shoved in full power.
The weight jiggled from side to side, rose a fraction, and jiggled some more.
The robot arm started slipping sideways, sliding off the weight.
A little left with the right stick.
The weight rose another fraction.
The loop of cable slowly sank from the crevice between weight and hull.
Brande backed off on the power, went to reverse, and the ROV scooted out of the way just as the weight came loose and dropped in slow motion out of the camera’s vision.
The submersible began to rise.
Otsuka said, “Very nice, Dane.”
“Damn,” Alvarez-Sorenson said, “we’re going home.”
“Sure,” Brande told her, “and you get to drive. It’s about a three-hour trip”
Now, eight hours later, DepthFinder was back on the bottom. During the crew and battery pack changeover, they had replaced SARSCAN’s fiber-optic tow cable, just to be on the safe side. Rather than switch to Sneaky Pete, Dokey had opted to use Atlas for the visual search, in addition to the sonar. The larger ROV used electrical power at a faster rate than Sneaky, but Dokey did not want to waste time on the surface making the switch.
Within forty minutes of Brande, Otsuka, and Alvarez-Sorenson crawling out of the pressure hull, SARSCAN had been lowered back into a sea that seemed enraged, followed by the submersible.
Rae Thomas was at the controls of the sub, Dokey was in the right seat, Bob Mayberry was in the back, and Brande was in the lab, hovering over the operations desk, worried.
He had not worried much before.
Not since the tragedy with Janelle.
Brande knew that his emphasis on safety arose out of the simple accident that had killed Janelle. He and his engineers triple-checked, then triple-checked again, every design and every procedure.
He was not worried about DepthFinder; Atlas, or SARSCAN.
Maynard Dokey and Bob Mayberry had over 4,000 dives between them.
Rae Thomas had probably dived over a thousand times in submersibles.
But he was worried about her.
Sitting there between Paco Sanchez at the acoustic telephone and Larry Emry with his search monitor, Brande was dimly aware of the beating of rain against the superstructure and the groan of the diesels as they struggled to maintain position in the worsening seas.
His eyes were focused on the bulkhead above the workbench, and he was seeing pale blue eyes laughing with him, platinum hair spread against the pillow, remembering his fingers on velvety flesh, the soft cushion of her lips, the pulse of her throat, the heat in her cheeks. He loved the way she talked back to him, spoke her mind.
Slugging himself mentally, Brande cursed his inability to stay away from her. This was precisely why he had passed his own law to remain aloof from his employees.
…do you think you could love me, Dane?
I’m trying my best.
I’m being serious, damn it.
Rae…
I love you.
And with the firm lips smiling at him from his own shadow and the light blue eyes studying him from the bulkhead above the workbench, Brande kept thinking of the thousands of tons of pressure being exerted on the hull of the sub.
Threatening.
“Dane?”
He shook his head.
“Dane?”
He looked up at Polodka. “Yes, Svetlana?”
“There is a telephone call for you.”
“Oh. Thanks.”
Brande grabbed the receiver from the set on the workbench.
“Yeah?”
“Dane, this is Avery”
Glancing up at the logging monitor, Brande noted that the submersible was at 18,650 feet of depth. Forward speed ten knots. All systems green.
“Yeah, Avery, what’s up?”
“We’re pretty certain the Sea Lion has located the rocket.”
“What!”
“The CIS ships are currently clustered at twenty-six, nineteen, fifty-nine North, one-seventy-six, ten, thirty-three East.”
Brande spun around in his chair to look at Larry Emr/s monitor.
“That’s outside our search area.”
“Yes, just a trifle,” Hampstead said.
“Shit. We’re on our way.”
“Hold on. I need to talk to you a minute.”
“You hold on,” Brande told him. “Larry!”
Emry looked up from his keyboard.
Brande repeated the new coordinates to him. “Set up a secondary search zone. Pass the word to Rae and Mel, and change course.”
“Well head over there without bringing them up?”
“Right. It’s only what, three miles?”
“About that,” Emry said, grabbing a phone and hitting the intercom buttons for the bridge. “Okay, Chief, we’re executing now.”
Brande turned his attention back to Hampstead. “The Russians reported the find?”
“No. Washington has been interpreting the movement of ships.”
“Christ! Why can’t those people just talk to us?”
“Someday, Dane, we may figure that out. Right now, it looks like they’re onto something.”
“We’re going over there”
“Good,” Hampstead said.
“What about the Eastern Flower? Have you talked to her yet?”
“The Kane reports that her robots are still inoperative. They’re working on them. Cartwright’s en route to the new area, too.”
“Hell, we gave them the programs.”
“They’re having trouble adapting them. They’ve requested Otsuka again.”
Brande wondered if Otsuka had not altered the program a tad before transmitting it to the Japanese ship. Nah… “Anyway, Avery, you had something else to tell me?”
After a long pause, Haunpstead said, “I talked to my sister.” What the hell? “And?”
“She said I should be true to myself.”
“Nice sister.”
“I think so. I’m going to introduce her to Kaylene”
“Avery?”
“I’m probably breaking laws I never heard of, Dame. The reactor is hot.”
Brande put the phone down, but not on its cradle. He thought about Rae down there. And Okey and Bob.
He lifted the receiver and pressed it to his ear hard, as if it would help him hear something different when he asked, “You’re sure?”
Hampstead told him what he knew of the CIS modeling program.
“Between six o’clock last night and midnight tonight?”
“Yes, Dane. I’m sorry.”
“Who’s the sorry son of a bitch that made the decision to not tell us?”
“There’s a bunch of them”
“Who’s your contact? The Unruh guy?”
“Yes.”
“And where is he?”
“The Situation Room.”
“You happen to have a phone number, Avery?”
Hampstead gave it to him.
Cutting the connection, Brande reopened it and told Bucky Sanders, who was on duty in the radio shack, to get the Washington number and ask for Unruh.
“And Bucky, I want this piped into the ship’s PA system and over the acoustic phone.”
“Gotcha, Chief.”
The way Paco Sanchez and Larry Emry were staring at him, Brande realized that his voice had climbed a few octaves as he talked to Hampstead.
Others in the lab had gathered closer.
“Let me talk to Mayberry, Paco,” he said, taking the acoustic telephone.
“Bob, you there?”
“All bright and happy, Dane. Larry says we’ve got our target spotted.”
“Yeah, we do. In a minute, Bob, you’ll be hearing a heated conversation. Listen carefully, then well talk.”
“Okay,” Mayberry said, but his tone was dubious.
The phone rang.
Brande picked it up.
“Dr. Brande? Carl Unruh here”
“Are you there with all the people who make decisions, Unruh?”
“Uh, yeah. Something the matter?”
“Tell me about the state of the reactor,” Brande said.
“Well, you probably know as much…”
“What happens at 2400 hours tonight?”
The hesitation lasted six or seven heartbeats. “Ah, shit. Avery caved in?”
“In fact, Unruh, the damned thing could already be supercritical, right?”
“Uh, yeah, that’s right, but listen, Brande…”
“You’d better dig a hole wherever it is spooks dig holes because, when this is over, I’m coming looking…”
“Hey, Brande! Think about the goddamned world for…”
“Just like fucking ‘High Noon.’”
Brande slammed the phone down. His face felt hot, flushed with the heat of his anger.
He grabbed the desk mike and the acoustic telephone and used them both simultaneously.
“Everybody heard that?”
There was no answer. Despite the pounding of the rain and the whine of the diesel engines, the ship seemed unnaturally quiet.
“Rae, prepare for ascent.”
“Do we know for certain guaran-goddamn-teed that the thing has gone to meltdown?” Dokey asked.
Brande hesitated. “No. What we know is what the CIS modeling program said.”
“Which is? Tell me, Chief.”
“It could have happened as early as last night. On the back end, they’re saying midnight tonight.”
“The max is 2400 hours?” Emry asked from beside him. “Right.”
“Anybody want to take a vote now?” Thomas said over the phone.
“No damned vote this time,” Brande said. “We’re turning back”
“Because you’re pissed as some flaky bureaucrat?” she asked. “Or because you don’t think we can do it?”
Brande tried to calm down. Rae was right; he was mad as hell at Unruh and his ilk. One does not make decisions based on incomplete information, and he felt betrayed by those he had trusted to give him the right data.
“Come on, Chief,” she urged.
Brande took a slow, deep breath. “You’ve got the gavel, Rae.”
“I forgot,” she said. “All right, new deadline, 2300 hours tonight. All the yeas be quiet. If there’s a nay in the bunch, shout it out so I can hear you over the phone. One nay is all it takes to turn one-eighty.”
The silence of the ship continued to overwhelm.
Overwhelmed Brande, at any rate.
He grabbed the phone, “Bucky, get hold of the Olʼyantsev. I want to talk to whoever’s in charge.”
“You know who that is, Chief?”
“Some goddamned general. Just get him.”
0210 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′59″ NORTH, 176°10′33″ EAST
Dmitri Oberstev was in the combat information center when the radio call came in.
“I don’t wish to talk to anyone just now,” he said, keeping his eyes on the plotting board.
“Oh, General,” Talebov said, “this man threatens to ram my ship if he doesn’t talk to you.”
Oberstev took off his glasses and polished them, studying Captain Talebov. He appeared too earnest.
“Very well.”
He got up from his chair and crossed to a console, taking the headset of the man sitting there.
“This is General Oberstev”
“My name is Dane Brande, General, and I’m one mad son of a bitch.”
“Brande?”
He looked to Talebov, who said, “The American vessel Orion.ˮ
“Yes, Mr. Brande. We ought to have thanked you for your chart…”
“Are you really the head honcho?”
“What?”
“Are you calling the shots, Oberstev?”
He finally got a grasp on the idiom. “Yes.”
“Well, I’m tired of the goddamned games being played in Moscow and Washington,” Brande told him. “Do you want that bastard off the bottom or not?”
Oberstev expelled his breath in the same amount of time it took him to make his decision. “I want it up, yes.”
“Is it hot?”
“Hot?”
“Is it supercritical?”
Oberstev mulled over the question. An easy question, a difficult answer.
This decision was made. To hell with Vladivostok.
“It may be, Mr. Brande.”
“Traitor!” yelped Janos Sodur.
“Just a minute, Mr. Brande.” Oberstev turned around until he found Alexi Cherbykov. “Colonel, would you place Colonel Sodur under arrest and confine him to his cabin? I’m sure Captain Talebov will provide a guard.”
“At once, General,” Cherbykov said, grinning his approval.
Leonid Talebov said to the duty officer, “Senior Lieutenant, call the master-at-arms.”
Sodur made violent protests, accusations, and promises as he was led from the combat information center.
“I am back, Mr. Brande.”
“Have you located the rocket, General?”
Oberstev again looked at the plotting board. “I am afraid not. We have found the left booster.” He read off the coordinates.
“That’s it?” Brande asked.
“Also the right booster. It is at five thousand, three hundred and five meters of depth, at coordinates two-six, one-nine, five-seven North, one-seven-six, one-zero, three-one East.”
“That’s great!” Brande said. “It gives us a track to follow.”
“Yes, we think so, too. Pyotr Rastonov has been working on it.”
“In a minute, let’s put him on the air with our Larry Emry and let them work together.”
“Very well,” Oberstev said, “it is a good idea.”
“Now, tell me about that modeling program.”
This Brande seemed very forceful, but Oberstev found himself responding with all he had learned from Piredenko.
“The majority of the individual trials show the rocket taking an abrupt turn to the right immediately after it entered the water?”
“That is correct, Mr. Brande. Apparently, to the computer, the odds are in favor of the rocket’s fins locking into a tight right turn.”
“Damn,” Brande said. “I wish we’d known that sooner.”
“They are only odds,” Oberstev reminded him.
“But they’re all we’ve got to play with,” Brande countered.
And General Oberstev had to agree.
0325 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′59″ NORTH, 176°10′33″ EAST
Bent over the radar, her forehead pressed to the hood, Dawn Lengren said, “There’s so many, Curtis. I can’t tell which one is the Orion.”
Aaron was at the helm, fighting to keep the bow aimed into the oncoming waves. The windshield wiper slapped back and forth with irritating regularity, but it did not help much. The rain sluiced off the glass, making forward vision wavery. He had the foredeck spotlight on, but it only showed him one towering wave after another.
It was cold. There was no heater on the flying bridge, and both he and Dawn were wrapped in parkas. Dawn had a blanket over her shoulders also.
Dawn’s stomach did not seem to be affected by the turbulence, as it had been by alcohol, but the rest of his family were all below, sick as dogs. Donny Edgeworth had been heaving his guts for most of the night.
It had not turned out quite as he had envisioned. For some reason, Aaron had expected a calm fleet of boats, all circled around his own as he spoke over a loud hailer. He had foreseen the culmination of his natural ministry. People listening to his logical discourse with awe. The television cameras recording sound bites for the six o’clock, the eleven o’clock, and posterity.
His scripts were scattered around the bridge, wet and smudged.
The reality was mayhem and chaos. There were ships all around, but he could not see them. They zigzagged all over the place. Several times, he had damned nearly run into fishing boats.
According to the radio, there were a lot of Commonwealth and U.S. ships present, but they had only seen the one. Somehow, in fighting the sea, he had lost track of both Brande and Mark Jacobs.
Still, he felt fortunate for the contact with the Navy ship. He knew Wilson Overton’s column, and thought that the reporter would give him a fair shake.
It did not always happen that way. Reporters could be bitchy, especially the television reporters.
And, too, Aaron thought that his conversation with Over-ton had helped to clarify his thinking.
He knew what he must do.

Chapter Sixteen

0400 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′58″ NORTH, 176°10′34″ EAST
They had set up their own communications net including the Timofey Olʼyantsev, the Kane, the Bartlett, and the Orion.
And excluding CINCPAC and Washington, after Brande had responded to a radio call from Adm. David Potter.
“What do you want, Admiral?” Brande snapped at the microphone. His rage was taking a long time to dissipate, mainly because he did not want to let go of it.
He was in a chair at the workbench operations center in the laboratory with Larry Emry on his right and Mel Sorenson, who had relieved Polodka, on his left. Most of the ship’s crew and expedition team were present, sitting and standing as close as possible to the sources of information.
Emry was talking on the comm net with Rastonov and Cartwright while Brande listened to Potter.
“Brande, I’m going to put a dive team from the Kane aboard your ship. They’ll crew the next dive of the DepthFinder.”
“Like hell they will.”
“Listen, Brande, you’re a civilian. We’ll let people who are paid for it take the risk.”
“Tell that tale to the assholes in Washington, Admiral. If your people try to board my ship, I’ll shove them back into the sea.”
“Brande…”
Switching off the frequency, Brande picked up the phone.
“Bucky, get me the asshole.”
“Chief?”
“The Unruh guy.”
Emry tapped him on the shoulder. “We’re getting a data transfer from the Russians right now.”
“What data, Larry?”
“All of the modeling scenarios.”
“We can handle it with these machines?”
“No,” Emry said. “They’re dumping directly to the mainframe in San Diego. I need to have the satellite channel dedicated to me.”
“I’ve got one call to make, Larry, then it’s all yours.”
A minute later, the phone rang.
“Brande? This is Carl Unruh.”
“Did you dig that hole yet?”
“Not yet,” Unruh said.
“Forget it for now. Do you carry a lot of weight, Unruh?”
“Physically, yes. Politically, maybe.”
“I want you to get on someone’s case and round up as many radiation protection suits as you can find in Hawaii. Put them on an airplane and airdrop them to us.”
“Nothing’s flying low in that weather you’ve got, Brande. It’s too damned risky.”
“There’s a couple hundred people taking a risk here, Unruh. What’s one more?”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
Brande hung up and shoved the handset toward Emry. “The channel’s all yours, Larry.”
He checked the status of the DepthFinder on the monitor — it was 17,000 feet down with battery charges near the halfway point and all other systems in the green — then looked back to Emry’s video screen. The exploration director had narrowed the focus to an area south of the original search zone. The coordinates of the two boosters were marked with small circles, and the positions of the Sea Lion and the DepthFinder were indicated with tiny squares. The CIS sub was tinted red and the MVU submersible was yellow, naturally.
Lifting the phone from in front of Sorenson, Brande lodged it between his shoulder and his ear. “Bob, you free?”
“Hell, no, Chief. I cost money” Mayberry seemed surprisingly at ease despite not knowing whether or not he was being subjected to unplanned radiation therapy.
“What’s the situation?”
“Okey’s got Atlas out, snooping around the booster. I don’t know how they know it’s the left one, but probably by the lettering on the side. Maybe the Cyrillic lettering says ‘left side, people.’ We’re getting tremendous pictures.”
Mayberry sounded like the typical oceanographer, ecstatic with a new discovery.
Brande wished he could see the video.
“What kind of condition is it in, Bob?”
“It’s sunken a few inches into the bottom muck, and the nose is aimed to the northeast, so it must have tumbled after it broke loose. I’m guessing it was hot when it hit the cold water because the skin is buckled pretty badly. Other than that, and knowing I’ve never seen a booster rocket this close before, I think it’s a complete unit.”
Ingrid Roskens, listening to their conversation over the speaker, leaned over Brande. “Ask him when he thinks it was severed from the main rocket.”
Brande repeated the question.
“Damn,” Mayberry said. “Not from hitting the bottom, for sure. I’d guess they parted ways at impact, or shortly thereafter. The boosters don’t have fins, nothing to improve the glide.”
“And it still traveled over five miles from the point of impact. I wish I could see it,” Roskens said.
“Go get Valeri,” Brande said. “Have him talk to Rastonov and see if we can’t borrow, buy, or rent a pair of their Loudspeaker transceivers.”
“Done,” she said.
“Bob, what are you doing now?” Brande asked on the phone.
“We’re drifting over to take a look at the second booster. By then, the people on the surface should have a new search plan for us.”
“We’re working on it. Watch out for the Sea Lion. She’s southeast of the second booster.”
“Gotcha, Dane.”
Brande stood up and stretched. His muscles felt a little bunched up, but he was not tired. He was still too angry for fatigue.
At one point in the night, he had logically considered the position taken by the White House, and logically, he understood it. A few lives were expendable in the short run if they protected a few hundred thousand lives in the long run.
The logic did not matter a whit, however, when the expendables were Brandeʼs friends and colleagues. His anger manifested itself in taut neck muscles and hands that clenched into fists every now and then.
Again, he checked the status board of the submersible. The image of Rae at the controls never left his mind.
The DepthFinder did not have radiation measuring equipment, but the Sea Lion did, and Rastonov had told them that nothing above normal radiation levels had yet been encountered by the Commonwealth submersible.
That was the only reason Rae was still on the bottom.
“Take a break, Dane. I’ll sit in for a while,” Otsuka told him.
“Iʼm all right, Kim.”
“You are, now. What about later?”
Brande shrugged, then went forward to the wardroom and got himself a cup of coffee. He carried it to a forward porthole and tried to read the ocean.
The sea was difficult to read because of the hard pellets of rain pelting the glass. Fourteen-or fifteen-foot waves, he guessed, running from the northwest, forcing them to stay bow-on in the same direction. To the west were the lights of a large ship, probably one of the CIS warships. North, he saw the lights of another ship, and he thought it might be the Kane. He could not see any other lights, but knew there were ships around. Their own radar had recorded twenty-two an hour before.
Studying the wave action and thinking about the difficulties they would have in raising the submersible to the deck during the next changeover, he decided to allow more time than planned. Additionally, he thought of some other changes that should be made.
You sonovabitch! she’d say.
It’s for your own good, he’d say.
No, she wouldn’t buy that.
Because I care about you?
You sonovabitch!
Because I love you?
* * *
Maybe.
Brande spun around, left the lounge, and strode down the corridor to the lab.
Everyone on board the vessel was now in the laboratory, except, he hoped, Connie Alvarez-Sorenson and one of the helmsmen on the bridge. There was a low level of chatter, but tensions seemed to be on the rise.
He pressed through the crowd and squatted next to Emry’s chair. On the screen now were two dotted lines connecting the impact point on the surface with the identified sites of the boosters on the bottom. Emry was experimenting with another dotted line, curving it from the impact point to various spots on the sea floor.
The Orion rose and fell with a fairly steady rhythm. People crossed the deck with strange syncopation.
“Got something, Larry?”
“Maybe. Over sixty percent of the scenarios run by Piredenko’s model show the A2 hitting the surface and jamming the guidance fins into a right turn. If the boosters peel off as a result of impact and heat stress as it’s going down, and land where they are now, then the main rocket — first, second, and payload stages, with the fins still forcing the turn — probably curves back a hell of a lot farther west than we anticipated that it would.”
“If it didn’t rotate,” Brande said, playing devil’s advocate.
“Wouldn’t do it, not without two of the fins moving to opposing positions,” Emry countered. “I don’t think it rolled, since the left booster is down on the left of the path, and the right booster is on the right. If it were rotating on the way down, the booster positions could have been reversed.”
“I give you fifty-fifty on that.”
“Appreciate your confidence.”
“Are we narrowing the possibilities?” Brande asked. “Damned sure. I just told Rae and Dokey to head south and track a little more to the west, along the twenty-eight second line. Drozdov is also headed south, along the thirty-second line. Cartwright approved.”
“Good man.” Brande stood up, feeling the fuzzy anticipation of discovery. He had felt it before.
He leaned over the bench and pulled the communication net microphone close. Pressing the transmit switch, he said, “This is Dane Brande. Who’s on the net?”
“John Cartwright here.”
“Pyotr Rastonov.”
“Pyotr, is General Oberstev handy?”
After a second, he heard, “This is Dmitri Oberstev.”
“General Oberstev, Captain Cartwright, do we know what shipping we have in the immediate vicinity?”
“Cartwright, here. We’ve got them all on our plot. There’s too damned many, from my point of view.”
“I think we need to get them out of here. What I’d like to see, if it’s possible, is a cordon around the Ol’yantsev and the Orion. Use the Commonwealth warships and whatever U.S. ships are available.”
“I believe that would be possible,” the general said.
“I’m not sure what’s going to move the civilians,” Cartwright said.
“Warn them of imminent radiation danger,” Brande suggested. “It’s not that farfetched, unfortunately.”
“We’ll try it. There’s only two who might not respond. One’s a yacht with a bunch of reporters on it, and the other is the Eastern Flower. She reports that she’s now ready to help in the recovery.”
“Not with an untested submersible and robot,” Brande said. “We don’t want to divert our time to another rescue.”
“You’d ban them?”
“Damned right.”
“Consider them banned.”
Oberstev said, “Our submarines are on standby. Perhaps they could, what do you say? nudge the smaller boats on their way.”
“Damned good idea, General. We’ll put the subs on traffic duty.”
“I’ll have to get CINCPAC’s permission for that,” Cartwright said.
“Not if you want the job done,” Brande told him.
“I can always get it later.”
The three of them agreed on stations in a large circle for the CIS warships, the Bronstein, the Kane, the Bartlett, and the Antelope. As the search moved south, if it did, the circle of protection would move with it, keeping the civilians from interfering in the recovery operations.
An hour later, Brande was back in his chair at the workbench when Rae reported in.
“Who’s there?”
“This is lover-boy, darlin’.”
“Hey, Mel, we’ve got a sonar return on a target to the east of us. We’re turning off course to investigate. How about you, Gennadi? Can you hear me?”
The two submersibles had been communicating infrequently on the acoustic telephone, and Drozdov responded from the Sea Lion. “I hear you, Miss Kaylene. What is the coordinate of your return?”
“Nineteen, fifty-three, ten, thirty-one, Gennadi.”
“We show only the outline of a large ridge,” Drozdov told her.
Brande looked up at the search monitor and pictured the bottom mentally. The DepthFinder was a half-mile farther south than the CIS sub, and three-fourths of a mile to its west. SARSCAN had picked up a return to its east side which was probably blocked from the Seeker’s sonar probes by the ridge.
Something there.
Hiding.
“What’s your depth, darlin’?”
“Twenty thousand-two, Mel. But Okey says we’re on the brink of a trench.”
“It goes deeper?” Sorenson asked, with some degree of awe in his voice.
“Okey says, ‘count on it.’”
Twelve minutes later, Dokey’s voice sounded on the speakers. “Depth two-zero-eight-five-four. Position one-nine, five- three North, one-zero, three one East.”
Sorenson yelped, “You’ve got it!”
“Shit, no! What we’ve got looks like the first stage. No second stage, no payload stage.”
There was a long collective sigh from the people behind Brande.
The Orion rocked hard to the right, making everyone scramble for balance.
Dokey said, “That son of a bitch is in the canyon, for sure.”
1012 HOURS LOCAL, WASHINGTON, DC
Through the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Ben Dele-court, the President had ordered CINCPAC to leave the searchers in the Pacific alone.
Adm. David Potter had complained about a breakdown in the chain of command.
The President said, “I don’t give a damn who’s calling the shots, as long as they’re called. Let the people on the scene share command”
Carl Unruh thought it was as good a system as any other. At least, Brande had discovered some way to get the Russians to cooperate.
Other than for that little bit of drama, nothing else was going on. The major players were on the scene in the Situation Room, but they were not saying much. The whole mood was somber and defeatist as the final deadline approached.
Others were optimistic. According to the placards on the easels, the zealous nature of protests and rallies had died away as soon as word got out that the boosters had been found. Some had been canceled, others had waned for lack of interest.
The display on the electronic board in the Situation Room was now the same as one being generated by someone named Emry on board the Orion. It was being transmitted from Brande’s ship through the RVKane to the CRITICOM satellite network, then picked up by Hawaii and Washington.
Three pieces of debris. Two boosters and the first stage were shown.
A curving dotted line showed the beginnings of a flight
path and three more lines breaking off the first indicated where the boosters and the first stage might have separated from the main body of the A2e.
Where the dotted line would end was still open to conjecture.
But they were getting there.
He kept watching the clock on the wall that was labeled Japan, but which had been reset to keep track of time in the target zone.
There was not much time left on it.
A decade before, when Unruh was part of the operations directorate, he had relished action. Always doing something, going somewhere. He thought that maybe Brande was somewhat like the younger Unruh.
But he was older now. He sat in rooms like this and waited for the actions to take place around him. It seemed like he did not have much control, but he did. He was part of the process that formed the general shape of the actions that would take place. And, distasteful or not, he was good at it.
He did not think Brande would understand or appreciate that.
Earlier, after Brande had chewed him out so thoroughly, Unruh had thought about looking Brande up after it was ail over and trying to explain the process.
Now, he did not think that he would.
He looked up at the clock mislabeled Japan, and he looked at the three pieces of debris that an electronic map said were crunched deep in the Pacific Ocean.
There was supposedly a canyon out there, deeper than deep.
And not enough time.
Unruh did not think he would ever meet Dane Brande, and he thought that that was going to be his loss.
0935 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′53″ NORTH, 176°10′31″ EAST
The Orion was directly above the resting place of the A2eʼs first stage. A hundred yards off her bow, the Timofey Olʼyantsev was fighting to stay on station. Though the Commonwealth patrol ship, at 312 feet, was seventy-two feet longer than the research vessel, she did not have the stabilization of the cycloidal propellers.
When Brande visited the bridge to check on Connie Alvarez-Sorenson, she pointed out a yacht, dimly seen through the slanting rain, half a mile to the south. “Cartwright says that thing’s loaded to the gunwales with reporters. They won’t leave us alone. On the radio, the Navy’s trying to get them outside the cordon.”
“Be a shame if we lost them all, wouldn’t it?” Brande said. “I’ll plead the Fifth,” she said.
“You doing all right up here?”
“Just dandy, thanks to computers and satellites. We’re not going anywhere we don’t want to go.”
Brande moved to the right side of the bridge and stared forward through the water sluicing off the windshield.
Dismal, gray view.
Kenji Nagasaka stood near the helm, ready to grab if the autopilot let go.
Alvarez-Sorenson, wrapped in a bulky ski sweater, came over and stood beside him.
“Worried about her?”
“What?”
“Kaylene.”
“Of course not.”
“Bullshit, boss. Shows all over you.”
“You’re the resident expert, Connie?”
“Might as well be expert at something. Go ahead and bring them up.”
“Little early, yet,” Brande said.
“Hey, I’m the acting captain, right? I say, with that weather out there, we need more time.”
Brande went back to the radio shack and said, “Bucky, hook in with the acoustic, would you?”
Sanders flipped toggles and handed him the phone.
“How you doing down there, Bob?”
“We just reported. Check the screen.”
Mayberry was a little testier now, with some fatigue setting in.
“I’m not near the screen.”
“Sorry. Situation the same. We’ve prowled the edge of the canyon, peeked over it a few times. Nothing.”
“The Sea Lion? You check with them on radiation?”
“Thirty minutes ago. No radiation count to speak of. They’re on ascent now, to change crews.”
“That’s what I want you to do, too. Bring it on up.”
There was a delay while Rae wrestled the phone away from Mayberry. Brande pictured it that way.
“Not yet, Dane. We’ve still got a couple hours of shift yet.”
“Now, Rae. Connie wants more time for lift-out. And I want time to install Celebes.”
“Damn it, I was just getting comfortable. Why Gargantua?”
“So we’re ready, just in case. With time the way it is, we’ll have to make do with the submersible’s sonar.”
“All right. Let it be recorded that that’s an unwilling ‘all right’.”
“So recorded.”
He waited with the phone in hand until he heard that the weights had been successfully jettisoned, then went below to manage a final inspection of Gargantua.
He had over three hours to wait, but standing idle was not working for him.
1120 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′43″ NORTH, 176°10′23″ EAST
“Everybody below is sick as a dog, Curtis. Don’t you think we should head for Midway?”
“This’ll pass over, Dawn,” Aaron told her. Besides, he was not sure he could find Midway.
When he had last talked to Mark Jacobs, earlier in the morning, Jacobs had told him that he was taking the Greenpeace boat to Midway. Aaron might have followed then, if he had known where the Arienne was.
The radar screen was just a lot of little dots appearing behind the sweep as it rotated. Some dots were brighter than others, but it was difficult to pick out which were true vessels and which were random feedback from the sea.
He had given Dawn a new heading after deciding that a circle of brighter blips was too uniform to be anything other than ships.
The trouble was, somehow they had drifted southwest of the main body of ships, and heading back to it, they were taking the swells off the left rear quarter. Not infrequently, huge waves crashed over the stern, swamping the deck.
A few more minutes, they would reach the circle of ships and could turn back to facing the waves.
Damn, if the weather had not turned so crappy, he could be in the center of those ships, spreading the word.
The closer they got, the brighter the blips looked.
Aaron sat back away from the radar hood and rotated the tension out of his shoulders.
The Queen of Liberty was rocking violently, threatening to heel over. Aaron had to keep a firm grasp on the side of his seat to avoid being spilled onto the deck.
He was mad as hell, trying not to show it to Dawn.
Nothing worked out the way he wanted. The world was going to hell in a handmade basket, and no one wanted to recognize it, to listen to the solutions. These jackasses kept screwing around with it, kept altering it, kept ignoring the signs.
They had to be stopped.
No getting around that.
Jacobs had scooted for Midway Island.
And that left Aaron on his own.
All he could do was his best.
1208 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′49″ NORTH, 176°10′30″ EAST
The CIS and U.S. cordon of warships had drifted south and slightly west in anticipation of sending the submersibles into the trench.
Oberstev, partially protected from the hard rain by a gray slicker, stood on the fantail of the Timofey Olʼyantsev and watched the harried activity of the crew as they serviced the Sea Lion.
It was noon, and yet it was dark enough to require floodlights. Pyotr Rastonov scurried about, slipping on the deck, examining connections, antennas, transponders, access doors. He called for more grease for the hatch seal.
A figure clad in yellow rubber pants and shirt exited the superstructure and approached Oberstev.
“I believe I am ready, General Oberstev.”
Gennadi Drozdov was so fatigued, he appeared emaciated. His thin dark hair was plastered to his skull by the rain, and his eyes were sunken holes.
“Are you up to this?” Oberstev asked.
“Yes. Pyotr is correct, General. We must share if we hope to complete the recovery.”
“You are optimistic?”
“Very optimistic.”
Oberstev’s own pessimism had grown. It had taken days to get this far, and they had yet to discover the site of the reactor. He was also leery of what might come out of his unilateral decision to cooperate with the Americans, much less give them access to the Loudspeaker system.
He had no doubts that Chairman Vladimir Yevgeni, and perhaps Admiral Orlov, would take him to task during the subsequent hearings. And there would be hearings; there always were.
He might be relieved of his command of Red Star and forced into retirement.
And yet Red Star and enforced retirement seemed less important now. There was more at stake on his own planet. Why seek Mars when Earth was so close to hand?
“Go then, Gennadi Drozdov, and luck go with you.”
Drozdov nodded, then turned and crossed the deck uneasily, headed for the work party that had set up the breeches buoy. Two men helped the scientist up into it and secured straps over his lap. Then they loaded two medium-size, aluminum, watertight cases onto his lap and strapped them to his body.
With a signal from one of the sailors, the breeches buoy abruptly lifted off the deck, and Gennadi Drozdov went over the railing, sliding toward the sea.
Oberstev almost felt like going with him.
1440 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′49″ NORTH, 176°10′30″ EAST
Valeri Dankelov, Svetlana Polodka, Kim Otsuka and Gennadi Drozdov had been working together for over two hours. Robert Mayberry assisted whenever he was called.
Brande kept coming over to check on their progress, and Dankelov would say, “Not yet,” and Mayberry would say “Fuck off, Chief.”
Mayberry was tired.
They were all tired, Dankelov thought. Little mistakes had been made, mistakes that when discovered required subsequent disassembly and reassembly of components.
Installing the physical components had been simple. One of the Loudspeaker transceivers was mounted on the workbench in the laboratory, and the other was cushioned with foam rubber and strapped to the rear seat in the submersible.
Bypassing the existing equipment, the new components had been connected to the hull-mounted transmission and receiving antennas of the research vessel and the submersible. Even tuning the antennas to the new equipment had not been difficult.
One of the drawbacks, of course, was that if one or the other of the CIS systems failed, with the MVU systems disconnected, all communication between the DepthFinder and the Orion or Sea Lion would be cut off.
With the voice subsystem operational, the trying part had been the hard wire and computer-controlled connections between telemetry and video devices and the acoustic transceivers.
Polodka and Otsuka had loaded the Russian software into the computers, then begun the struggle to work out the quirks. It helped that the Russians used an IBM clone programming language, but the conversion was tedious.
Brande came over again, this time bringing a coffeepot and styrofoam mugs. Otsuka was outside, in the submersible, but the others stopped what they were doing to drink.
Brande said, “No matter what, we’re launching at three o’clock.”
Dankelov nodded his acceptance.
Brande walked away and Drozdov looked after him.
“He is a hard taskmaster, Valeri?”
“No, Gennadi, he is not. There is a lot of pressure now, on all of us.”
As they went back to work — the two of them were refitting an integrated circuit in a signal translator box that Mayberry had concocted — Drozdov asked, “Do you like your work in America?”
“Yes, I like it very much.”
“You are a lucky man, Valeri. I envy you.”
“But I miss my home,” Dankelov said. “Perhaps I will return with you.”
“To what?” Drozdov asked. “There is much chaos.”
“But shouldn’t one be working for one’s own country? There is much to be done, and I feel that I am shirking my responsibility, Gennadi.”
“Does Svetlana feel the same?”
“No. She is happy with what she has. She would like to keep it.”
“I once assumed the two of you would marry.”
“It was not to be,” Dankelov said.
“I know you are serious about our profession, Valeri, but you should not be so serious all of the time.”
“It is my nature.”
“Your nature needs revamping,” Drozdov observed.
1505 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′49″ NORTH, 176°10′30″ EAST
For fear it would drift in the wind, the Navy had dropped its package without a parachute ten minutes before. The C-141 transport had come in low out of the overcast, its landing lights brightly illuminated, kicked the bright orange box out of a side door, and then disappeared into the cloud cover as quickly as possible.
Thomas did not blame them for not wanting to stick around.
It took the Orion twenty minutes to chase down the floating box, hook it with a line, and raise it from the sea.
Two crewmen hauled it into the laboratory and broke the seals on the aluminum case.
“Two suits? That’s all?” she said.
“That’s all we need,” Brande said.
“Bullshit! You asked for every suit they could find.”
“Maybe Hawaii isn’t a major candidate for radiation contamination,” Brande told her.
She tried to stare him down.
It did not work.
“I’m going on this dive,” she said.
“No. Just Dokey and me.”
Dokey had been sleeping for the last couple of hours, and Otsuka had gone to waken him.
“You sonovabitch! You can’t stop me.”
“You’re tired, Rae. We don’t want accidents.”
“I’m the damned president!”
Everyone in the lab was watching the exchange, some with amusement.
Most with amusement.
“You need a third-seater,” she said.
“The Loudspeaker is using the third seat. Besides, with video transmission, everyone gets to participate.”
“Don’t pamper me.”
Brande reached out, took her shoulders, and pulled her close to him. Bending over, he whispered in her ear, “I’m supposed to, Rae. I love you.”
She pulled her head back to look in his eyes. “Mean it?”
“Sure do?”
“But no pampering, all right?”
“Agreed.”
“Go, then. Get out of here.”
“Is this what’s known as an executive conference?” Dokey asked, coming through the door with Otsuka.
No one answered him.
“I’m glad I’m not an executive.”
Thomas backed away from Brande, reluctantly pulling from the grasp of his hands, and looked at Dokey. He was wearing a sweatshirt over his jumpsuit featuring a boy turtle in a baseball cap and a girl turtle in blond curls. The caption was, I CAN MAKE IT LAST!
“You’ll never be mistaken for one, Okey,” she told him.
Dankelov stepped forward. “I should go, Dane.”
“No, Valeri, you’ve done what you’re supposed to do,” Brande told him.
Ingrid Roskens said, “You’re going to need a structural person when you find it.”
“That’s why we’ve got video transmission, Ingrid. You get your own CRT.”
Everyone had a last comment or suggestion for Brande and Dokey.
It was almost a wake, Thomas thought. As if they did not expect to see him again. She felt like crying. And laughing. Her emotions capsized, then righted themselves, back and forth.
Brande and Dokey dressed in the radiation-protection suits, pants and overblouses, and carried the hoods with them. They were a silvery gray, shiny material, and gave them a spacey appearance.
Emry opened the door to the afterdeck, and crew members began to file out. They wore yellow slickers and hung onto the lifelines that had been stretched over the deck.
Brande and Dokey tromped out in their oversized suits, astronauts headed for the launch complex.
Thomas wanted to run after Dane, throw her arms around him, and drag him back.
The alarm clock was about to ring.
She might not see him again.
She held onto the door jamb, ignoring the rain and spray splashing her, and watched them gingerly climb the scaffold.
Dane was the last one down the hatch, and he gave her a thumbs-up and a wink.
Then he was gone.
1520 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′49″ NORTH, 176°10′30″ EAST
They did not even try to lower from the deck with the hatch open. Brande sealed it and dogged it tight, then slipped down into the left seat. It was dark inside, with only the outside light coming through the three portholes.
The thickness of the pressure hull dampened the sound of the storm, but the fury was noticeable in the tilt and bounce of the sub.
“Well, compadre, here we go.”
“You sure you got enough sleep, Okey?”
“I plan to get another couple hours on the descent. That is, if you don’t want to talk about it.”
“There’s nothing to talk about,” Brand said. “Besides, you’re not sleeping.”
“Damn me, I forgot. Got to fly Gargantua.”
The robot was too large to be attached to DepthFinder, and like SARSCAN, would be towed to the bottom.
Together, they powered up the systems. Brande concentrated on environmental systems first, making sure that pressures and blower speeds were acceptable. Oxygen, lithium oxide.
He felt clumsy in the protection suit. Taking the hood from his lap, he stashed it on the floor under his legs.
Turning awkwardly in his seat, he reached back and turned on the new acoustical system. It had a microphone, rather than a telephone, and he parked the mike between his and Dokey’s seats.
With the propulsion systems checked out, and the sonar and gyros activated, Dokey initiated power for the remote-control panel. When he had green LEDs, he turned on the UHF set and contacted Mel Sorenson on deck.
“Kick his butt overboard, Mel.”
“On the way, Okey.”
A crane operator hoisted the ROV from the deck, swung it out over the side, and lowered it into the tossing sea.
Dokey turned on the video camera, and they saw Gargantua’s view of the surface for a few minutes before he began to sink.
“Okay, Mel, we’ve got greens.”
“Luck,” Sorenson said.
Brande felt the sub rolling backward on her tracks, then the lift from the deck. Because of the rolling deck of the Orion, they started into a pendulum movement, but the arc of the swing was not too great because of the sub’s weight.
There was an elevatorlike sensation of falling, until they hit the sea with an abrupt stop. The crane operator released the hook by remote control.
“Hit reverse, Chief!” Sorenson called.
Brande pulled back hard on the left joystick while leaning forward to look out the porthole. The left catamaran hull was sliding toward him. Or he toward it.
He tugged on the stick, but it was already at the back stop.
The motors whined.
The sub gained momentum, and pulled out of the path of the hull.
She was already sinking, and within moments, the world was darkening, a trade-off for the smooth ride.
Brande brought up the interior lights to dim, then settled back in his seat. Dokey was diddling with his control sticks, putting Gargantua into a steep glide, using as little power as possible.
At 200 feet, Brande tried the Loudspeaker system.
“Anyone there?”
“Right here,” Rae said. Her voice seemed clearer on the Commonwealth acoustic system.
“You want to try a picture?”
“Damn right.”
He activated DepthFinder’s camera, put it on the center screen, and then flipped the toggle switch that Mayberry had jury-rigged to the side of the power panel.
“We’ve got a picture!” Rae said.
“Is it any good?”
“Not too clear, but clear enough. Like a slightly off-tuned TV set.”
“We’ll give you Gargantua.”
Brande slapped the toggle to the off position, then hit a second switch.
“We’ve got that, too.”
“All right, good,” Brande said. “We’re going passive, now.”
They curtailed the power consumption for all of the systems they could in order to reduce the drain on the batteries aboard both the submersible and the robot.
In the next three-and-a-half hours, they talked to Rastonov a couple times — the Sea Lion was already in the canyon at 22,000 feet-no radiation readings — alternately dozed, told some old jokes, and predicted San Diego Chargers outcomes against the Raiders, Broncos, and Seahawks. The projected results were dismal, given the outcome of the first game of the season.
At 900 feet, they lost what daylight the cloud cover had allowed to penetrate.
At 2,000 feet, most of the active sealife disappeared.
Sinking steadily into the abyss at 100 feet per minute.
At 15,000 feet of depth, with the thermostat at full up, it was still cold. Brande wished he had worn a sweatshirt, too.
At 20,000 feet, Brande dumped a little water ballast to slow the descent.
“Dane?” Rae Thomas said.
“Still here.” He gave her an oral report on their status.
“That agrees with what we’re seeing,” she said.
Not all of the monitoring systems had been connected through the Loudspeaker acoustic system, but some data was shown on a separate video display terminal on the operations desk via telemetry. The depth, altitude above ground, heading, inertial navigation readings, battery charges and oxygen supply could be monitored without verbal reports.
Dokey put the sonar waterfall display on the port video screen.
“There’s the canyon rim, Chief. Three hundred yards behind us.”
“I guess we keep going down, then.”
“Until something stops us.”
“Like the Atlantic Ocean?” Brande asked.
Brande used the acoustic microphone. “Pyotr?”
“I am here, Dane.”
“How about some coordinates?”
They did not have the luxury of Emry’s search program on screen, so Brande had to form his own mental pictures. The CIS submersible was nearly a mile west of them and 800 yards south. It had found a slanting bottom at 23,500 feet of depth. The terrain was rugged and steep, and according to Rastonov, looked fragile where they had seen it in their video relay from Seeker.
When the depth readout read 23,675, the altitude indicator kicked in, showing 56 feet.
“Easy up,” Dokey said.
Brande blew off more ballast, and the sub slowed its descent.
“Where’s Gargantua?” Brande asked.
“Two hundred feet in front of us, and about thirty feet lower.”
“Let’s watch the movies.”
They routed power to the cameras and floodlights on both vehicles.
There was nothing to be seen.
“All right, Okey, you do the snooping, and I’ll follow you around.”
“Gotcha.”
Using DepthFinderʼs downward-looking sonar as his guide, Dokey began making wide sweeps to the left and right with Gargantua, moving down toward the slope of the canyon until they had a picture on the starboard VDT.
It was a bleak, dull gray place, a steep slope with rocky outcroppings and what could have once been a lava flow. There was no life that could be seen.
“This is as deep as we’ve ever been,” Brande said.
“Better report it, then.”
“They’re supposed to be able to see it.”
“Yeah, but it’s a new system,” Dokey said.
Brande reported to the surface.
“Is Dokey awake yet?” Rae asked. Trying to be light about it, Brande was sure.
“I’ll pinch him in a minute and find out.”
Emry broke in, “Dane, why don’t you head out west for a bit?”
“You think so, Larry? That would be a hell of a curve for the rocket to take.”
“I’m the one who said it didn’t rotate. You gave me fifty-fifty on that, remember?”
“Heading west”
Dokey put Gargantua into a long, sweeping curve, and Brande followed along.
The bottom dipped away, disappearing from the robot’s camera.
“Jesus.” Dokey dove the ROV, and the bottom reappeared.
Down 24,056 feet.
Brande fought off thinking about the immense pressure of all that water trying to get inside his tiny sphere.
Ping!
The sonar volume, set low, sounded off.
Brande glanced at the waterfall display, saw the slope of the canyon rising to the right. Outcroppings above them. He would have to watch out for that, warn Rastonov.
Small ridge coming up, still below them.
Ping, ping.
Not a ridge.
“Right there, Dane.”
Brande switched his attention to the starboard display and saw what Gargantua was seeing.
Soviet A2e rocket.
The top stage, with stabilizing fins, was still connected to the payload stage, the pointed module end lower on the slope. It was a hell of a lot bigger than he had expected it to be. He had seen the recorded video pictures of the boosters and first stage, but with only the perspective offered by the sea floor, he had not gotten a feeling for the size of the thing.
“Hot damn!” someone from above shouted.
“Let’s get the hoods on, Okey.”
They donned the protective hoods, and Brande immediately felt handicapped. The big glass plate visor restricted his vision to the side.
Easing the power stick forward, and nosing down with the right stick, Brande moved the submersible in until the cliff and the rocket body became visible under DepthFinder’s floodlights.
He picked up the microphone, shoved it under the hood, and said, “Pyotr, we’ve got it. You want to come to one-nine, four-seven, one-oh, two-eight?”
“We are on the way, Dane.”
“I’m looking it over,” Roskens said. “Okey, you want to circle it, maybe get in a little closer.”
“Anything for you, sweetheart,” Dokey said, taking the mike from Brande.
For ten minutes, Dokey and Roskens talked back and forth, and he poked Gargantua in closer and closer to the depleted rocket.
The skin was pretty banged up, crumpled in places, creased in others. The whole thing looked to be bent along its length. The two fins that could be seen were mangled badly.
The Soviet Seeker swam into Gargantua’s view, also probing. “You here, Pyotr?”
“Yes, Dane. We are behind and above you. Now moving to your right side.”
From the Olʼyantsev, Oberstev, who was viewing the Seeker pictures, said, “It is in a dangerous position. If we try to cut the payload module away, the rocket may push it further down.”
“Also, General,” Brande said, “directly above us is a rock ledge that extends partway over the wreckage.”
“General,” Roskens said, “do you have drawings of the rocket? At least of the payload module?”
Oberstev did not hesitate. “I will send Colonel Cherbykov to get them from my cabin, and we will transfer them to you by photo scanner.”
They waited fifteen eternal minutes.
The digital readout that he had been ignoring read: 1915. Four hours and forty-five minutes to meltdown, if the Commonwealth nuke people were right.
Four hours to the surface.
“Pyotr,” Brande asked, “any radiation readings?”
“None, but our sonar picks up a hissing. I think it is freon boiling.”
Brande gulped and turned up the squelch on the sonar. “Definitely hissing,” Dokey said.
“You mind if we don’t listen to it?”
“Not a damned bit.”
Brande squelched the sonar down.
“Got it!” Roskens said. “Okey, move Gargantua forward, extend the cutting torch, and go where I tell you.”
“Tell me fast.”
She directed him, and Brande watched the monitor as Gargantua’s cutting torch appeared, then touched several places on the side of the payload module before Roskens told him, “Start there, Okey, and cut straight forward.”
The manipulator went down, slapped the side of the module, and…
The whole damned thing started to slide.
Three feet.
Four feet.
And stopped.
Dokey said, “In my next life, I’m going to be a neurosurgeon. It’s a damned sight easier.”
Brande went to the acoustic phone. “Pyotr, can you go sit on the rocket?”
“Keep pressure against it? Yes. But please hurry. We do not want to use up electrical power too quickly.”
The Sea Lion moved into view, coming from the right side, eased in against the rocket, and added power to its propellers.
A cloud of dust rose, blinding nearly all of them.
Dokey moved the ROV in again, found his starting place, and started cutting the thin aluminum skin with the electrode cutting tip.
Brande called Oberstev, “General, can we access the switch module from down here?”
“I have an open line to the nuclear people, Mr. Brande. I will ask.”
A few moments later, he said, “It would be difficult. They do not know what tools you have available, but the reactor is in a sealed container. Access doors would have to be removed, as would a large computer component, before the switch module could be reached. They are sending me complete instructions.”
Brande sighed. A lot of this could have been taken care of a lot earlier.
“All right, General. Once weʼve cut away the side of the pay-load bay, what then?”
“The reactor is secured to the framework inside the module by four bolts. They could be unbolted or simply cut.”
“Weʼll cut them.”
Dokey had completed a thirty-foot cut along one side and a sixteen-or seventeen-foot cut around the bottom circumference of the payload module. He was starting up the near side, working close to the seabed.
“Mel?” Brande asked.
“He’s coming,” Rae Thomas responded. She sounded breathless.
Brande wanted to see her pretty badly.
“What you got, babe?” Sorenson asked.
“How much cable do we have?”
“We’re lifting about three tons?”
“General?” Brande asked.
“I am converting the measurement. Less than that. Four thousand, two hundred pounds.”
“I can run out the port-side winch, then hook it into the starboard, then into the’midships, and get you thirty thousand feet, Dane. Do the reverse coming back up.”
“Do that, Mel. Use four or five of the sub weights to get it down here fast, and we can cut them away. Better put a sonar reflector on it so we can locate it.”
“What kind of connection you going to make?”
“There are two lift rings on the reactor,” Roskens said.
“Hook then?” Sorenson asked.
“That’ll do,” Dokey said, “And I’ll weld the son of a bitch in place. It’s not coming off.”
Brande passed that message.
At 1942 hours, Dokey used Gargantua’s manipulator with the claws and peeled the skin from the module. He then had to cut away three interior structural members at Rosken’s direction.
It took four minutes for Gargantua, guided by Dokey’s interpretation of the sonar readout, to locate and latch onto the cable suspended from the research vessel. It did not look very substantial, but Brande knew it was tested to five tons.
After glancing at the chronometer readout, Dokey was surprisingly quick in cutting away the weights, fastening the hook to the lift ring, then welding it in place with two spot welds. Gargantua backed away, keeping an eye on everything. Brande spoke into the mike, “Mel, take up slack.”
“Keep in mind, Dane, that we’re bouncing ten or twelve feet. That slack is going to come up unexpectedly.”
“Let’s everyone back off a bit. Pyotr, take it up. You can head for the surface.”
The Sea Lion rose from her perch on the rocket body, and it started to slide, then roll down the slope.
It went twenty feet, the cable jerked taut, and the reactor came free of the module, swinging freely to the south.
Brande turned DepthFinder to follow it.
It went nearly a hundred yards into yet deeper water, following the only guide it had, the position of the Orion on the surface, and then slowed to a standstill for a moment, then abruptly jumped as the wave action above tugged at it.
“I hope to hell that cable can take the stress,” Dokey said.
Brande turned up the sonar, heard the awful hiss, and closed it down again.
“Dumping weights,” he said.
2351 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′50″ NORTH, 176°10′29″ EAST
The lieutenant commander named Acery had lent Overton a set of binoculars, and from the bridge of the Bronstein, he had been scanning the seas on a regular basis for the last two hours.
They all knew it was coming up.
Every warship in the cordon had moved in, tightening the circle, and every searchlight available was trained on the two ships in the center of the circle, the Orion and the Timofey Ol’yantsev. The circle seemed a lot tighter than it was since the turbulent seas kept each ship quite a ways apart.
Overton guessed the circle was a mile in diameter. Even with the searchlights and the binoculars, it was difficult for him to see the Olʼyantsev, some 400 yards away.
The yacht with all of the radio, television, and newspaper reporters had been told to stay out of the cordoned-off area, and Overton felt, probably excessive, glee at that. There would not be video at eleven.
He thought that his manner aboard ship — staying out of the way, being polite — had paid off. Most of the officers were almost cordial to him now.
Between scans of the sea, Overton had been jotting on a yellow pad, writing the start of what was going to be an in-depth story on the amazing cooperation between the Russians and Americans in this time of crisis.
It was shaping up.
He raised the binoculars and looked toward the research and patrol ships again. Scanned the raging waters near them.
Nothing.
He took a quick look to the right, toward the Kane.
Nothing.
On their left was the CIS cruiser Kynda, and Overton checked it with the glasses.
Noth…
Looked again. Refocused.
Cruiser.
Going like a bat out of hell.
OCEAN FREE screamed from the hull.
“Hey!” Overton yelled, pointing.
Every officer on the bridge turned, raising their field glasses to their eyes.
Why had someone not seen Aaron coming on a radar or something?
But where was he going?
Overton trained his glasses on the research ship, but did not see anything he had not seen in the last hours.
Switched to the Commonwealth ship. Same thing.
Wait.
A hundred yards this side of the CIS ship, something was bobbing in the sea.
He leaned into the window, spun the focus wheel.
A submersible had just surfaced. All he could see was the sail, and it disappeared, falling behind a wave crest.
Alarms sounded and the Bronstein surged forward.
Overton held onto a grab bar, trying to keep the binoculars trained on his target.
Jesus! That Aaron was crazy as hell.
Probably did not know the difference between a reactor and a submersible.
Getting close.
The cruiser was maybe a couple hundred feet from the sub.
He was going to stop?
No. Plunging straight ahead.
The submersible rose into view at the top of a wave.
Overton felt sick. It was as if he personally had pushed Aaron into this.
No.
Yes.
Maybe.
The cruiser slammed into the sub when it was at the top of the wave.
A second went by, two seconds.
Wilson Overton saw the flash of the detonation before he heard it. Bright yellow-red-orange fireball.
The thunder rolled slowly toward him, but he was already bent over, his stomach contracting, and his supper splashing on the bulkhead.
0009 HOURS LOCAL, 26°19′47″ NORTH, 176°10′28″ EAST
Brande had been talking to Pyotr Rastonov when Rastonov’s phone went dead.
He had immediately asked Rae, “What happened up there?”
“God, Dane, it’s awful.”
“Jesus, what? The reactor?”
Dokey looked at him with a white face.
“No. Some cruiser just crashed into the Sea Lion. It blew up. Fuel tanks.”
Brande’s stomach churned.
“I should have gone to the bathroom before we left,” Dokey said.
“The Olʼyantsev and the Bronstein are putting boats over.”
“How about the reactor?”
“Mel says another hundred feet.”
Brande looked at his own depth readout. They were at 600 feet and rising at the maximum rate.
“Everybody ready?”
“Yes,” she said. “Bob’s got a crew ready, and he’s talked to the Russian nuclear people. Svetlana did the translation.”
By the time the DepthFinder reached the surface and began to toss in the swells, the reactor was on the aft deck of the Orion. Brande cruised around near the stern, waiting.
Dokey talked to Connie Alvarez-Sorenson on the UHF.
At twenty-one minutes after midnight, Bob Mayberry came on the radio. “Control rods are shut down, Dane.”
“Son of a bitch! Good job, Bob.”
“Aw, hell! Those guys in Russia were wrong. I think we had smother couple hours.”
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Chapter Seventeen

1050 HOURS LOCAL, SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
Rather than subject himself to a potential inquisition by the fourth estate, Hampstead bought economy-class tickets on a commercial carrier, and United Airlines got him into San Diego International within two minutes of the advertised arrival time.
He and Adrienne stayed in their seats until the people in a hurry had jammed the aisles of the Boeing 767 and then gushed forth into the terminal. Then they got up and deplaned leisurely, Hampstead carrying their two overnighters and Adrienne’s hanging bag.
Kaylene Thomas was waiting at the gate for them.
“Dane couldn’t make it?” he asked.
“Unavoidably detained,” she said. “But he said he’d get in touch with you later in the week. If you’re actually taking a whole week’s vacation.”
“The whole week.” He nodded. “Anyway, my primary purpose was to introduce the two of you. Kaylene, Adrienne.”
The two women shook hands and sized each other up. Adrienne was several inches taller than Thomas, but she had the dark coloring of the Hampsteads. Her only resemblance to Avery was in the slightly elongated shape of her face. She had laughing green eyes and a smile that could charm the last twenty bucks out of Scrooge.
“I’ll run you out to La Jolla,” Thomas said. “And Dane said you could use his car while you’re here.”
“The old Pontiac?”
“That’s the one.”
“I think we’ll rent,” Hampstead said.
“I like old cars,” Adrienne told him.
“Before we go,” Hampstead said, “let’s find a place to sit down and get our business over with.”
They walked up the concourse to the terminal and found a coffee shop with a vacant table.
Seated amid the luggage and beautiful women, Hampstead said, “Adrienne?”
His sister dug through a voluminous beige leather purse and came up with the envelope.
Thomas gave him a questioning look.
“Adrienne handles money well,” he said. “Better than Brinks. She also raises funds well.”
Thomas took the envelope, but before opening it, said, “You know the Navy billed us for that C-130?”
“I know. I took care of it directly.”
Thomas smiled and opened the envelope.
Frowned.
There were quite a few checks in there.
“The first one completes our contract, Kaylene. Three hundred and sixty-some thousand. The rest of them are from grateful governments. Japan, Korea, the Philippines, California, Oregon, Alaska, like that.”
“My God, Avery! How did that happen?”
“I got some phone numbers, and Adrienne made some calls.”
Thomas looked at his sister with some awe and respect in her eyes. She said, “Have you ever considered a career in fund-raising for a poor oceanographic research firm?” Hampstead was glad he had introduced them.
2115 HOURS LOCAL, RENO, NEVADA
Brande was unavoidably detained in the semidarkened lounge of the MGM Grand, enjoying a Johnnie Walker Black Label and a trio of young ladies who did credible things with old standards like ʻStardustʼ, ʻBlue Skiesʼ and ʻUnchained Melodyʼ.
The dinner with Capt. Alfred Taylor, Cmdr. Neil Garrison and a Navaho chief petty officer named Tsosie had been congenial and delicious. His prime rib had been so tender it melted if he stared hard at it.
“You sure didn’t need to do this, Al,” he had told the commander.
“We damned sure did. My whole crew went to the memorial service for the men of the Tashkent. You can’t help but think how easy it would have been to add our names to that list.”
“And fortunately,” Garrison added, “the crew of the Sea Lion wasn’t on the list, either.”
The pressure hull of the CIS submersible had protected Pyotr Rastonov and his two crewmen from the blast, though they had been shaken up some. The outer hull was a total loss, however.
Curtis Aaron and the people who had been with him — they never got a final count — had not been memorialized.
Brande was sorry Valeri Dankelov had not come along to meet the representatives of the Los Angeles and enjoy their hospitality. He was even sorrier that the somber, brown Russian had returned to Leningrad. They were going to miss his expertise.
Dankelov had, however, written a long recommendation endorsing Svetlana Polodka’s visa extension, and she was likely to get it.
Kim Otsuka had come in Dankelov’s place, and in a chic black cocktail dress, captured the attention of the United States Navy. In a gentlemanly way, of course.
She was now out in the hushed cerise hugeness of the casino with Okey Dokey, who was wearing a blue baseball cap with an admiral’s braid and the golden script SSN Los Angeles. He had five hundred dollars’ worth of quarters and a system to beat the slots.
The girl trio was halfway into ʻGeorgia On My Mindʼ when Thomas arrived.
She was wearing a low-cut, light blue velvet dress that matched her eyes and dark blue high heels. Brande tried to remember if he had ever seen her in a dress and heels before. He may have been exceptionally blind. He knew damned well he had never seen her with earrings in place before.
By the radiance in her eyes and her smile, Brande guessed the meeting with Hampstead had gone well.
He stood up and pulled the chair for her.
She gave him a quick kiss, but did not sit down.
He smiled at her. “I guess Avery did all right by us?”
“Two-point-six million.”
“Feel better about it?”
“Uh-huh. Aren’t you surprised?”
“Only by your beauty.”
“Thank you, Dr. Brande.”
“What are we going to do with the money?”
“Pay bills.”
“You don’t want to go out and try a blackjack table for a little while?” he asked. “Just a couple hundred thousand?”
“As long as I’m president, we’re not gambling,” she told him.
“Seems like a restrictive policy to me, but you’re the boss. Do you want to sit down and listen to the girls or something?”
“I’d rather something.”
Going up in the elevator, Brande said, “Did you realize that Jim Word and George Dawson are five days beyond the deadline we set for them?”
Brande had consciously not raised the issue before.
“That’s okay,” Rae Thomas told him. “I gave them another twenty days. Who knows, they might find something.”
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