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Аннотация
Would radical Islamic terrorists really detonate a nuke in the USA? Are they angry enough to murder hundreds of thousands or even millions of Americans in the name of Islam?
If they could, you bet they would! And with nukes, it only takes one mistake by our security forces to create an unimaginable disaster. That's why navy captain George Adams takes things into his own hands.
Shortly after George takes command of the fleet ballistic missile submarine, USS Louisiana, the sub disappears right under the noses of the guards at the Kings Bay Naval Submarine Base in Georgia. Have terrorists hijacked the sub? Will they launch 120 nuclear warheads against America? Have the captain and crew gone mad? Will they start WWIII by launching against the Muslim world?
A frantic search by the world's best anti-submarine forces ensues. Sub hunters from the US, England, Russia, and China join the hunt. The hunter-killer group is led by captain "Buffalo" Sewell in the USS Texas. Buffalo is George's best friend, and he thinks he knows every move George will make. But George has some surprises for him and the rest of the group. In fact, George has surprises for everyone! He's added new technology that enables the Louisiana to evade the best, and as they hunt, George begins to implement his radical plan.
Counter Poised will keep you riveted to the book right up until the surprise ending when you'll throw it into the air with glee! But it's not just a thriller; it's also a thinking-person's book. In the course of the story, the characters discuss or face dozens of real-world political, social, economic, and military issues. The world is not a simple place, and Spikenard's characters reflect this fact.


John Spikenard
Counter Poised

To all veterans, active service members, and their families who have sacrificed and served with honor.
Ooh-rah!
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Chapter 1

May 15th, National Mall, Washington DC
Mahfouz al-Bedawi slowly made his way under the midday sun to the middle of the National Mall. Al-Bedawi was an angry young man. Ahead of him, concealed in a cart labeled “Ice Cream,” he pushed a bomb. Tourist season was in full swing in Washington DC, so no one thought twice about the presence of an ice-cream vendor on the mall.
Sweat ran down al-Bedawi’s brow as he pushed the large, heavy cart to the middle of the mall. It was warmer than normal for spring, although not the kind of hot and sticky day Washington DC was known for during the summer — when your clothes stuck to your skin like flypaper. Al-Bedawi surveyed the area around him. The cherry blossoms were in full bloom around the Tidal Basin, and tourists were lined up at the White House and the Washington Monument, just feet away from his bomb. Along one side of the mall, he could see a line of school buses carrying students on field trips to the National Museum of Natural History and the National Gallery of Art. On the other side, a steady stream of visitors went in and out of the Smithsonian Institution Building and the National Air and Space Museum. He heard cheering behind him and turned to see a soccer match being played on the grounds next to the Reflecting Pool.
In the midst of all this life, al-Bedawi knew the bomb would kill many Americans. Doubt flashed through his mind. The people in this country had not been what he expected; since coming to the United States on an educational visa, he had gotten to know many Americans and learned they were not the evil and corrupt people he had been told about. In fact, he had been astonished at the friendliness and kindness that Americans expressed toward him, a Palestinian, considering the attack they had withstood on September 11, 2001. But there was something else about them… something he had not been able to identify until now. As he looked around the mall, he was amazed at their diversity. There were Americans of every race, color, creed, and national origin. There were whites, blacks, Native Americans, and Asians. There were Christians, Buddhists, Hindus, Jews, and Muslims. And they were all living here together—peacefully. Al-Bedawi had never seen anything like it.
The bomb was set to go off at 12:30 p.m. Were the seventy-two virgins he had been promised in heaven worth the death and destruction he was about to unleash on the men, women, and children of this great city? He wasn’t sure. But then the words of his leaders in Gaza flashed through his head: “This strike atones only partially for the years of death and destruction in Muslim lands caused by America’s unyielding support of the Jews. America has much to pay, and your act of destruction unleashed upon them is but one small payment.”
12:00
Al-Bedawi checked his watch: thirty minutes to go. Seeing it was noon, he stopped and pulled a compass out of the pocket of his khaki pants. After finding the direction of Mecca, he opened the ice-cream cart, then pulled out a rolled up prayer rug. His superiors had told him never to pray in public in America because it would raise suspicions. Now, he figured, it didn’t matter.
He placed the rug on the ground next to the cart and rolled it out in an eastward direction, knelt on the prayer rug, and began his midday prayer. A few passersby looked at him curiously, but in this international city where diversity was strongly promoted and protected, his act was not challenged by police patrolling the mall. As al-Bedawi prostrated himself onto his rug, the smell of warm, freshly cut grass drifted up his nostrils. On his third prostration, he heard a noise and opened his eyes. At the end of the rug, two pairs of feet facing toward him stood in the grass just beyond his fingertips. Following up the feet, ankles, and legs with his eyes, he saw a young lady probably in her late twenties or early thirties and a little girl about three years old in a brightly flowered sundress. The little girl looked up nervously at her mother who gave her a reassuring smile while placing a gentle hand on the back of her head and quietly telling her, “Go ahead — it’s okay.”
The little girl turned to al-Bedawi and thrust out her hand with a dollar bill. In a very practiced manner, she asked, “May I have an ice cream, please?”
She quickly turned her head back to meet her mother’s gaze, to get the reassuring look she needed. Then they both turned and looked at al-Bedawi.
“No, I have none. All out,” he said, dismissing them with a wave of his hand.
The little girl turned back to her mother with a look of horror and disbelief. As she started to cry, her mother picked her up while telling her, “I’m sorry, Melody, but the man said he doesn’t have any ice cream left. We’ll find you some ice cream somewhere else.”
The lady turned back to al-Bedawi. “It’s only noon. How can you be out of ice cream so early?”
“Hey, it is warm day. People buy more ice cream.”
The lady seemed exasperated. She looked around the mall, searching for another ice-cream vendor, but there were none in sight. The little girl cried louder, burying her face in her mother’s shoulder.
The lady comforted her distraught daughter and then asked, “Well, do you know where another vendor is?”
“No. I don’t know,” al-Bedawi answered curtly as he returned to his prayer position.
She stood pensively for a few more seconds, gently bouncing Melody on her hip while trying to think of a way to placate her. Hoping to get in one more question before the man resumed his prayer, she asked, “Do you work for a company that has other vendors? Maybe you could call them and ask them if they have another vendor on the mall.”
Al-Bedawi grew angry. Not only was this lady interrupting his midday prayer, she was potentially jeopardizing his mission. He stood up and began to shout, “No, I am student. I buy few ice creams wholesale and sell them retail to earn little extra money. That all I know — I know nothing about other vendors!”
12:05
“Is there a problem here, ma’am?” The question came from a uniformed police officer who had approached the trio from behind al-Bedawi.
Al-Bedawi whirled around and faced the tall, thin officer wearing a sharply pressed black uniform with a polished silver badge and broad leather belt. Attached at various positions around the belt were a cellular telephone, a two-way radio, and a holster with the handle of a pistol clearly visible. On his chest opposite the silver badge was a nametag that read SALES.
Al-Bedawi let out an audible gasp.
The young woman responded, “No, not really, officer. It’s just that this guy is out here on the mall with an ice-cream cart, but he doesn’t have any ice cream. He’s awfully rude, too, but I doubt that’s a crime,” she added with a laugh.
Officer Tom Sales scrutinized al-Bedawi carefully, resting his right hand casually on the handle of his pistol. “I’m out here a lot, and I know most of the vendors, but I don’t recognize you. Let me see your vendor’s permit.”
Al-Bedawi was close to panicking. He fumbled through his pants pockets as if looking for the permit he didn’t have. What if the officer asked to look in his cart? Would he find the bomb? If so, would he recognize it for what it was? Would he call for help and be able to disarm it? Would this carefully planned mission end in failure and al-Bedawi’s eternal disgrace?
Officer Sales smiled at the lady and her daughter. “Ma’am, I can handle this here if you like.” Pointing across the mall, he added, “There’re usually two or three ice-cream vendors over there on the sidewalk between the Smithsonian Building — that’s the one that looks like a castle — and the Air and Space Museum to the left. You should try over there.” Reaching out for Melody’s hand, he asked, “What’s your name, pretty little girl?”
“Melody Ba-ba-na,” she answered.
Officer Sales laughed. “Ba-ba-na?”
“That’s Boyington,” the lady explained. “She has a little trouble with such a long name. She should have a name like Sales and then she could say it!”
Officer Sales laughed and patted Melody on the arm. “Your mommy will get you some ice cream, honey; you just have to go over there by that big red castle.”
“Thank you, officer,” the lady said. She smiled, wandered away, and set Melody down — who soon went to look at some small yellow flowers next to the walkway.
12:10
Al-Bedawi raised his hands in a gesture of futility. “I cannot find permit,” he blurted as he glanced at his watch.
“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Officer Sales responded as he motioned to a second police officer who had remained on the walkway rather than get involved in this seemingly minor situation.
“What’s the problem, Officer?” asked Sergeant Jim Kennedy in his usual businesslike manner. He approached stiffly and professionally, almost as if marching in a parade. Tom Sales laughed to himself. Working with Jim Kennedy was always a gas. The guy was so overly professional it was almost like watching a spoof! You had to hand it to him, though; he was very thorough and very good.
“Sergeant Kennedy, I believe we have a doubly, no, make that a triply challenged ice-cream vendor. No permit, no manners, and no ice cream. Rudeness isn’t a crime — just kinda dumb if you’re a salesman. But since he doesn’t have any ice cream, I don’t know if we can cite him for not having a permit. We haven’t seen him selling anything.”
“Well, don’t you think pushing a cart around that advertises ice cream is enough evidence?”
“I don’t know. You’re senior — what do you think?”
Kennedy scrutinized al-Bedawi and his cart, assessing whether the vendor posed any danger. “Kind of a large cart for ice cream, isn’t it? That thing must be nine or ten feet long.”
“I–I just push cart they give me,” al-Bedawi answered nervously, trying to remain calm.
Kennedy walked to the back of the cart and gave the handle a shove. The cart didn’t budge. “Jeez, heavy too!” He put his full weight behind it and managed to roll the cart a few inches. “Wow! I guess that’s why you’re sweating so much, huh?”
“It hot day.”
“Yeah, but why would an ice-cream cart weigh so much if it’s empty? Let’s see in the cart, please.”
Always the consummate gentleman, thought Officer Sales.
Al-Bedawi froze. His worst fears were coming true. He had to stall them. He moved to stand between the officers and the cart.
“N-No!” he stammered. “Where is search warrant?”
The two officers laughed spontaneously. Considering that al-Bedawi was a foreigner, Sergeant Kennedy regained his composure and provided a long and professional explanation that search warrants were applicable to personal residences, but not to commercial vending carts. Therefore, he concluded, al-Bedawi would have to allow them to look in the cart. As Officer Sales reached for the lid, al-Bedawi grabbed his arm and pushed him away.
“No!” he yelled. “This my cart. You stay away!”
“Sir, don’t touch the officer,” ordered Sergeant Kennedy. “Now stand aside, please.”
Sales again reached for the lid and, once more, al-Bedawi stepped forward and shoved him away.
“All right, I’ve had enough of this. Cuff this guy, we’re taking him in!” ordered Sergeant Kennedy.
The two policemen handcuffed al-Bedawi’s hands behind his back and sat him down on the grass several feet away from the ice-cream cart. Officer Sales opened the lid and looked inside.
“What the—?”
The interior of the cart was only about a third as deep as it appeared from the outside. The stainless steel bottom was covered in paper ice-cream wrappers. Sales reached in and brushed them around with his hand. “This thing is really shallow, and it’s not even refrigerated in here. There’s nothing but paper wrappers.”
“Let me see.” Sergeant Kennedy looked into the cart. “Hmm.” He reached into the cart and pushed on the bottom around the edges. After several tries, there was a scraping sound as one side went down and the other side rose up. He looked at Sales. “False bottom. Let’s see what’s under it.”
They lifted the false bottom out of the cart. Underneath, a large metallic cylinder filled most of the space. Red numbers in a small glass window were flashing and counting down through 15 minutes and 37 seconds, 36 seconds, 35 seconds,…
“What the hell is this?”
“Alahu Akbar! Praise Allah! Allah the Greatest! Allah the Most Powerful! Long live jihad!”
12:15
The two officers stared at each other in shock.
Sergeant Kennedy recovered first. “It’s a bomb! Run! Clear the mall! No, wait — call it in! It looks like we have fifteen minutes to disarm this thing.”
“Dispatch!” Officer Sales yelled into the radio microphone in his shirt’s lapel.
“This is dispatch,” the radio on his belt sounded.
“We have a bomb on the National Mall. If the timer is correct, we have about… uh… less than fifteen minutes left to disarm it!”
“Roger, copy that. State your location.”
“We’re about a hundred yards west of the Washington Monument… near the Reflecting Pool.”
“How big is it? Is it in a vehicle?”
“No, it’s in an ice-cream cart.”
“All right, clear the area. We’ll alert the bomb squad, and they should be there in about ten minutes.”
“That’s cutting it pretty close!”
“It’s the best we can do. We’re dispatching them now, but there’s heavy traffic this time of day. We’re putting other patrolmen on the mall to assist in clearing the area and keeping the civilians back.”
Sales turned to Kennedy. “Five minutes, Sergeant. That’s all the time the bomb squad will have. Do you think they can disarm this thing in five minutes?”
“These guys are the best. That’s why we have them here in DC. If anybody can do it, these guys can.”
Sergeant Kennedy poked al-Bedawi with his nightstick. “Hey! Hey, Ali Baba!”
“What?”
“You can turn this thing off now.”
“I cannot.”
“Cannot or will not?”
“I cannot. Nobody can. Even if I could, I would not. Now Washington will pay for sins of your government. There is nothing you or anybody can do. Allah be praised!”
Kennedy motioned toward a nearby stand of trees and said, “Officer Sales, move this suspect away and handcuff him to one of those trees. Search him thoroughly for any kind of weapons or remote controls. I don’t want him doing anything stupid to set this thing off early. Let’s start getting everybody away from here.”
Sales pulled al-Bedawi up from the ground and led him over to a tree about twenty feet away. He cuffed al-Bedawi’s arms around the tree and began patting him down. As he did so, al-Bedawi muttered, “It will not matter.”
“What won’t matter, Ali?”
“It will not matter if people move back from cart.”
“Why not?”
“Everybody still dies. Do you understand what nuclear device is?”
“What, this is a dirty bomb?”
“No.” Al-Bedawi smiled a crooked little smile that caused his face to appear sad and gloating at the same time. “This is twenty-kiloton bomb, and it will detonate in about thirteen minutes. And, it will explode instantly if anybody tries to disarm it.”
“Shit!”
Sergeant Kennedy was busily shepherding a group of curious bystanders away from the cart. Officer Sales ran to him and pulled him aside.
“Sergeant!” he said in a hushed tone, “Ali says this is a twenty-kiloton nuke!”
“What!? Are you serious?”
“Yeah, that’s what he said.”
Kennedy stared at Sales in shock and disbelief. He pulled him back to the cart and looked in at the timer, relentlessly counting down. “Do you think he’s telling the truth?”
“I don’t know, but we better assume the worst.”
“Yeah, and pray to God the worst isn’t true! Do you have any idea what a twenty-kiloton nuke would do if it went off right here?” asked Kennedy, throwing his arms wide to indicate the entire National Mall.
“I have a pretty good idea,” Sales answered.
“Yeah, well it would destroy the whole government. It would take out the White House, the Capitol, the Supreme Court—everything! Not to mention killing several hundred thousand people!”
Overhearing them, al-Bedawi laughed and gloated. “I am telling truth, praise Allah! There is nothing you can do, blasphemous infidels!”
“Shut up! We don’t need anymore outbursts from you.”
Sergeant Kennedy got on the radio to dispatch. “Dispatch, this is Sergeant Jim Kennedy.”
“Go ahead, Sergeant.”
“We have the bomber suspect in custody. Put the word out to all personnel on all channels. The suspect says this is a nuclear device — a twenty-kiloton nuclear warhead! We don’t have the ability to confirm or refute that. So we’re assuming it’s true. Do whatever you can to get the word out. We’ve got about twelve minutes, and oh my God, I can see hundreds of people just out here on the mall!”
There was silence on the other end. Finally, a simple “Roger that” came through.
Sergeant Kennedy’s professionalism seemed to be breaking down, which surprised Officer Sales. “Hey, take it easy, Jim. There will be plenty of patrolmen on the mall to clear the crowds. Let’s see what we can do about this bomb.”
12:20
Just then, the civil defense sirens came to life and started a mournful wail up and down the beautiful National Mall. It seemed to snap Kennedy out of his shock. “That’s an eerie sound,” he ventured.
“Yeah, I know. I never paid much attention on the days they tested them. Always figured their most likely use would be to warn of a severe thunderstorm or something. This is what they were really intended for — warning of a nuclear attack — but I never thought it would really happen… certainly not like this.”
Kennedy turned to Sales. “There’s no way we can let this happen, Tom. We’ve got to get Ali Baba talking or get this thing disarmed ourselves. This can’t happen!” He ran to al-Bedawi and violently pounded him against the tree. “How do we disarm the bomb?”
Al-Bedawi moaned. “It cannot be disarmed. It is totally sealed in steel casing welded shut. Even if you could disarm bomb, it take many hours to get bomb out of casing.”
Kennedy searched the mall and the surrounding streets. Where in the heck is that bomb squad? The streets were crowded with midday traffic. Patrolmen were clearing pedestrians from the mall, but the drivers on adjacent streets were apparently still oblivious to the danger. Probably thought the sirens were only a test. Just as well; with mass panic, the streets would become totally gridlocked, and then the bomb squad would never get there.
One of the patrolmen stopped and asked if he could help in any way. “Maybe I can get your suspect to safety for questioning later.”
“Good thought,” said Sergeant Kennedy, “but I want to keep him here in case he loses his nerve. He’s the only one who knows how to disarm this thing.”
“Okay. I’m out of here. Good luck to you guys.”
“Yeah,” answered Kennedy. “Good luck to us all.”
Officer Sales peered into the cart to examine the bomb, looking at it from every angle and feeling along its sides with his hands. “It seems to be totally sealed all right. A welder would have to cut this thing out of the cart and then cut the casing open to get at the weapon. It would take hours.”
“Yeah, no time for that. Let me take a look.” Sergeant Kennedy felt around the sides of the cylinder. “I can’t feel anything either… but I can’t reach the bottom because of this darn cart. Let’s turn this thing on its side — I want to see the bottom of the cart.”
The two officers struggled to lay the heavy cart on its side and examined the bottom. It was held in place by eight screws around the edge. Four screws in the center of the bottom apparently held the bomb in place.
“I’ll get ’em Jim,” said Officer Sales, pulling a Swiss army knife out of his pocket and revealing a screwdriver blade. He started to remove a screw on the edge.
“Just get the ones in the center, Tom. That’ll release the bomb, and we can toss this cart.”
“Right.”
When the last screw was removed, they heard the cylinder drop inside the cart onto the side lying on the ground. They each grabbed one of the wheels and, with all their might, lifted the bottom of the cart off the ground. The bomb rolled out the top and onto the grass.
“Ah, just as I thought!” exclaimed Kennedy. On the bottom of the cylinder was a rectangular panel, held in place by a screw at each corner. “I knew Ali Baba was lying. It didn’t make sense to me that there was no access panel to the bomb. How would they have armed it and set the timer? And what would they have done if they couldn’t get it here in time? They couldn’t afford to have this valuable asset detonate out in rural Virginia somewhere.”
“Good thinking, Sergeant.”
“Get started on those screws. Let’s have this thing opened up and ready to go when the bomb squad gets here.”
“Uh, Sergeant? I don’t know anything about explosive ordnance disposal. Shouldn’t we wait for the bomb-squad guys?”
“Ordinarily, yes. But we’ve got less than ten minutes until the heart of Washington DC is nothing but a memory. By the time the bomb squad gets here, there might be only a couple of minutes left. I don’t want them to have to screw around with getting the access plate off.”
“Yes, Sergeant.”
12:25
After what seemed like an eternity, Kennedy noticed a large black van in the distance careening across the grassy mall toward the officers. The back end slipped from side to side as the driver fought to keep control as he accelerated on the soft grass. “The bomb squad, finally. I guess that’s one way to get around the traffic. Maybe they’ll be able to tell us if this thing really is what Ali Baba says it is.”
12:26
A minute later, the van skidded to a stop a few yards away, and two highly armored men jumped out and made their way to the bomb. They both wore helmets and facemasks similar to a welder’s mask. They each carried a box about the size of a carry-on suitcase with straps slung over their shoulders like mail pouches. Extending from the boxes, several flexible steel cables held different kinds of sensors, some shaped like microphones and some like long, narrow probes. Sergeant Kennedy deduced these were not ordinary bomb-squad members — these guys must be from the infamous “anti-nuke” squad, and they carried highly sophisticated radiation-monitoring equipment.
They walked around the bomb taking independent readings. They compared their readings and reported them over the radio to headquarters. A flurry of radio chatter erupted, with a dozen or more rapidly fired suggestions coming in from experts at headquarters. The bomb-squad leader grew more agitated and impatient as he repeatedly answered, “I know that… we checked that… of course we measured that… yes, that reading is accurate… yes, we independently verified it according to the established procedure.” Finally, the two stood face-to-face, removed their helmets and facemasks, and dropped their gear to the ground.
12:27
“What is it?” Sergeant Kennedy asked.
“It’s a nuke,” said the bomb-squad leader. “No doubt about it. The readings are all consistent with weapons-grade plutonium — a lot of it. Twenty kilotons might be an understatement. And there are only three minutes left.”
The leader began peering through the access opening into the bomb casing. He spoke again to the experts over the radio. “It’s a Soviet design,” he said, “but it’s been modified. There are wires, multicolored, running everywhere!”
“Can you disarm it?” asked Sergeant Kennedy.
“Maybe, but I doubt the experts at headquarters are going to be any help — not with this mess of spaghetti wires in here!”
The leader ordered the other member to get a sledgehammer from the van. “Start beating the hell out this thing! Maybe we can dislodge a control wire or knock one of the conventional charges out of alignment. That would turn this thing from a full-blown nuke into a dirty bomb. Our guys would have to clean up the radioactive mess around the mall, but the city would be saved.”
Officer Sales started running toward the van. “Well, let’s get the hell out of here! The Smithsonian Metro station is just down the mall on the other side of the monument. It’s pretty deep — we can take shelter in there!”
“No, we were monitoring all channels on the way over here,” replied the bomb-squad leader. “They’ve been putting everyone who was on the mall into that station. There were a lot of people who were skeptical at first about having to get crammed in there like sardines because of a small bomb a mile away, but after they learned it might be a nuke, it was too late to get in. Now it’s total panic and chaos over there, with people spilling out both entrances onto the mall and onto Independence Avenue.”
The bomb-squad member returned with the hammer and started pounding on the steel casing of the bomb.
“Oh that’s just great!” said Officer Sales sarcastically. “All these plans, all this time, all these brains in the Homeland Security Department and this is the best plan they have for an attack on our nation’s capital? We’re left here on the National Mall beating a nuclear warhead with a sledgehammer!”
“Hey, they’re only human, Tom. We all do the best we can,” said Sergeant Kennedy, now fully under control again.
12:28
Al-Bedawi laughed at the apparent inability of the Americans to do anything to stop the bomb. “You cannot avoid the wrath of Allah!” he screamed.
Kennedy turned to him. “Ali! Hey, Ali Baba.”
“My name is Mahfouz,” said al-Bedawi.
“Yeah, Mahfouz what?
“Mahfouz al-Bedawi.”
Sergeant Kennedy made eye contact with the bomb-squad leader, who radioed the information to headquarters.
“Yeah, who cares?” Kennedy continued. “Look, Ali, I believe you now that you can’t disarm it. Your bosses wouldn’t have wanted to give you that much power. I want you to take this thought with you to hell, though. You may kill a lot of Americans today, but you have no idea what you have just unleashed. My country, my brothers, my family… You and your pitiful group have caused the end of your kind with this act. You think fanatical Muslims were oppressed before? We will wipe you off the face of this Earth.”
The bomb-squad leader turned to the other bomb-squad member. “Okay, that’s enough pounding. Give me the wire cutters,” he ordered.
“But the suspect said the bomb would detonate if we tried to disarm it,” said Officer Sales.
“So we wait for one minute for it to detonate on its own, or we take a chance that cutting one of these wires will disarm it… I choose the latter.”
12:29
Sales turned to Kennedy. “Jim?”
“Yeah, Tom.” Both had an eerie calmness, and their faces were relaxed and almost serene.
“I wouldn’t mind praying the Lord’s Prayer right now,” he said in a voice now uncontrollably shaky.
“That’s a good idea, Tom. You two care to join us?”
“Sure,” said the bomb-squad member, throwing his sledgehammer aside.
“If you don’t mind, I’ll keep working,” said the leader as he pulled a handful of wires through the access opening. “I ain’t quite ready to give up yet!”
Kennedy turned toward al-Bedawi and said, “I’ve heard that the Qur’an says that if a Muslim dies with the name of Jesus in his head, he will go to hell.”
Sales leaned close to Kennedy and asked softly, “Is that true?”
Kennedy whispered back, “I don’t know, but I’d sure like Ali Baba to die having doubts as to where he’s going.”
As the seconds counted down, with the civil defense sirens wailing in the background, al-Bedawi the terrorist stood on the National Mall handcuffed to a tree and cried out to Allah. The bomb-squad leader continued to sort through a tangled mess of wires extending from the bomb’s steel casing. The other three policemen knelt in the middle of the mall and began reciting together:
Our Father, who art in heaven,
Hallowed be thy Name.
Thy kingdom come,
Thy will be done,
On earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread;
And forgive us our trespasses,
As we forgive those who trespass against us;
And lead us not into temptation,
But deliver us from evil.
For thine is the kingdom, and the power,
and the glory for ever and ever.
Amen.


All four policemen then repeated for al-Bedawi’s benefit and their own, “In Jesus’s name, Amen. In Jesus’s name, Amen. In Jesus’s name, Am—”
The bomb-squad leader cut through a green wire. The weapon detonated ten seconds early.
Al-Qaeda gleefully claimed responsibility.

Chapter 2

May 15th, GenCon Oil Rig, Gulf of Mexico
George Adams spread the metal legs of his red, white, and blue canvas lawn chair onto the rough steel deck-plating, gently sat down, fishing pole in hand, and settled back for a relaxing morning. He was on leave from the U.S. Navy, enjoying a fishing and business trip with his cousin, Dwight Belevieu. Dwight stood next to him, dangling a line forty feet to the water below.
“Just think, George, here we are on a GenCon oil rig, a hundred miles south of New Orleans, on a beautiful spring day, and all we have to do is fish! This is the life!”
“I need the rest, that’s for sure,” responded George. “This tour of duty on the USS Annapolis has been murder. Sometimes it seems I go for months on end without a single day off, and the work still isn’t done! We just got back from our third monthlong patrol up and down the East Coast, and we finally get a little rest. The Annapolis is in the yards for a couple of months getting an electronics upgrade. When she comes out, we get to go do it again!”
“That’s what you get for being a big shot lieutenant commander.”
“Me the big shot? What about you? You started off building crew boats for transporting roughneck crews to and from oil platforms in the Gulf, and now you’re the president and principal owner of GenCon Construction Company, one of the largest oil rig manufacturers in the world. I have about a hundred and thirty crewmembers on my submarine. How many employees you got now, Dwight?”
“Oh, I don’t know. A couple of thousand, more or less. We subcontract out a lot. They deliver the big pieces to us, and we just bolt ’em and weld ’em together.”
“Yeah, right. You’re being pretty modest, Cousin. The engineering that goes into these rigs is phenomenal. And that was a brilliant business move developing that jack-up rig for use in deeper waters. GenCon would’ve been nothing without you, Dwight.”
“Well, it did enable us to get a lot of deep-water rigs on the market real fast. We’ve got more than two dozen of our rigs on long-term leases with major oil companies.”
“And the money just keeps flowing in!”
“So you’re glad you invested with me early on, George?”
“You’re darn tootin’! Thanks to you, I’m one of the few naval officers around with several million dollars put away for retirement. You’re not going to find George Adams trying to eke out a living on a navy pension!”
“Oh right! Eke out a livin’? Come on, I’m sure the navy takes good care of big shot officers like you. You’re the executive officer of one of the country’s most advanced attack submarines. They’re not gonna let you starve.”
“Well, I wouldn’t starve, but I wouldn’t exactly be living in the manner to which I would like to be accustomed!”
The two men laughed. For about an hour, they kept lowering and raising their fishing lines without catching a thing. There was nothing but the gently rolling waters of the Gulf as far as you could see in every direction. The sun was bright and hot, and the reflection off the surface of the water doubled its burning power.
“George, you oughtta go put on some sunscreen. That fair skin of yours is glowin’ bright red!”
“I know. I’ve been thinking about it for a while, but I keep thinking I’ll drop this line one more time and I’ll get a bite! Well, we’ve been at it all morning, and the fish aren’t biting.”
“I thought you were out here to relax. Don’t be so wound up.” Dwight teased.
“I can’t help it — it’s in my nature. Besides, I’m having a hard time relaxing and enjoying the fishing part of this trip because what I really want to see is the operational test of our new propulsion system.” George let his line down to the water one more time to make sure.
“What? You mean that little ‘sub-fighter’ thing?”
“Yeah, that little sub-fighter thing!”
Dwight laughed. “You know, when you came to me with that idea four years ago, I thought you were crazy. I thought, here’s my little freckle-faced, redheaded cousin, all five-foot nine of him, telling me he’s going to revolutionize submarine warfare. I thought you’d had way too much sun on top of that red head of yours!”
“Very funny, Dwight. I’m five-nine-and-a-half — closer to five-ten, actually,” George joked. “To tell you the truth, I wasn’t too sure a swamp rat like you could comprehend the complexities of my plan!”
“Touché, George. You have to admit, though, it was pretty radical out-of-the-box thinking — turning a submarine into an underwater aircraft carrier!”
“Well, there’s no reason it won’t work. The sub-fighter will be an armed two-man fighter plane that we moor to the deck of a mother ship submarine until needed. Heck, on a ballistic missile submarine you could mount two sub-fighters on the deck, right over the escape hatches.”
“I know, I know. And then the captain of that sub can launch the sub-fighters to perform surveillance missions and to intercept and destroy enemy attack boats well beyond normal torpedo range.”
“That’s right. The sub-fighters would protect the mother ship and extend the range of its weapons just like fighter and attack aircraft do on an aircraft carrier.”
“Well, at any rate, your first design left a little to be desired — especially the part that had the fighter carrying a Mark 48 torpedo!”
“Yeah, I know. The Mark 48 was just too big and too heavy to haul around in a little two-man sub-fighter. Besides, after I thought about it some more, I decided that if the predicted speed and maneuverability of the sub-fighter were verified, the fighter would never need that much firepower to perform its intended mission anyway.”
“Yeah, and the stealthiness of it helps, too. Your later plans were a lot better.”
“Well, I got together with that naval architect you told me about, and he helped steer me in the right direction.”
“I have to admit, my skepticism faded when you showed me your revised plans and explained how this thing would work. In fact, nothin’ can stop me now. I’m gonna build us a prototype come hell or high water!”
George laughed. “Well, if our radical new propulsion system works as expected, the speed of these fighters will be unheard of in submarine warfare.”
Dwight strutted proudly around the deck like a rooster guarding his henhouse. “Well the guys have been preparin’ the system for the test all mornin’. We’ll be ready in a few minutes. I think you’re gonna like it. From the looks of the preliminary results, this propulsion system is gonna make these fighters unbelievably fast!”
“And don’t forget maneuverable,” George added.
“That’s true. I think the maneuverability of this darn thing, with its dramatic new hull and wing design, would astound even the most far-thinking designers.”
“Remember, Dwight, after I retire from active duty, we’re going into business together to complete the development and sell sub-fighters to the navy. This test today is a huge part of that plan. If this test is successful, we’re pretty much guaranteed we’ll make more money than a dozen GenCons, maybe a hundred GenCons, put together.”
Dwight was a true American success story. He was born in the Atchafalaya Swamp, or at least that’s what he liked to tell people. When people from other parts of the country were around, Dwight would brag about rasslin’ gators when he was six years old and polin’ a pirogue through the water moccasin-infested waterways of the Atchafalaya when he was seven. In actuality, his birth certificate said Baton Rouge Charity Hospital. His father, a shift operator at the huge Exxon oil refinery in Baton Rouge, had met and married a Scottish-Irish Mississippi girl — George’s Aunt Tillie — and Dwight had been born a year later. He was raised middle class and graduated from Louisiana State University with a degree in Petroleum Engineering. Dwight was a stocky, solidly built Cajun (well, half-Cajun anyway). He was proud of being Cajun and proud of being in the oil business.
Dwight strolled over to where George was, once again, letting his line down to the water forty feet below. He snickered at George’s persistence. “All right, all right. If you insist, and since you aren’t catchin’ anything anyway, let’s go see how they’re comin’ with the SQID. If they’re on schedule, we should be able to give her a quick test before lunch. How about it?”
SQID was their acronym for the Super-cavitation Quantified Injection Drive. The sub-fighter would have two propulsion systems. The main propulsion system would use an electrically driven impeller inside a tube running from the bow to the stern of the fighter. This system was to be used for normal cruising, and their calculations showed it would push the fighter along at speeds up to fifty knots. That’s fast, but the SQID was the real surprise. The SQID was based on the way a real squid accelerates. The squid has an internal “bladder” that holds water, and when he needs to accelerate in a hurry, to escape a shark for example, the squid expels a water jet that accelerates him at tremendous speed in the opposite direction. Similarly, the fighter would have a water chamber, which filled when the SQID drive was activated. A hydraulically driven piston would then force the water out of a nozzle on the stern at tremendously high pressure and speed. The blast would only last about seven seconds, but they estimated the fighter would accelerate during that time to over one hundred fifty knots!
“Let’s do it!” George quickly reeled in his line and set the fishing pole aside.
Dwight turned around and motioned George to move back as a couple of GenCon deckhands wheeled up a contraption that, to George, was a beautiful sight. The SQID was about ten feet long, tubular, with a bell-shaped nozzle at the back end. It expanded at the front end to form the water chamber, and a large hydraulic actuator was attached there to force the piston through the chamber. The SQID was welded to a test stand, which Dwight and the deckhands locked into position at the edge of the platform with large tie-down chains hooked into tie-down points on the deck. The nozzle pointed out over the Gulf at a slightly elevated angle. One of the deckhands pulled over a two-inch fire hose and began filling up the water chamber while the other hooked up electrical power to the hydraulic actuator.
When they were all set, Dwight looked at George. “You ready?”
“Hell, yes!”
With a grandiose gesture, Dwight reached over to a panel welded to the SQID test stand and flipped up a red switch guard, revealing a simple chrome switch in the down position.
“Are you ready? Are you really ready?”
“Get on with it, man.”
Dwight flipped the switch to the on position. The hydraulic actuators started to whine. Suddenly, there was a tremendous roar as a jet of water blasted from the nozzle. George covered both ears with his hands as he watched the trajectory of the water jet in amazement as it flew through the air for a thousand feet or more before dissipating in the air over the Gulf of Mexico. The test stand strained against the large tie-down chains as the momentum of the water jet pushed the stand in the opposite direction. In seven seconds, it ended as abruptly as it started. The silence was deafening!
“Holy cow, Dwight! That’s not a propulsion system — that’s a directed energy weapon! Hell, if you turned that thing skyward, I’ll bet you could shoot down an aircraft!”
George walked around the SQID, admiring it as an outstanding bit of engineering, and kneeling down to examine the nozzle. He looked up at Dwight. “Well I’ll be! You did it, Cousin.”
“We did it, Cuz. It was all your idea, I just built it.”
“Let’s try it again, and see if—”
George was interrupted by Dwight’s foreman shouting something from the control shack. He ran across the deck toward them. His urgency and the ashen look on his face unsettled both George and Dwight. They glanced at each other.
“Uh-oh,” said Dwight. “This can’t be good.”
“Dwight!!” the foreman shouted. “You gotta come listen to the radio. Now, man!”

Chapter 3

George, Dwight, and the foreman ran to the control shack and joined a crowd of men around the radio.
“… repeat. What appears to have been a nuclear blast just occurred in Washington DC. There is no information from the scene. All communication has been cut off to the DC area. Baltimore affiliates of ABC are reporting a mushroom cloud in the direction of downtown Washington. This is ABC News, New York, and the alert level is RED. All off-duty first responders and military personnel are to report to their duty stations immediately. All military installations are on full alert…. repeat…”
Dwight looked at George. Neither could believe it.
George looked at his watch: 1140 central time. “Dwight, I have to get back to Norfolk as soon as possible. Would you fly me ashore in the helicopter?”
“Sure, if we can get clearance. They’re probably shutting down civilian traffic the way they did after 9/11.”
“Get me on the radio with Naval Air Station New Orleans,” said George. “I should be able to get us clearance to fly to the Naval Air Station. Hopefully, I can catch a military hop out of there to Norfolk.”
“Okay, I’m on it.”
“Thanks.”
One of the best days of George’s life had just turned into the worst.
* * *
Since the Annapolis was in the yards, George was temporarily assigned to a joint-service operations unit surveying the damage in Washington DC. Because of high radiation levels, much of the surveillance was done with unmanned Predator reconnaissance drones. George and other team members worked in a small, portable control van reviewing the video sent back by the Predator and assisting search and rescue (SAR) teams in their efforts to locate survivors. The Predator video was amazingly good — too good in many instances. George saw a lot he wished he had never seen.
Despite years of military training, none of the Predator team members were prepared for the magnitude of the disaster. The area surrounding the Washington Monument was the ideal location for a nuclear blast to wreak maximum damage to the capital of the United States of America. George and an air force major sat at the Predator control console. Through a remote-control link, the major flew the Predator slowly up what used to be the National Mall. The blast had destroyed everything along the mall’s main axis, from the Capitol to the Lincoln Memorial, and everything along a cross-axis formed by the White House and the Jefferson Memorial.
“Wow,” George solemnly said. “Within a half-mile radius of ground zero, it looks like everything is vaporized — cars, buses, trees, buildings, and people — there’s just nothing left. It’s as if everything was instantly fried and blasted into tiny molecules of radioactive debris. There’s not much sense searching for survivors in there.”
“Yeah, and there’s not a single building standing within a mile — everything is totally flattened,” responded the major. “If anybody survived in that zone, it’s a miracle.”
“From what it looks like, a lot of buildings outside of that are so damaged, they’re going to have to be razed. But there could be survivors in there. Maybe that’s where we should concentrate our search.”
“Yeah, I hate to just give up on the other areas, but I guess it’s a numbers game. We have to expend our resources where there’s the best chance to find the most people alive and reachable. The area around ground zero is so hot, we can’t safely put rescue parties in there.”
“How many do you think died in the initial blast?” George asked.
“I don’t know. I heard a preliminary estimate of 125,000 but I don’t know who came up with that number.”
“Whatever the number is, it will probably double later from injuries and radiation poisoning. Let’s head up to Capitol Hill,” George suggested. “I want to see if there is anything left up there.”
The Predator flew over the remains of the Capitol Building. Congress had been in session at the time of the blast, and 397 senators and representatives were killed or missing. Likewise, the Supreme Court had been in session and, apparently, none of the justices survived.
It appeared as though the flash had initially seared the Supreme Court Building and the office buildings of the Senate and the House of Representatives, and then the concussion blasted the remains thousands of feet down range. George saw huge chunks of blackened granite a half mile from the remains of the Capitol building.
George and the major carefully studied the footage for any sign of survivors. “Whoa!” said George pointing at the video screen. “I think I saw some movement over there in that rubble. What is that area? The Senate office complex?”
The major centered the gyrostabilized camera on the location George indicated and read the GPS coordinates from a display on the console. “Yeah, it’s what left of the Russell Building. Let’s zoom in for a closer look.”
“Right there!” said George, pointing to the screen. “Someone is crawling out… it’s a woman!”
“It sure is! Good eyes, George! She must have been on the underground train between the Capitol building and the office building when the blast went off. There’s no other way she could have survived!”
George yelled across the room to an army first lieutenant manning the search and rescue radio. “Call in the SAR helicopter,” he ordered. “Give them the exact position — the Russell Senate Office Building so they can minimize their exposure time in the radiation zone.”
“Yes, sir. SAR helo is on its way,” answered the lieutenant.
The major turned to George. “Since Reagan National and Andrews are both unusable, they’ll airlift her to a staging area outside the danger zone. Local hospitals are flooded, so depending on her condition, they’ll fly her out of Dulles or Baltimore to another area of the country for treatment.”
After the SAR helo picked up the woman and left the area, George and the major continued to search the rubble for another half-hour with no luck.
George grew frustrated. “There’s just no way to find anybody in this mess! If they’re buried in the rubble, we’ll never see them, and if they’re not, they’re nothing but charred bones.”
“I have to take a break,” said the major, motioning to the army first lieutenant to take his place at the Predator controls. “I can’t look at any more of this right now,” he muttered and headed rapidly for the door. George saw him slump over as he stepped outside the control van, nauseated from the sights on the display screen.
“We’re over Capitol Hill, Lieutenant,” George quickly briefed the replacement pilot as he sat down at the controls. “Let’s head over to the White House.”
“Yes, sir.” The pilot flew the Predator back down the mall as he typed in the coordinates for the White House. The GPS navigation system directed them to the right, and the pilot made a right turn near ground zero, across the Ellipse, to the area where the White House had once stood.
“Sorry about the circuitous route, sir. I would have flown straight down Pennsylvania Avenue, but I couldn’t make it out on the video. There aren’t any landmarks left.”
“That’s all right,” George answered understandingly. “Are you telling me we’re there?”
“Yes, sir.”
George studied the screen carefully. “There’s nothing here.”
“No, sir.”
“Nothing at all. From my understanding, the president, vice president, secretary of state, and cabinet members were all working in the White House at the time of the attack.”
“Yes, sir. There’s an underground nuke-proof bunker, but apparently they didn’t have enough warning to get in there in time.”
“How can that be?” George asked incredulously. “The report I read said the cops reported there was a nuke on the mall at least ten minutes before it detonated.”
“That’s correct, sir.”
“Well those of us in strategic forces studied depressedtrajectory ballistic missiles and figured there would be about ten minutes warning if a Soviet boomer in the Atlantic fired one at the East Coast. So the president’s emergency system was designed to get him to safety in less time than that.”
“Uh, a Soviet what?” asked the lieutenant.
“What?” George was puzzled. He wasn’t following the lieutenant’s question.
“You said something like a Soviet bomber firing a ballistic missile. I didn’t think that was possible.”
“Oh, sorry,” answered George, realizing the army lieutenant was probably not familiar with navy slang. “That’s “boomer”, not bomber. In the submarine community, we refer to ballistic missile submarines as boomers. It’s easier to say, and descriptive as well!”
“Oh, okay. That makes a lot more sense,” said the lieutenant.
“Anyway, with ten minutes warning, why weren’t the president and his staff in the bunker?”
“I don’t know, sir. I don’t think we’ll ever know for sure.”
“This doesn’t make sense.”
“Well, I heard some people saying there was some sort of miscommunication between the Park Police, the DC Police, the Secret Service, and the White House staff. I guess the president just didn’t get the word in time.”
“That’s just unbelievable!” George exclaimed. “They can round up several hundred people on the mall and cram them into a Metro station, but they forgot to warn the president?!”
“I don’t think anyone forgot, sir. It’s just that the president’s emergency communication system is designed so that he gets immediate warnings from NORAD of a nuclear missile or bomber attack. But there wasn’t, you know, a hotline kind of connection with the police. They had to call in through regular channels, and I guess the call just didn’t get through in time.”
George buried his face in his hands and shook his head in disbelief. Tears of sorrow and anger welled up in his eyes. The sudden realization that, by all rights, the president and his cabinet should have survived this attack was too much to bear. The brave policemen who stayed on the mall and got the word out with more than ten minutes to spare shouldn’t have died in vain. They should have the legacy of a living president. What a tremendous boost it would be for the country if the president had emerged safely from the attack. And what a message it would send to the terrorists! But because of some stupid mistake — some flaw in our communications — the president was dead.
“All this time and effort on homeland security, and they can’t make a simple phone call!” George said in exasperation.
“Sir, in all fairness, I worked as a liaison to the Homeland Security Department for the last two years. There are a lot of fine people in that organization, and they have been working as fast as possible to plug every hole in our security net. There were just too many holes.”
Regaining his composure, somewhat, George turned to the young army lieutenant. “I know, Lieutenant. I’m just frustrated. I could make similar statements about our submarine force failing to make a difference, but what’s the use?”
“The job was just too big, sir. From the time we got the wakeup call on 9/11, we just didn’t have enough time to fix every security problem.”
George shook his head again. “You’re right. We lived as a free and open society for so long… there were probably hundreds of holes al-Qaeda could have taken advantage of.”
“A few more years, and we would have plugged those holes, sir.”
“Yeah, maybe so. But at the same time, we tend to do a lot of stupid things that make it easier for terrorists to kill us.”
“How’s that?”
“Well, for instance, we allow people to post information on Web sites showing how to construct a nuke. And then we allow them to post information showing the effects of a nuclear blast in any city you want to pick. A terrorist could pick a location in any major city, pick a warhead size, and see what the effect would be if that warhead detonated in that location.”
“I’ve seen one of those sites.”
“Well, no doubt, they were very useful to al-Qaeda in planning the size of their weapon and its placement. You think they found such a perfect location by accident?”
“No, sir.”
George struck the top of the console with his fist. “We are so stupid! We know they’re out to kill us, and we give them every tool they need to maximize the body count! When will we ever learn?”
George got up from the console and made his way through the crowded control van to the door. “I’m stepping outside for a minute,” he called to the lieutenant.
George found himself alone outside, where the air was warmer but fresher than the conditioned air inside the stuffy, crowded van. George took a deep, long breath, exhaling slowly to calm himself. The control van was positioned next to the base operations building at Langley Air Force Base in Virginia. It was a beautiful area, with lots of tall trees and lush green vegetation. Birds sang nearby, and cars quietly made their way past the base operations building on their way to and from hangars and various administration buildings.
It all seems so peaceful. But in the back of George’s mind, he knew why Langley had been chosen as their operations site. Its proximity to Washington meant the Predator drones could quickly reach the target area surrounding ground zero. On the other hand, it was far enough away to have escaped any damage and was out of the fallout area, which tended to extend east and west from the most radioactive area.
Thoughts of the hundreds of thousands of dead and injured and the loss of the nation’s beautiful capital flooded through George’s mind. Leaning against a tree for support, overcome with grief and sorrow, he cried uncontrollably. He knelt to the ground to pray, but knew it was also to keep himself from falling over as he suddenly lost all his strength.
“Lord, give me strength. Give us all strength. And give us wisdom… wisdom to react to this crisis responsibly… wisdom to prevent more killing.”
As he prayed, an inkling of a thought began to form in the deep recesses of his mind. It seeped in from somewhere — from God — from his soul — or from his subconscious mind. George couldn’t tell where it came from; it was just there. It was an answer to his prayer. He rose to his feet with renewed energy and looked up through the tree branches to the clear blue sky. He raised a clenched fist and made a vow: “As long as I have a breath of life in me, this will never happen again.”
The ranking surviving member of Congress, Senator Jonathon Thornton of Vermont, took charge as acting president in the days following the attack under the Emergency Powers Act, appointing a new cabinet and setting up temporary government offices in Philadelphia. Senator Thornton, a Democrat, had been home in Burlington recovering from a prostate operation when the attack on Washington took place. Acting President Thornton called upon all the states to hold elections for new senators and representatives as quickly as possible and to send them to a newly formed Congress in Philadelphia, convening in one month.
The newly elected senators and congressmen demanded to know how our government had let this happen. In typical Washington fashion, people pointed fingers — someone had to be blamed. The only difference now was that the blame game was being played in Philadelphia.
The investigation showed the attack had been completely unexpected. Prior to the blast, the Homeland Security Department had not declared any heightened state of alertness for more than six months. Intelligence agencies, hampered by recent laws passed by Congress to limit the president’s power to authorize wiretaps, had not picked up any unusual telephone communications indicating a terrorist operation was imminent.
There was, of course, much talk of retaliation and bringing the terrorists responsible for this horrible act to justice. But everyone knew there could be no justice for this act. No counter-targets could be identified for our nuclear forces to strike. There was no country responsible for this attack. Al-Qaeda was still the shadowy, secret organization it had always been. Sure, a few individuals at various levels of the terrorist organization would be caught and tried for the crime, but there would be no justice for the hundreds of thousands of dead and injured. Al-Qaeda operated as usual, proclaiming the bombing as a great victory for Islam and stating this was not the end.

Chapter 4

It was deathly quiet. Nothing could be heard except the soft whirring of a myriad of small electric cooling fans in the banks of electronic equipment surrounding the small, cramped room. Commander George Adams looked around, his eyes adjusting to the dim red lights. He had ordered the white lights in the submarine’s control room turned off, indicating to the crew it was nighttime on the surface above. Suddenly, the piercing wail of the flooding alarm broke the silence. George called out, “Officer of the deck, report!”
Lieutenant Commander William “Pappy” Boyington casually turned to George and whispered, “The sensors are down.”
George was taken aback and momentarily confused. He wondered: What sensors? Why is Pappy being so casual, and why is he whispering?
The wail of the alarm accelerated — but the crew just continued about their normal duties.
They’re not responding! Taking charge of the situation, George grabbed the arm of an officer whose back was turned to him and spun him around. “Where’s the rupture?” he demanded.
Commander Robert “Buffalo” Sewell glared at him. “We don’t know, George, but we’re severely listing to port. There’s nothing we can do. We’re going down!”
Now George was totally confused. What is this? I’ve never served on the same boat with Pappy and Buffalo! If we’re in serious trouble, why aren’t people doing anything? And why is that alarm so persistent? Why can’t anyone turn it off? And why does it sound like that? That’s not the way the flooding alarm sounds!
An acrid smell filled his nostrils. What is that? Smoke? An electrical fire? No, the smell isn’t quite right.
Slowly, as his confusion continued, his vision grew dim. George panicked. I’m losing consciousness! I can’t — I’m the only one who can save us now! Everyone else seems to be drugged or helpless!
The control room was pitch-black now, but George could still hear the flooding alarm and smell the smoke. Sweat was running down the sides of his face and dripping off his nose and chin.
Then he opened his eyes and saw the curtains next to his bed, dimly lit by the light from his alarm clock. Dazed and confused, he raised his head from his soaking wet pillow. The smell of aromatic chicory coffee emanated from his automatic coffee maker in the kitchen. Groggily he reached over and slapped off the wailing alarm. Mixed feelings of relief and frustration flooded over him.
0430 hours.
Thus begins another useless day. A nightmare. What an appropriate start.
* * *
It had been five years since the terrorist attack on Washington DC. Although George had not been in Washington during the attack, many of his friends at the Pentagon and in nearby suburbs died from either the blast or radiation poisoning. He had wanted to do something, anything, to retaliate, but was in no position to do so. These hopeless disaster dreams had become a recurring theme. George attempted to make light of them, calling them his “daily double.”
“I live a life of frustration and disaster while I’m awake, and then I do it again in my sleep!”
* * *
George was divorced and lived alone outside Norfolk in suburban Hampton, Virginia. Years before, fresh out of submarine school and fresh into a new marriage, he had bought a house in Hampton and started planning a family. Navy life is tough on marriages, though, and his young wife had decided rather quickly that this life of separation and stress was not the life for her. They mutually agreed on a divorce, and she subsequently moved back to her family in Connecticut. All she wanted was out — and most of George’s life savings. Fortunately, that wasn’t much at the time. George kept the house, though, and during the time periods he was stationed outside the Tidewater Area, he rented it out to other naval officers. This arrangement had worked well over the years, and the house had appreciated considerably in value.
George turned on the shower. As he waited for the water to get hot, he studied the bleary-eyed face in the mirror, which, much to his chagrin, was rapidly becoming middle aged. His Scottish-Irish ancestry had given him reddish blond hair and skin with a susceptibility to sun damage. He had always been freckled, and with his short-cropped military haircut, the freckles were even more pronounced.
He thought back to the day on the GenCon oil rig when they tested the SQID drive and then heard about the attack on Washington DC.
I was practically a kid then. Look at me now. I have lots of things I can blame on that day: a couple hundred freckles thanks to the sun; and thanks to DC, a dozen or so wrinkles and a neverending supply of nightmares!
The last five years had not been kind.
George currently served as the operations (ops) officer on the staff of the Commander, Submarine Force Atlantic Fleet, commonly referred to as COMSUBLANT. Headquartered at the naval base in Norfolk, Virginia, the admiral and his SUBLANT staff were continually monitoring world events and the locations of all U.S. boomers and attack submarines in the Atlantic Operating Region (AOR). George played a key role in preparing and presenting morning and afternoon briefings to the admiral, the first of which was scheduled for 0800 hours each day.
George turned on a small TV next to the bathroom sink while he showered and dressed. His usual news station was broadcasting events for the commemoration of the fifth anniversary of the Washington attack. He changed the channel to find something else, but every station was carrying the same stories. Arrgh! There was no escaping it — today, even more than usual, he would have to relive the horror.
Following the DC attack, the news media never relented. They seemed to feel it was their sworn duty to report every gruesome detail. People whose loved ones were missing in DC were keenly interested in the discovery of each additional body; but for the vast majority of citizens, the rising body count was just a constant reminder of the horrors of the attack. As the death toll passed 150,000 then 175,000 and then 200,000, most people stopped listening to the morbid news reports because they were too much to bear. A growing number of citizens groups and political leaders criticized the media for playing into the hands of the terrorists. By constantly reminding the world that the United States had suffered a humiliating defeat at the hands of al-Qaeda, they argued, the media was emboldening more radicals to join the fight.
Still, the media did not relent. After the initial deluge of news reports detailing the death and destruction, the networks gave birth to what they called the We Will Remember campaign. For years, newspapers, radio stations, local television stations, and national broadcast and cable networks ran personal stories chronicling the lives and deaths of those who died. There were interviews with anguished family members. Details of the lives of thousands of the nation’s most promising young people. Handsome young men. Beautiful young women. The best, brightest, and most compassionate. Brilliant young minds selected for White House fellowships. The brightest young law school graduates clerking for Supreme Court justices. Young people who became doctors, nurses, police officers, and firefighters because they wanted to help their fellow man. The stories went on and on. Most viewers became emotionally numbed to the news after just a few weeks, but the networks were unrelenting in their campaign.
Stepping out of the shower, George heard the familiar melody the media had selected for the campaign, meaning another story was about to be told.
“Not again!” he said out loud. George angrily slapped the on/off button on the TV. He briefly thought about taking the set and throwing it in the trash.
Who needed the darn We Will Remember campaign?
Who could possibly forget?

Chapter 5

Once out of the shower, George was eager to get his morning coffee. The distinctive peppery aroma of the chicory gave him encouragement to get dressed. He quickly returned to the bedside clothes butler where he had hung his khaki uniform the night before. He pulled on the trousers and then buttoned them with what seemed to be a little more effort than normal this morning. He stared down at his belt buckle. He jogged or worked out every day. What was happening to him?
George headed for the kitchen, got his favorite mug out of the dishwasher, and then filled it with steaming hot chicory coffee. Just the aroma was enough to remind you life was worth living! The empty coffee can on the counter reminded him to call Dwight. He was down to his last beloved can. George had become addicted to the chicory and coffee combination when he was working on the sub-fighter project with Dwight in southern Louisiana. Now, a morning without chicory coffee was like a day without sunshine… a dog without a bone… a body without a soul! Stepping into his cluttered living room, George looked around at the shelves lining the room from floor to ceiling. The shelves were filled with hundreds of scale-models: The lower shelves displayed submarines; the middle held warships; and the upper displayed fighter aircraft from around the world. The living room ceiling was painted with clouds, and the carpet was a disgusting shade of gray mixed with brown that could only be described as seafloor muck. The lack of a woman’s decorating touch was keenly evident. It was obvious the décor was Traditional Navy Bachelor — TradNavBach or TNB.
One wall, noticeably empty of shelves and positioned so that it was the first thing anyone saw when entering the house, was completely covered with military plaques and certificates commemorating George’s career. Navy personnel jokingly referred to this type of self-aggrandizement as an “I Love Me” wall. Nearly everyone in the navy had one, but married personnel were usually forced by their spouses to put theirs in a back bedroom or out-of-the-way home office.
George’s TNB décor extended into the dining room as well. What was supposed to be a dining room table was, instead, George’s model-building factory. The table had been covered with spread-out newspapers and pieces of models for so many years, George couldn’t even remember what the table looked like.
Sitting down to inspect his latest work-in-progress, a MiG-29 fighter plane which he had carefully glued before going to bed, George noted its perfect lines. Building a model with precision was George’s passion. He had mastered a technique for minimizing the amount of glue used to hold the pieces together. As a result, it was practically impossible to detect any glue lines on his models. With some tender loving sanding and painting, he built models as close to the real thing as humanly possible. The only problem with his technique was that after a number of years, the models tended to fall apart! Now, instead of building new models, George’s spare time was taken up rebuilding his old ones. This was probably the third time he had perfectly built the MiG-29.
George sat back, sipping his hot coffee. He set the mug down on the table and studied the military emblem emblazoned on its side — the coat-of-arms of the USS Annapolis SSN 760—with its red, black, and gold shield and crown overlaying crossed tridents, the symbol of sea power since the days the ancient Greeks worshipped Poseidon, the god of the sea. The submarine’s motto floated on a banner below: Born Free, Hope to Die Free.
George’s tour as the executive officer (XO) of the Annapolis had been both extremely rewarding and extremely difficult — constant patrols interrupted, of course, by the attack on Washington DC and George’s temporary reassignment to the joint-service operations unit surveying the damage after the attack. But then there had been the implications, even accusations, the Annapolis had been at fault — that they had failed to detect and stop the enemy submarine that delivered the nuclear warhead during one of their East Coast deployments. Anger swelled within him as he thought of the hard work and sacrifice of his crew and their families. Their professionalism and the pride they took in their work. All of that destroyed by conjecture and accusations from politicians who had no idea what they were talking about. The patriotic crew of the Annapolis was forever branded as failures, ashamed to mention they had served on her.
George angrily grabbed his briefcase and headed for the door.

Chapter 6

George left the house at 0530 hours, walked down the driveway in the pre-dawn darkness to the 290-horsepower, Nighthawk Black, Acura RL, opened the driver’s door, and settled into the fine leather seats. Each time he sat down in his one major extravagance, he became a little more encouraged about life. He drove just a few blocks to the home of Commander Robert Sewell, better known as “Buffalo Bob” or simply “Buffalo.” Several other members of the staff lived in George’s neighborhood, and it was his week to drive the carpool to the naval base. The carpool was their little way of helping to reduce congestion and pollution in the Tidewater Area. It also gave them a chance to talk outside the office or to just read the paper and relax a little. Buffalo served as the administrative officer on the SUBLANT staff, in charge of all the “bull” as he liked to say. George and Buffalo had a lot in common, and George always stopped at Buffalo’s house first so they could share the front seat.
As he entered the driveway of the house Buffalo rented with two other naval officers, George reflected on the sacrifices they had all made to prevent a nuclear attack on America. Because of the long patrols and periods away from home, his own marriage and dreams of a family had gone down the tubes, as had Buffalo’s and the guys’ who shared the house with him.
Is there a point to strategic deterrence any more? “What a waste,” said George. “What a waste.”
George sounded two short blasts of the horn and within a minute Buffalo emerged, briefcase in one hand and a large travel mug full of hot coffee in the other. At six-foot two, Buffalo was tall by submarine standards. In fact, he towered somewhat over George at five-foot nine-and-a-half. Although not particularly muscular, Buffalo kept himself in pretty good shape. He and George worked out at the navy base gym at least twice a week and jogged around the base on alternate days. On Friday evenings after work, when the members of the SUBLANT staff visited the Officers’ Club bar, the women they met there always seemed to favor Buffalo’s tall, slender physique and wavy brown locks over George’s short, stocky build and short-cropped reddish-blond hair. It was like an attractiveness contest between a young Ronald Reagan and John McCain. The women went for Reagan every time!
George watched the pretty boy on the SUBLANT staff approach the car.
Buffalo threw himself into the front passenger’s seat, closed the door, and wearily let out a long moan.
George laughed and said, “Let’s go strap on the boar hog.” The reference, of course, was to the old saying about being “as useless as teats on a boar hog.”
Buffalo moaned again and said, “Well, you’re sure in a good mood today.”
“Sorry, I get this way every time I drink out of that darn Annapolis coffee mug.”
“Well, you do it every day, so you must enjoy feeling like crap.”
“It’s not that. It’s just that I take a lot of pride in the contribution the Annapolis made and the contribution the whole submarine force made to protecting America and keeping the world at peace for many years. Then a bunch of politicians decide my boat is to blame for the destruction of Washington DC. It pisses me off!”
“I know, George. Long deployments at sea are tough, both on the individual crewmembers and on their families. It’s a shame your good crew had to have that albatross unfairly hung around their necks.”
“You know, I still remember a speech that I heard the commanding officer of a boomer give to some of his crew when I was a midshipman. He told them they had to think about the greater mission they were performing. He said something like, ‘If you’re in this for the money, or the experience, or to get promoted, it won’t be worth it. It’s much too hard. The hours are too long; the work is too demanding; the quarters are too close. You’re crammed into a little cylinder under the water for sixty days at a time, cut off from the world and out of communication with your wife, your children, your family, and friends. You’ve got no personal space and no personal time. You can’t even meet someone in a passageway without having to turn sideways and squeeze by. If you have a medical crisis, tough! You’re going to have to trust your life to our corpsman!’”
“Hey, that’s no joke!” Buffalo interjected. “We had a guy come down with appendicitis on one of my patrols, and the corpsman could only pump him full of antibiotics and hope the appendix didn’t burst before we got home!”
“Did he make it?”
“Yeah. Saved the guy’s life, I guess. So what else did that CO have to say to his crew?”
“Well, I think the critical part was when he said, ‘You’re constantly drilling and preparing for emergencies, and you’re always preparing to do the unthinkable — launch nuclear ballistic missiles, which will kill millions of people. When you finally get home, your reward for doing a good job is that you get to do it again! There has to be more to it than that. You have to feel you’re making a greater contribution to peace and to mankind through your dedication and your sacrifice.’” George paused and glanced at Buffalo. “Fifteen or twenty years ago, it made a lot of sense.”
“Yeah, during the Cold War it made a lot of sense,” Buffalo responded. “Our strategic assets provided the U.S. with a convincing deterrent force when there was an identifiable enemy we could hit in a retaliatory strike.”
“But the terrorist strike on Washington DC changed all that,” George continued. “The strike made us impotent and worthless. Now, all of the great power of the United States of America, all of its ICBMs, all of its long-range strategic bombers, and all of its ballistic missile submarines are useless. You can’t use those to strike back at terrorists!”
“Teats on a boar hog,” responded Buffalo, mimicking George.
“With terrorists hiding in dispersed countries around the world, the doctrine of Mutually Assured Destruction is dead. If terrorists hit us with a nuclear, biological, or chemical weapon of mass destruction, we can’t strike back. Like you said, there’s no identifiable target.”
“Teats on a boar hog,” Buffalo repeated. “You’re preaching to the choir, you know.”
George continued unabated, “The U.S. is a lumbering giant — unable to change its course, unable to adapt its strategy to changing circumstances. We continue to deploy our boomers. Our crews continue to endure the separation and sacrifices of sixty-day submerged patrols. For what? Who are we deterring? We’re certainly not deterring the terrorists — they’ve shown us that.”
“Teats on a boar hog,” said Buffalo, hoping his repetitive responses would finally shut George up, but it took their arrival at their next stop to do that.
The third and final member of their carpool, Commander Lannis Wayne, served as the intelligence officer on the SUBLANT staff. George really didn’t like Lannis, and their opinions differed on almost everything. But there wasn’t really any polite way to exclude him from the carpool. Lannis lived just a few blocks away from Buffalo.
As George pulled up in front of Lannis’s house, he gave a long blast on the horn, knowing the neighbors would complain to Lannis later for this pre-dawn awakening. Lannis came out of the house and hurried toward the car, no doubt hoping to prevent another horn blast by George. Lannis was not exactly the poster-child image of a military man. He was five foot seven at the most, with a slight build, big ears, and round horn-rimmed glasses. George’s best analogy was that Lannis had to be the spitting image of a young Ross Perot.
The drive at once turned silent when Lannis got in the car. They continued toward the Naval Station Norfolk in the dim, predawn light. Lannis sat in the backseat reading the New York Times with a flashlight. After several minutes, Lannis broke the silence.
“There was another subway bombing in Europe. This time in Paris.”
“Oh yeah?” responded Buffalo. “Let me guess who’s claiming responsibility—”
“Who do you think? Al-Qaeda, of course,” answered Lannis. “Those guys will never stop, and they don’t seem to care who they attack.”
George glanced at Lannis in the rearview mirror and provokingly said, “Kind of odd they would attack the French, though. The French have been nonexistent in the War on Terrorism.”
“It just shows you appeasement doesn’t work with terrorists,” retorted Buffalo. “There’s nothing the French or anyone else can do to satisfy those nuts — they’ll attack anybody and everybody.”
George agreed and added, “Back in 2001, after 9/11, I thought the terrorists had made a huge strategic mistake by attacking the United States. Historically, Western democracies have shown it’s impossible to defeat them militarily. In fact, democratic societies throughout history have shown they will fiercely defend themselves against outside military invaders. We showed that resolve by attacking Afghanistan and Iraq after 9/11 to eliminate the terrorists’ safe havens. But now, attacking us doesn’t seem like such a bad strategy, especially if you have lots of time… which they do.”
“I don’t get it,” replied Lannis. “Counting Afghanistan and Iraq, we must have killed a hundred thousand Islamic extremists in response to 9/11. How could you possibly conclude that attacking us was a good strategy for them?” Lannis asked in a condescending tone.
“Lannis,” Buffalo interjected, “You can achieve almost anything if you have an inexhaustible supply of expendable foot soldiers! The death of a hundred thousand men means nothing to the al-Qaeda leadership. All they have to do is to continue to convince millions of impressionable young Muslim men they will be martyrs — that they’ll go straight to heaven where Allah has made seventy-two virgins especially for them — and they’ll line up all day long saying, “Let me die next, PLEASE!” Hey, just look at their alternative — under Islamic law, they won’t even see a woman’s arm until they’re married!”
George ignored Buffalo’s comments and continued, “Lannis, it’s good strategy for them to attack us because over time we find every way we can to help them succeed. The problem with democratic societies is that in the name of equal rights, freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and privacy rights, we’ll pave the way for them to attack us. We’ll roll out the red carpet!”
“I don’t see how.”
“Look at what happened after 9/11. Our initial reaction was good. We attacked the terrorists in their strongholds. Politically, we passed the Patriot Act, which gave our law enforcement agencies the kind of powers they needed to identify and eliminate terrorist sleeper cells in our midst. The president was given broader executive powers, and he used the National Security Agency to monitor communications of suspected terrorists and to analyze international calls to detect calling patterns that could indicate particular individuals had ties to terrorist organizations. In addition, whenever there was a period of tightened security because of an increased threat of terrorist attacks, the NSA employed sophisticated techniques to monitor mosques and Muslim businesses. That’s all just good common sense. After all, it was Muslims who attacked us on 9/11.”
“Oh, but let me guess, though,” Buffalo interrupted, “we were violating their civil rights!”
“Exactly,” continued George. “So four years later, the New York Times, that bastion of freedom—”
“You mean bastards of freedom, don’t you?” interrupted Buffalo.
“The New York Times,” George continued, ignoring Buffalo, “went public with a story detailing the Bush administration’s use of wiretaps to monitor phone calls without judicial warrants. The editors timed the release of the story so that it came out just before Congress voted on extending the Patriot Act for four more years. As a result, Congress weakened the act because they feared the loss of civil liberties. After that, our ability to find the terrorists before they acted was severely restricted. In my opinion, it was one of the direct causes of the lapse in intelligence that allowed al-Qaeda to destroy DC.”
Lannis, an intelligence officer, a liberal Democrat, and a New York Times fan bristled at George’s comments. “Yeah, well as I’ve heard it, it wasn’t just Intel that screwed up, George.”
The comment was a direct jab at George, and he knew it. In the days after the Washington attack, a search of Mahfouz al-Bedawi’s apartment in Falls Church, Virginia had provided clues indicating a submarine had smuggled both the warhead and an al-Qaeda weapons expert into the country less than a month before the attack. This fact had become well known. What was less well known was that George’s submarine, the USS Annapolis, had been on East Coast patrol at the time. They had picked up a faint and intermittent sonar contact identified as a possible Kiloclass diesel-electric boat. They had lost the contact, and as the XO, George had ordered the Annapolis to abandon the search and proceed on course. He had spoken to the commanding officer, and they had agreed that the faint contact was probably biologics, the term submariners used to refer to the noise generated by various forms of sea life. After all, they had questioned, why would a Kilo, normally used for shallow-water patrols around the countries that owned them, be all the way across the ocean off the coast of the U.S.?
Buffalo looked at George and, even in the dawn’s early light, saw his face getting bright red. Hoping to defuse the situation, Buffalo jumped in and gruffly said, “Okay, Lannis, that’s it! Let’s get out right here and let the ass-kicking begin!”
The way he said it was just enough to get George to chuckle. He took a deep breath and after a few moments responded to Lannis. “The warhead never would have made it to DC from wherever they brought it ashore, if the media had not weakened our defenses.”
“But George, the media has always played a crucial role in America of keeping politicians honest. I understand more than most the need for intelligence; and I imagine the people in the media do too. But it’s often the media who ensure the intelligence is gathered legally. They’re the watchdogs of our individual freedoms.”
“In principle, I agree with you, Lannis, but I disagree that the media has always played the role of watchdog. During World War Two, for example, the media did not knowingly print topsecret national security information like they do today. Nor did they keep politicians honest. In fact, they went out of their way to help President Roosevelt conceal the fact that he was disabled because it would have demoralized the country. In other words, they were patriots. They put the well-being of their country ahead of getting a scoop.”
“That’s bullshit, George. The members of the media still put the country’s well-being first, it’s just a matter of opinion as to what’s best for the country.”
“No, the evidence says otherwise,” George angrily responded. “The problem with the post-9/11 press was they were still in the Watergate mode instead of wartime mode. Reporters for the New York Times and the Washington Post still looked back at Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein as their heroes, and they wanted to be just like them. They just didn’t adapt to changing circumstances. They didn’t understand the seriousness of the problem. They didn’t believe that when President Bush said we were in a war, we really were. They just didn’t get it.”
“I disagree, but even if you’re right, you can’t allow the executive branch to run amok. If you do, they will turn the country into a police state, and then the terrorists have won. They’ve achieved their goal of taking away our freedoms.”
This kind of thinking really irritated George, and it was one of the main reasons he disliked Lannis so much. “Don’t be ridiculous, Lannis. I may agree that the executive branch needs some checks and balances, but what makes you think the goal of the terrorists is to take away our freedoms? They don’t want to take away our freedoms; they want to kill us! Just look at the freedoms we had already lost before the DC attack. We couldn’t go to a football game without being frisked and searched with a metal detector. The same was true if we wanted to go to the courthouse or into a school. Look at what we had to go through just to get on an airplane back then, even before today’s restrictions were imposed. We had already lost a lot of freedoms, and it didn’t slow down the terrorists one bit. The goal of the terrorists is not to take away our freedoms.”
“You’re on a roll, boss, keep it up!” urged Buffalo.
George continued, “And their goal is not to get the U.S. out of the Middle East and away from their oil supplies either, so don’t even go there, Lannis. Ever since President Thornton took over, our country’s policies have been largely isolationist. I remember back when Bush-the-Younger was president, the Democrats in Congress were whining and calling for us to bring home our troops from Iraq before the job was finished. Well, after the Washington attack, Thornton pulled all our troops out of the Middle East, Europe, and Korea. That was pretty shortsighted and naive.”
“I think it was good policy.”
“Yeah, well you would. How long have you been an intelligence officer, Lannis?”
“About five years.”
“Five years? You’ve been in the navy at least ten years; what the hell did you do before that?”
“I was a surface warfare officer.”
“A SWO? You were a line officer — why did you switch to Intel?”
“It was getting more and more engineering-intensive. They sent us back for a refresher at Surface Warfare Office School. I’m not an engineer.”
“So what does that mean? You washed out of SWOS or something?”
“Something like that.”
“Something like that? Either you did or you didn’t. Which one is it?”
“Okay, I did.”
George laughed. “I’ve never heard of anyone washing out of SWOS. I mean that’s where people go when they wash out of submarine school or flight training!”
“Yeah, well there you go, George, bad-mouthing surface warfare officers when you don’t know a thing about the rigors of SWOS,” retorted Lannis.
George looked at Buffalo for some support, but the only thing he got in return was a look and a shrug that seemed to say, “He’s right, you know.”
“Okay, okay. I apologize to all the SWOs out there. You’re right — I don’t know anything about it. And now that I think about it, I’m sure surface ships have become just as complex as submarines. But that doesn’t mean I have to apologize to you, because you washed out. I don’t know whether you barely washed out or were a total bumpkin.”
“Well I can tell you I barely washed out, and when I went to Intelligence Officer School, I was first in my class. We all have our strengths, George. We just have to find where to apply them.”
There was silence for a minute as they continued to drive toward the naval base. George hated it when Lannis was right! Finally, George broke the silence. “You’re right, Lannis. I was off base with those comments. I’m sure you’re a fine intel officer or you wouldn’t have been selected for the SUBLANT Staff.”
“Thanks.”
“I just wonder why you’re such an idiot when it comes to politics and national security!”
They all laughed.
“Very funny, George,” said Lannis.
They drove in silence for several minutes as it grew lighter outside and Buffalo enjoyed the last of his coffee. Finally, Lannis broke the silence.
“So George, you think President Thornton’s isolationist policies are all wrong? It seems to me the radical Muslims just want to get us out of their neighborhood. What’s wrong with that?”
Much to Buffalo’s relief, George ignored Lannis and continued to drive in silence.
Still trying to provoke George, Lannis continued, “Why don’t we just let them have their Middle Eastern deserts? Sure there’s oil there, but we need to develop other energy sources anyway. Everyone knows the world’s oil supplies can’t last forever.”
“Traffic seems heavier than normal today,” said George.
Lannis chuckled to himself, then made one last attempt to get George to respond. “Okay, George, so what would you do?”
George looked at Lannis in the rearview mirror. Fat chance he would tell this little weasel what he would do! Considering his response carefully, George said, “I don’t know for sure, Lannis, but what I do know is this: You cannot defeat fanaticism with moderation, and that’s what the West is trying to do.”

Chapter 7

Nearing Naval Station Norfolk, there was a longer than normal backup for security at the main gate.
“What’s this about?” George asked. “Did either of you guys hear anything about extra security today?”
“No,” they responded in unison.
“Maybe it’s a reaction to the Paris bombing,” ventured Lannis.
“Great. With this delay we’ll really be scrambling to get the briefing together on time,” said George.
Fifteen minutes later, upon finally reaching the gate, George didn’t bother asking the marine guards what the problem was. These guys were grunts. They knew only one thing: They were told to check everybody’s ID and to search the trunk of every car. And that’s exactly what they were doing. George had learned long ago that even if the marines knew what they were looking for, they weren’t going to tell you, so don’t bother asking.
“Thank you, sir,” said the marine corporal, handing back their military ID cards and sharply saluting.
George saluted the marine and drove through the gate. Once clear of the gate and the guards, George headed straight for SUBLANT Headquarters. The twenty-mile-per-hour speed limit on the base was really irritating when he was late, and today it seemed to take an eternity to reach the two-story, redbrick building with a mock-up of a Polaris ballistic missile beside the building extending thirty feet into the air. George parked in the designated area for staff members on the perimeter of the headquarters building. It was usually a pleasant walk to the front entrance, but not when you were fifteen minutes late to prepare the admiral’s briefing.
They entered the building and walked down the gleaming, polished linoleum hallway shiny enough to see yourself. Photographs of each submarine in the fleet adorned the walls together with the appropriate photos of the president, secretary of the navy, chief of naval operations, and Admiral Charles “Rowdy” Yates, COMSUBLANT himself. If they could just do something about the painted cinderblock walls, the place might actually be an attractive place to work.
Buffalo gave a mock salute to Admiral Yates’s photo. “Howdy Rowdy!” he said in jest as part of his daily routine.
George snickered. Lannis ignored him.
It seemed that anyone in the navy who rose to the rank of admiral had a nickname, whether they wanted it or not. They either earned it through their deeds over the years, or it was associated with them because of the likeness of their name to some famous person or fictional character. In this case, the admiral’s nickname referred to Rowdy Yates, the Clint Eastwood character from the old television series Rawhide. As they all knew, there was nothing rowdy about Admiral Yates. He was all business.
As they approached the briefing area, George ran into Yeoman First Class Leona Harris. Yeomen are the navy’s administrative personnel, and Petty Officer Harris’s many years of experience, although mostly in other navy commands, made her an invaluable asset to George Adams. She was about fivefoot six with short blond hair and penetrating greenish-blue eyes. Buffalo referred to her in private as “Sparkle Eyes”, even though the nickname seemed to irritate George. George found her quite attractive. It was a wonder how a woman of such beauty could remain single amongst so many single men. Official navy regulations, of course, forbade any type of fraternization between officers and enlisted members of the service — regulations that George had never questioned in the past.
George saw her first and offered, “Good morning, Petty Officer Harris.”
She turned and handed him a stack of papers prepared for the briefing. “Good morning, Commander. Did you hear the news?”
“About Paris?” George guessed.
“No, al-Qaeda delivered another videotape to Al Jazeera. They are promising another nuclear attack on the U.S…. and soon!”
“They’ve declared that a dozen times since DC,” George replied. “So what’s news about that?”
“This tape has more details. It sounds more ominous.”
“What can be more ominous than saying they have a nuclear weapon and they’re going to sneak it into the country and blow up a major city?” George asked sarcastically.
“This time the tape says the first attack was a glorious victory for Allah, but not enough infidels died. At least three to five million U.S. citizens need to die before we begin to feel the same kind of pain Muslims have endured because of U.S. policy in the Middle East.”
“Okay, so other than specifying how many of us they plan to murder, that still doesn’t sound new.”
Lannis and Petty Officer Ed Humphrey, the admiral’s yeoman, stopped in the hallway nearby to discuss some papers. Seeing that they were within earshot, Petty Officer Harris became more formal.
“Well as you know, sir, exact translations are always a problem, and the sound quality is not too great on the copy our analysts finally obtained. But the speaker on the tape seems to be hinting they have more than one bomb, and they’re planning to use them soon.”
“How many and how soon?” George asked.
“We don’t know that. The analysts just think some of the sentence structure on the tape indicates plural warheads or plural operations being planned.”
“Great! So we continue to live in fear of an undeterminable threat for an undeterminable amount of time. Wow! If there’s anything terrorists know how to do, it’s instill terror. They’re masters at using psychology against us. It’s the unknown that gets us, and they really play that aspect to the hilt.”
“Sir?”
“It’s like this — if you know a bomb is going to go off at the corner drugstore on Tuesday, you can stay safe simply by staying away from the drugstore on Tuesday. But if you only know that a bomb is going to go off, but you don’t know when or where, it’s much more frightening because you can’t control it. As you walk down the street on any given day, the bomb could go off right next to you at any time. One minute you could be enjoying a clear, crisp, beautiful fall morning, and the next minute, paramedics are picking up the pieces.”
“Wonderful thought,” Petty Officer Harris responded sarcastically.
“The terrorists tease us,” George continued. “It’s like playing a game to them. They keep leaking these reports of more nuclear attacks so that we’re constantly wondering if it’s true or not. We don’t have a single day of peace. As far as we know, these nukes you’re talking about could already be in the country, or the whole thing could be a bluff.”
“We don’t think it’s a bluff, sir. The progress the CIA made in tracking down the origin of the DC bomb indicated a number of ex-Soviet warheads that could not be accounted for. Al-Qaeda could have gotten their hands on at least three or four of them.”
“Okay, so why do we think the attacks may be coming soon?” George asked as they moved down the hallway toward his office and away from Lannis’s prying ears.
George and Petty Officer Harris often played this question-and-answer game before the admiral’s briefing. George would ask every question he thought Admiral Yates might ask of him during the briefing. If Petty Officer Harris’s answer was incomplete or unconvincing, and he could not add anything to it, he would identify it as a weakness they needed to fix before the briefing. If at all possible, they would get the missing information by 0800. Otherwise, they would initiate actions to get it. Generally, the admiral wanted answers. But you could satisfy him, at least temporarily, if you already had an action plan to get the information and an estimate of when you would get it. What really irritated Admiral Yates was a staff member who had no answer and no plan to get the answer because he never even thought of the question.
Staff work had trained you to think like an admiral. You learned to anticipate the admiral’s questions. If you could do that, a staff assignment was great for your career. Once the admiral became convinced you were admiral-material yourself, you would get an excellent fitness report. A one-percent REP fitness report (meaning top one percent and Recommended for Early Promotion) signed by an admiral was like gold when your record went before a promotion board or a commanding officer (CO) selection board. The submarine CO selection board was meeting next month, and George Adams was up for command selection. He could not afford to screwup now.
“I don’t like this situation,” George confided to Petty Officer Harris. “Admiral Yates will be looking to me as the ops officer, and to Lannis as the intel officer, to provide answers about this latest threat. I don’t have any answers, and I’m pretty sure Lannis doesn’t either.”
“Admiral Yates is not one to take ‘I don’t know’ as an answer,” Petty Officer Harris reminded him.
“That’s true, but those are really Intel questions. Intel has to tell us about the threat. Ops is responsible for coming up with a response once Intel has defined the threat. At least it’s going to be pleasurable to watch Lannis squirm. Somehow, that guy always manages to come out of the admiral’s briefing smelling like a rose. Admiral Yates banters questions with him and even seems to enjoy the process and the personal interaction.”
“You sound a little jealous to me…”
“Yeah? Well, maybe I am. It’s clear Lannis’s part of the briefing is the admiral’s favorite, and I have to admit, I find that really irritating. Surely Admiral Yates can see through that brown-nosed apple polisher!”
“Whoa, you sound more than a little jealous!”
“Lannis is a real smack, that’s for sure!” George continued, using the vernacular he had learned years ago at the Academy — smack, of course, being a lightly veiled reference to an ass kisser. “Some people get ahead by ass-kissing. I’ve always preferred to distinguish myself through hard work and superior performance.”
Petty Officer Harris could see this conversation was going downhill fast and opted to say nothing. After a few awkward moments of silence, George continued with the briefing preparations.
“Ok, I’m pretty sure Intel is not going to have any answers about where, when, or how al-Qaeda plans to get this weapon or weapons into the U.S.,” he said. “For our part, we’ll concentrate on a plan to increase the number of submarine patrols off the coast. We’ll maximize the number by accelerating some maintenance activities and getting as many attack boats on station as we can muster. And depending on Intel’s threat assessment, we may also throw out the question of whether the admiral would consider using some boomers in the attack role.”
“Well, wait a minute,” Petty Office Harris responded. “I thought attack submarines were designed for the mission of seeking out and destroying enemy submarines and enemy ships. Their crews are trained to do that either independently or in coordinated hunter/killer groups. Right?”
“Yes.”
“And isn’t the mission of boomers to stay hidden for sixty days or more while always being ready to launch their ballistic missiles at a moment’s notice?”
“Yes.”
“Well, can the boomers do both at the same time?”
“Probably not,” George responded. “It would mean giving up some strategic assets until this crisis is over.”
“Sounds like a risky thing to suggest to Admiral Yates,” ventured Petty Office Harris. “He probably won’t like the idea of pulling strategic assets out of their patrol areas. You know how he is.”
“Yeah, I know. The guy’s a dinosaur. He still has a coldwar mentality while the threat to our security has totally changed. I realize there has always been a well-defined line between strategic assets that would be used in a nuclear war and tactical assets that would be used in lesser conflicts, and it’s almost unheard of to use strategic assets to perform a tactical mission. But if the threat changes, and you have an asset out there that can help eliminate the new threat, why would you refuse to even consider using it just because of some artificial designation as strategic rather than tactical?”
“Now don’t go trying to use logic on him — admirals aren’t known for that, you know!”
George laughed and repeated one of his stock phrases, “What good are boomers on patrol against a band of terrorist thugs with a nuke?” He continued, “We might as well put the boomers to good use in the attack role. After all, boomers have sonars and torpedoes, too, you know.”
“Yes, sir, I know.”
“Okay, one more thing,” said George, realizing he didn’t need to convince Petty Officer Harris. “Add another slide related to joint operations. Let’s list the names, telephone numbers, and e-mail addresses of points of contact for coordinators in the coast guard and the air force. We want to show the admiral we have a joint plan to intercept anything coming into the country, be it under the surface, on the surface, or in the air. Got it?”
“Aye-aye, sir.” Leona turned and started for the door.
“And keep that great memory of yours for numbers working during the briefing. I want to lay out the current disposition of forces when we get back to the office.”
As she hurried out the door, she glanced back. “Yes, sir — as always!”
Leona Harris had an unusual ability, which George had found to be very useful. She could look at a map or chart during the briefing and afterward remember the minutest details of the numbers and positions of all of the ships and submarines depicted. Her memory had made George look like a genius more than once!
George knew Admiral Yates was not going to be happy about this briefing. But who was? At least Ops would fare better than Intel, because at least Ops had a plan to do something. And since it was widely accepted that the Washington DC nuke had been delivered by submarine, putting additional attack boats and boomers on patrol seemed like a wise thing to do. The only thing Lannis will be able to do is say, “We don’t know, sir,” and “I’ll try to find out, sir.” The admiral will rake him over the coals! George thought.
Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.

Chapter 8

Around 0745, as George worked on his notes for the briefing, Petty Officer Humphrey stuck his head in the doorway and said, “Excuse me, Commander Adams.”
George looked up nervously from his notes, the rush to get the briefing ready starting to wear on him. “Yes, Hump, what is it?”
“The briefing has been delayed until 0900, sir. Admiral Yates is on a conference call with the CNO and the Atlantic and Pacific fleet commanders.”
George breathed a sigh of relief as the impending deadline was delayed. There would be plenty of time now to get his notes in order. “Okay. Thanks.”
As Petty Officer Humphrey made his way down the hall to other offices, Buffalo appeared in George’s doorway. “Story of our lives — hurry up and wait! I could have slept an extra hour this morning,” he joked. “So where’s Sparkle Eyes? You don’t get any help this morning?”
George got a pained look on his face. “She’s getting some of my slides ready for the briefing. And would you stop calling her that?”
“Hey, don’t be so touchy. She’s just the Ops yeoman, you know. It’s not like I’m insulting your sister or something. Besides, it’s a complement. She does have rather captivating eyes!”
George leaned back in his chair and stretched, then jumped up. “Let’s go get some coffee,” he suggested, changing the subject. The two of them walked down the hall to the coffee machine where Lannis, also taking advantage of the delay, had just prepared a fresh pot. The relief of having an extra hour to prepare the briefing put George in the mood to continue his verbal sparring with Lannis.
“Well, well, well,” said George as they approached Lannis. “It’s our isolationist intel officer brewing up a pot of imported coffee!”
Lannis laughed as he poured cups for himself, George, and Buffalo. “I have no problem trading with Latin America. It’s the Middle East I want to stay away from. And the last I heard, we don’t import a great deal of Middle Eastern coffee!”
George snickered. “Hey look, for the last five years, the country has followed President Thornton’s isolationist policy and even initiated a serious program to develop alternative energy sources — not to protect the environment, but because the politicians thought if we freed ourselves from dependence on foreign oil, we wouldn’t have to deal with the Middle East any longer. Hell, ever since the DC attack we’ve been hunkering down here with this bunker mentality, and as we’ve learned this morning, the terrorists are still threatening us. And they’re still blowing up unarmed civilians.”
“So you think their only goal is to kill us?” asked Lannis skeptically.
“To me, their real goal is simple — they want to spread their venomous version of Islam to every corner of the globe. They won’t be satisfied until every Western democracy has been turned into a radical Islamic state. They want to see the equivalent of the Taliban controlling the U.S. and all of Europe. It wouldn’t be so bad if they just proselytized. However, using mass murder to achieve their Islamic state is wrong. They attacked the U.S. with a weapon of mass destruction, and someday, somehow, someone is going to see they reap the consequences.”
“Yeah, well good luck with that,” said Lannis with disdain.
“I just want justice, that’s all,” George shot back. “There’s a basic unfairness when the U.S. and other Western countries are forced to live in fear of terrorists, but cannot use our most potent and lethal weapons against them. Terrorists can attack the U.S. with a nuke, and we can’t respond in kind because we don’t know where to strike; they don’t have a country or even a part of a country we could hit in retaliation. Remember the good old days of the Cold War, Buffalo, when the MAD doctrine kept the world at peace for fifty years?”
Buffalo looked at George. Oh no, here we go again. “Yeah,” Buffalo responded so that George could preach to Lannis. “Mutually Assured Destruction. Kind of has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it? Those were the days when it meant something to serve on a boomer.”
“It sure did,” said George, taking his lead from Buffalo. “In my opinion, of the three legs of the U.S.’s strategic defense triad — land-based ICBMs, long-range strategic bombers, and ballistic missile submarines — the submarine force played the primary role in deterring nuclear attack during the Cold War. Missile silos and air force bases could be destroyed in a nuclear first strike, but boomers patrolling in secret locations could not. It was clearly the survivability of our boomers that kept the ‘Assured’ in the doctrine of Mutually Assured Destruction.”
“Well, MAD is dead,” said Buffalo matter-of-factly. “Teats on a boar hog.”
“Not entirely,” Lannis responded. “We still have enemies or potential enemies out there who could hit us with long-range ballistic missiles. What about China and North Korea? Our boomers are still a deterrent for those guys.”
Buffalo responded, “Well North Korea hasn’t shown they can really do it yet, and China is more of an economic rather than a military adversary now. The Chinese economy has mutated to one with more and more capitalism and free enterprise over the years. They’re becoming communist in name-only in a lot of ways.”
“Yeah, MAD is dead all right,” George continued undaunted, “because political correctness prevents our country’s leaders from acknowledging what is really going on — a holy war between radical Islamists and the rest of the world. For MAD to work today, we would have to announce that in response to any terrorist attack with a weapon of mass destruction, we would target our nuclear weapons on something really valuable to the radicals — something so precious, the threat of its destruction would back them down.”
“Like what?” asked Lannis sarcastically.
“Well, the only thing they consider precious is their religion; so maybe if Muslim holy sites and major Muslim cities were targeted then we might get their attention.”
“That’ll never happen,” ventured Buffalo.
“I know,” said George. “Our own fanatical belief in freedom of religion prevents us from targeting any particular religious group, even when the basic teachings of that group are counter to religious freedom. Besides that, we probably have too many Muslims in the U.S. already for our leaders to get away with it. U.S. citizens are perfectly free to convert to Islam, and millions have. In addition, our liberal immigration policies have allowed millions more Muslims to legally enter the U.S. on a permanent basis. So a MAD policy directed toward Muslim holy sites would probably cause a second civil war, most likely carried out by millions of so-called peaceful Muslims using terrorist tactics throughout the country.”
“Yeah, well it’s easy to point out problems,” said Lannis as he started back to his office. “When you have a solution,” he called out over his shoulder, “let me know.”
* * *
The SUBLANT staff filed into the large, semi-darkened briefing room, and the officers took their seats around a configuration of tables arranged to form one large U-shaped table. Whenever the briefing began, Admiral Yates would sit in the center of the base of the U with his officers distributed around him and down each side of the table. The enlisted staff members, including Petty Officer Harris, sat in a row of chairs behind the officers. A presenter’s podium was positioned facing the admiral, between the far ends of the table at the top of the U. Next to the podium was a large screen where a projector, suspended from the ceiling, would project computer-generated slides and other visual aids prepared by each presenter. A few of the staff members made small talk as they waited for Admiral Yates, but most looked over their notes, preparing mentally for the briefing. Finally, the admiral entered the room, and they all jumped to attention as his aide called, “Attention on deck!”
“Seats, everyone,” said the admiral, taking his seat at the head of the conference table facing the podium. “Let’s get started.” At six feet and 175 pounds, Admiral Rowdy Yates was in excellent physical condition. He personified the classic description “lean and mean,” but he encouraged all his staff to keep themselves “lean and agile.” His short-cropped hair — much shorter than required by navy regulations — made George think the admiral would have been better suited for the Marine Corps. He was a no-nonsense leader — the picture of efficiency. He ran a tight ship, and that included a fast-paced, well-choreographed briefing.
Intel went first in order to present background information, current events, a threat assessment, and the current disposition of known submarines in the Atlantic.
George watched Lannis strut to the podium. Here we go! Lannis is about to get skewered and fried!
“Good morning, Admiral,” Lannis began. “Given the urgency of what we all know has transpired with the new videotape from al-Qaeda, may I suggest that we change the order of the briefing today and move straight to Ops — since time is of the essence in passing our response plan to higher authority?”
George almost laughed out loud, but stifled it with some degree of difficulty. How could anyone be stupid enough to get up at the admiral’s briefing and tell Admiral Yates he should change the briefing order? George glanced over at Buffalo who, like all the other members of the staff, seemed to be in total shock, looking at the admiral as if waiting for a volcano to erupt.
Holy cow! This time the admiral’s going to give it to him right up the…
“Good idea, Commander Wayne,” said Admiral Yates. “Let’s get Ops out of the way so Commander Adams can get things moving while we finish up the briefing.”
George couldn’t believe his ears. He was flabbergasted! He clumsily grabbed for his notes, which were spread out over the table in front of him, and muttered, “Aye-aye, sir.” George unsurely made his way to the podium. As he passed Lannis, George swore he saw a smirk on Lannis’s face.
“Uh… good morning, Admiral,” George began. “We have all heard the news that al-Qaeda has released another videotape, this time threatening to hit the U.S. with one or more nuclear weapons. For our part, we’ll concentrate on a plan to increase the number of sub patrols off the coast. We’ll maximize the number by accelerating some maintenance activities and getting as many attack boats on station as we can muster. We may also…”
The admiral interrupted George and asked, “How do we think they’re going to get this weapon into the country?”
“Uh,… I have no idea, Admiral,” George stammered.
“Do we know if they intend to come in through our area of responsibility? Maybe they’re going to bring it in from the Pacific, or through Canada, or Mexico.”
“I don’t know, Admiral.” George couldn’t believe this was happening. These were INTEL questions! Lannis should be the one up here taking the heat, not George. But George stayed true to his Academy training and resisted the temptation to point the finger at Lannis and to say, “He’s the one who should be answering these questions!” Instead, George continued to honestly admit he did not know the answers to the admiral’s penetrating questions. Out of the corner of his eye, George could see Buffalo, shocked at first, but now looking at Lannis as if he was ready to rip the intel officer’s miserable little head right off his shoulders! Lannis continued to stare at his notes, avoiding all eye contact with George or Buffalo.
“What about the time frame? Any idea there?” Admiral Yates continued.
“No, sir.”
“Commander Adams,” the admiral began…
“Yes, sir?”
“Aren’t all of these questions things you should be looking into? How can you put together an Ops plan without knowing anything about where, when, or how the threat might be implemented?”
George was floundering. This briefing was going downhill fast. The scene flashed before his eyes of his initial interview with Admiral Yates upon being assigned to the SUBLANT staff. Admiral Yates had looked at George with penetrating blue eyes and bushy eyebrows longer than his hair and had bluntly stated, “I expect officers on my staff to demonstrate superior performance in all aspects of their duties. If you are one of those officers who think, ‘If the minimum wasn’t good enough, it wouldn’t be the minimum,’ I have no place for you on my staff. Understood?”
George had understood, and that’s why he had such a sinking feeling now. “I’m just generally increasing the number of patrols to make it more difficult for anyone to get through, no matter where or when they attempt it, sir.” In a last-ditch effort to salvage something from the briefing, George added, “One thing we could also consider, Admiral, is using some boomers in the attack role to increase the number of boats we have in our defensive line. Because that might be how the DC nuke—”
Admiral Yates, looking as though George had just said the stupidest thing the admiral had ever heard, cut him off midsentence.
“George,” said the admiral, tossing aside formality and addressing George as if he were talking to a small child, “we have just established the fact that you have no idea what threat you are trying to counter. Consequently, your so-called Ops plan is an extremely inefficient use of valuable resources. Now you want to pull our strategic assets out of their patrol areas just when other forces in the world may perceive we are the most vulnerable? I suggest, Commander, you get whatever information is available, and get back to me ASAP with a more realistic plan.”
“Aye-aye, sir,” said George as he grabbed his notes and gathered up his other materials.
“Okay, Commander Wayne, what does Intel have for us?” asked the admiral, dismissing George with a wave of his hand.
As George walked to the door, he heard Lannis begin, “Admiral, I’ve done some extra research today about the Wahhabi/ Salafi ideology, which is the Islamic fundamentalist ideology, which underlies al-Qaeda’s terrorist operations. I think it would be beneficial for all the members of the staff to understand this material. It may give us some insight into what al-Qaeda may be plotting. After all, before you can beat your enemy, you have to know your enemy.”
As George closed the door behind him, he heard Admiral Yates respond, “Very good, Commander. Let’s hear it!”
“Shit!” said George. Lannis was truly an asshole. He had intentionally done this to make George look bad, and now all he was doing was parroting back exactly what the admiral just said. He was just changing the words a little and throwing in a cliché here and there to make it sound like they were his own time-tested ideas. Surely the admiral is smart enough to see through that!
George headed straight for the men’s head. He felt like throwing up!

Chapter 9

“Admiral, the terrorists follow an extreme and perverse ideology known as Wahhabi/Salafi ideology,” Lannis continued, following George’s departure. “It is a minority fundamentalist religious cult, distinct from mainstream Islam, but growing. Islamic scholars say Islam teaches one to be lenient toward others and to understand their value systems. The essence of Islamic tolerance, they say, is summarized in the words of the Qur’an, ‘For you, your religion; for me, my religion.’ The so-called fundamentalists, however, have perverted Islam into a religion of intolerance. Through hatred and violence, they attempt to intimidate and ultimately conquer anyone who does not share their extremist views, even other Muslims.”
“Let’s refer to them as radicals rather than fundamentalists,” said Admiral Yates. “If Islam is fundamentally lenient, then fundamentalist is a misnomer.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
“How widespread is this radical ideology?”
“As many as ten to fifteen percent of Muslims may subscribe to it to some degree. While relatively few Muslims are willing to shed blood themselves, it seems countless millions of others either sympathize with the funda — I mean radicals — or sit silently by and do nothing. Over the years, despite efforts in the War on Terrorism, this situation has only gotten worse.”
“Wait a minute,” said the admiral. “You said as many as fifteen percent of the Muslims in the world may believe in this radical ideology to some extent… how many is that?”
“Well, sir, with about one point three billion Muslims in the world that equates to about a hundred and ninety-five million.”
“So you’re telling me there are almost two hundred million radical Muslims spread around the world?” asked the admiral in a skeptical tone, raising one of his bushy eyebrows as if to punctuate the question.
Lannis’s left knee began to jerk nervously as he stood at the podium. He took a deep breath trying to control it. “Not exactly, sir. First of all, I said ten to fifteen percent of Muslims may subscribe to the Wahhabi/Salafi ideology to some degree. It’s only an estimate, and while some of them may buy into it totally, others in this number may accept only some of its tenets. Second, the radicals are not uniformly spread around the world. In some Muslim countries the radical ideology is king, while in other countries it’s practically unknown.”
“Thank you for the clarification, Commander. It’s still a huge number.”
“Yes, sir, it is, and the situation is exacerbated by the fact that the majority of mainstream Muslims, the other eighty-five percent, seem to be doing nothing to help resist, isolate, and discredit this dangerous ideology.”
“Why would so many Muslims sit quietly by and let these radicals hijack their religion? Certainly these people can see that the rest of the world is likely to interpret their inaction and their silence as complicity with the radicals. So why don’t they do something? Why don’t we see marches against terrorism by millions of Muslims around the world? Why aren’t they demanding that their own Islamic governments find the terrorists within their borders and eliminate them?”
“Well, sir, I think there are several possible explanations,” ventured Lannis. “These are just guesses on my part, but I’ll just throw them out on the table for discussion. I think some of them can be discounted immediately while others are real possibilities.”
“That’s fine, Commander Wayne. After all, you are an intel officer, and most of what you guys say are wild-ass guesses! Let’s hear yours!”
Lannis chuckled, enjoying the verbal bantering with Admiral Yates.
“First, a rather frightening possibility is that the so-called silent majority agrees with the Wahhabi/Salafi ideology but is not ready to take any action themselves. I hope and think that possibility can be quickly discounted.”
“I agree, Commander. Let’s throw that one out.”
“Second, they may think this radical ideology is a legitimate interpretation of the Qur’an, but just not their interpretation. If they follow the Qur’an’s teaching, ‘For you, your religion; for me, my religion’ then their attitude toward the radicals may simply be, ‘For you, your brand of Islam; for me, my brand of Islam’.”
“That’s only slightly better than the first one. If we believe Islamic scholars when they say Islam is a peaceful religion, then we have to throw this one out as well. Otherwise, there would be no brand of Islam that supports violence.”
“Yes, sir, I agree.”
“Okay, what other possibilities do you have? I don’t like any of these so far.”
“Well, another possibility is that mainstream Muslims don’t even realize that the Wahhabi/Salafi ideology is a perversion of Islam. They may not know enough about Islam themselves to know the radicals are wrong. We hear from Islamic scholars that the radicals are wrong, but the great masses of Muslims are probably not as familiar with the detailed teachings of the Qur’an as the scholars are. As a result, many may blindly accept what the radicals are telling them.”
“Interesting. Is that all?”
“Yes, sir.”
“So which one is your favorite theory, Commander?”
“I believe it’s probably a mixture of all of the above, Admiral. However, I find the last one to be most compelling, and it probably explains why most of the silent majority sits back and acquiesces. My own experience with people of other religions here at home has been that when you ask them detailed questions about their religion, they can’t answer them. It seems that most people don’t really know or fully understand the teachings of their own religion.”
“That’s true,” said Admiral Yates. “I’ve noticed that in my own church, but never thought about it in terms of Muslims.”
“With Muslims, the problem is probably even worse because unlike religions such as Christianity, there has never been any centralized control of Islam. There are no official statements made by religious leaders providing Muslims with guidance. There are no equivalents to the Apostles Creed or Nicene Creed in Islam. Every mosque’s imam is on an equal level with every other and can interpret the Qur’an as he sees fit. We hear of radical imams every day who get up and preach to their congregation that it is okay to murder infidels. It’s no wonder Muslims are confused, and it’s no wonder the ranks of the radicals continue to grow.”
Buffalo, who had been listening intently to the banter between Admiral Yates and Lannis, interrupted at this point to make an additional point. “Excuse me, Admiral, but I believe there’s another possibility for why the silent majority is acquiescing — one that may make more sense to me than any of those just proposed.”
“Okay, Commander Sewell, what’s your theory?”
“Well, sir, to put this in a context closer to home, let’s assume Commander Wayne is from Chicago. He’s very proud of Chicago and the Cubs or the Bears or whatever. Then the Mob moves in and perpetrates a series of violent crimes and announces to the world that Chicago is a Mob town. Anyone who resists them is gunned down. The vast majority of citizens, of course, don’t like this and want the Mob run out of town, but the police seem to be helpless to stop it or protect anyone who crosses the Mob. Got the picture?”
“Yes.”
“Then one day a bespectacled little man comes to Commander Wayne’s door and asks him if he will sign a public petition denouncing the Mob. The little man says, “We’re going to send it to the Chicago Tribune for publication to show the Mob they can’t steal our town!” How many people do you think would sign that petition, which is going to be made public for the Mob to see? Would you, Commander Wayne?”
“Probably not.”
“Of course not. It would be like signing your own death warrant.”
“So you’re suggesting,” said Admiral Yates, “that the silent majority of Muslims are afraid to take a stand against the radicals because the radicals will retaliate against them and their families, right?”
“Exactly right, sir. Look at what happened in Iraq after Saddam Hussein was toppled. The radicals killed thousands of Iraqis — anyone who cooperated in any way with coalition forces or the new Iraqi government. It was a war of intimidation then, and it’s a war of intimidation now. And the radicals will win that war every time.”
“I agree,” said the admiral turning back to Lannis, still at the podium. Then, apparently ignoring the fact that Lannis had committed this glaring oversight, the admiral continued, “Are these terrorists making inroads here or just in Muslim countries?”
“Wahhabi/Salafi ideology has made substantial inroads throughout the Muslim world, sir. It is well financed with oil dollars and has become a global movement in much of the developing world. It is also making inroads among immigrant Muslim communities in the West.”
“So what are their goals, Commander Wayne? What are they trying to achieve? It seems to me they’re trying to spread their radical version of Islam around the world. Are they doing that, or are they merely trying to take away our freedoms? They can’t be trying to drive us out of the Middle East because we’ve already withdrawn.”
“The radicals generally claim they are trying to restore the perfection of early Islam practiced by Mohammed and the Righteous Ancestors. They desire to establish a utopian society based on these fundamental Islamic principles.”
“To what extent?”
“Their goal would be to impose their interpretation of Islamic law on everyone. In the Muslim world, they would eliminate more liberalized variants of Islam and would transform Islam from a personal faith into an authoritarian political system, much like what the Taliban did in Afghanistan. Outside the Muslim world, they would continue to terrorize and attack, hoping to eventually subdue the entire planet and bring everyone under the control of their extremist ideology.”
Buffalo was confused about Lannis’s response. That’s not what he said before the briefing. He said they were trying to take away our freedoms. Now he’s expressing George’s opinion!
“Very optimistic goals,” said Admiral Yates. “So they want to turn the entire world into the Taliban version of Afghanistan. How are they going to do that by attacking us? Don’t they know we will defend our freedom to the death?”
“That’s true, sir, and at first glance it would seem to be a huge strategic blunder on their part. After all, if Muslims continue to emigrate to the West and convert additional people to Islam, they could eventually take over through peaceful democratic processes.”
“Yes, but that would take generations, and the radicals aren’t that patient.”
“That’s correct, Admiral, plus they don’t get their seventy-two virgins if they just sit by and wait for things to happen.”
“Yes, I suppose that is quite an incentive to young men living under Islamic rule.”
“Quite honestly, it’s probably quite an incentive to young men living under any rule!” Lannis quipped.
“Yes, that’s true, Commander, but is attacking us militarily the smart thing to do?”
“Well, sir, that question raises several issues. First, the terrorists know there is no one for us to strike back at with our most powerful and lethal weapons — our nuclear arsenal. Our strategic assets, designed for the Cold War, are useless against terrorists. Second, by spreading out their attacks, with five or more years in between, the media and our civilian leaders never fully realize we are at WAR. Even today, five years after the destruction of Washington DC, the media still refer to terrorists as criminals rather than combatants.”
Buffalo was astounded. That little weasel! He’s got no honor! Can’t he voice a single opinion that’s his own?
“Yes, and while our executive branch and military think they are fighting a war, our legislative and judicial branches continue to follow peacetime procedures providing each suspected terrorist with the full range of constitutional rights,” noted Admiral Yates. “One has to wonder what the rest of the country thinks of our screwed up government, which doesn’t know which way to turn.”
Lannis responded, “Well, no doubt, sir, what they think is what they see and hear in the media. And the media, in general, still support individual rights above all else. It’s what our country was founded on and what we have stood for and fought for, for over two hundred and thirty years.”
Admiral Yates sighed and looked thoughtfully at the papers on the table in front of him as silence filled the room. “Yes, but during times of war, Commander, things have to change. It’s always a balancing act between individual freedoms and national security. But when terrorists are armed with nuclear weapons and are determined to kill as many of us as possible, the scale has to tip in favor of national security. It’s high time the media realized that.”
“Yes, sir.”
“But I think the problem goes beyond that,” the admiral continued. “Just as our government is divided into political parties with differing political ideologies, the media seems to be divided as well. While they all claim to be objective, some news organizations obviously impose a liberal slant on the news while others are conservative. Unfortunately the result is, no matter which political party is in power, there are reporters out there, it seems, trying to discredit or embarrass the administration, not because of some righteous desire to protect our democracy, but because they personally disagree with the ideology of the ruling party. It’s not right. It’s counterproductive, and it’s dangerous because they don’t know where to stop.”
“Yes, sir. It’s true that ever since Watergate, when the Washington Post reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein broke the story about the Republican break-in at Democratic National Committee headquarters during the Nixon administration, newspaper reporters have been in what I’ll call the ‘Watergate mode.’ That story made Woodward and Bernstein immensely famous as the only reporters to ever cause a president to resign. For years other reporters have been trying to duplicate their fame by publicly reporting anything they can get their hands on — even top-secret national security information. They think it’s a great scoop.”
Buffalo was growing more and more incensed. I’ll kill Lannis with my bare hands! If George was here, Lannis would be dead already!
“Yes, it’s a shame,” responded the admiral. “I realize public oversight serves the purpose of placing checks on the executive branch, but over time the constant media barrage and the continuing leaks from the government totally erode our capability to gather the information we need to identify and prosecute terrorists. And it also turns public opinion against those who are trying to protect them because the intelligence agencies are always portrayed as bad guys invading our privacy.”
“It affects members of Congress as well, Admiral. They get a lot of their news from the same place we do. Even after DC, there is still a large contingent who continue to block all efforts to wage an effective war against terrorism because, by design, such a war must violate some people’s civil rights. There’s simply no other way to find terrorists in your midst.”
At this point, Buffalo went into a coughing fit. I can’t believe my ears! Earlier this morning, Lannis espoused differing opinions on every issue. Now he’s presenting George’s opinions as if they’re his own! Lannis said the terrorists were trying to take away our freedoms, not spread radical Islam. He said we needed the media to control the runaway executive branch and protect our civil rights. Now, just because the admiral suggested that he shared George’s opinions, Lannis is changing his story and presenting them as his own. I knew this guy was an asshole, but this is a new low, even for Lannis!
“Are you all right, Commander Sewell?” asked the admiral.
“I’ll be fine, sir. I just got choked up a little there,” responded Buffalo while glaring in disbelief at Lannis.
The admiral turned back to Lannis and said, “Very perceptive of you, Commander, but unfortunately those issues are beyond our scope of responsibilities. We live in a country founded on principles of freedom and on civilian control of the military. It’s not our position to second-guess Congress.”
“That’s true, sir. I’m merely pointing out that with such long periods between attacks, our country never gets into a wartime mode. While we initially fight back vigorously after an attack, with no additional attacks forthcoming, we seem to lose our way. Congress erodes powers it initially gave to the president. Eventually, we lay out the red carpet for another attack. That’s what happened in DC, and here we are five years later doing it again.”
“So give me your assessment, Commander. Can the radicals do it? Can they radicalize the whole world?”
“I don’t know, sir. It seems to me, the Muslims themselves have to be the ones to combat this threat. If the burden continues to fall on Western countries to combat radical Islamists, the War on Terrorism will be perceived more and more as an attack on Islam itself. As I said before, it is estimated that eighty-five to ninety percent of the world’s one point three billion Muslims are not yet radicalized. Someone has to educate them and get them actively involved in combating radical Wahhabi/Salafi ideology. Otherwise, I believe this crisis will engulf the entire world.”
* * *
When the briefing ended, Buffalo tried to cut between Lannis and the admiral so he could isolate Lannis and give him a piece of his mind. I’m going to tell that asshole to find his own way home. After today’s performance, he’s no longer welcome in our carpool. However, Buffalo had to fall in behind. Lannis was so tightly stuck to the admiral’s ass there was no getting between them.

Chapter 10

Around 1500 hours the afternoon of the briefing, George wandered down the hall to get a fresh cup of coffee. A strong shot of caffeine should give me some energy, he thought. Arriving at the coffee maker, he found a pot that had obviously been sitting on the burner for several hours, condensing the coffee into a thick, dark, concentrated sludge. George chuckled. Strong enough to strip paint… maybe I should take that last cup — might be just what I need… these early mornings are killing me! Quickly deciding against it, George poured out the sludge and made a fresh pot. Not chicory coffee, but it’ll do in a pinch!
Passing Lannis’s office on the way back, George heard Lannis and Buffalo going at it in a verbal shouting match.
“Yeah, well you can find your own way to and from the base from now on, you little weasel… starting with finding your own way home today. You’re out of the carpool, and that’s it.”
George stepped into the office. “What’s going on here?”
“Just be glad you didn’t see the rest of this guy’s performance this morning,” answered Buffalo. “You would have killed him.”
“I’m always glad when I don’t see Lannis,” responded George, trying to smooth things out with a little humor. “What’s so special about this time?”
“Nothing,” answered Lannis before Buffalo had a chance to respond. “Buffalo and I were just talking about the media when he went ballistic on me.”
“Hey, can’t you guys just talk about the weather or something?” George quipped. “What’s the matter with you?”
Buffalo jumped in. “Our esteemed little intel officer here seems to flip-flop on the issue of the media. First, when he’s with us in the car, the ladies and gentlemen of the media are the defenders of our civil rights — they can do no wrong. Then, when he’s briefing the admiral, they amazingly become a bunch of traitors revealing national security secrets and weakening our chances of detecting terrorist attacks. Then, back here in his office, he’s defending them again. I’m just sick of his crap.”
“So what are you saying now, Lannis?” asked George.
“I was just saying, reporters like James Risen and Eric Lichtblau have the right to keep their anonymous sources confidential,” responded Lannis.
“Risen and Lichtblau, the New York Times reporters who published the story in 2005 about the Bush administration’s wiretapping?” asked George.
“Yeah, they’re a couple of traitors,” said Buffalo. “If it wasn’t for them, we probably could have prevented the Washington DC attack. And now, Lannis is defending their right to withhold the names of the traitors in the administration who disclosed the details of that top-secret program to them.”
“Well this should be good,” responded George, settling into one of Lannis’s guest chairs. “Let’s hear your argument, Commander Wayne.”
Lannis looked as though he was tiring of this discussion, but responded anyway. “The Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas once wrote that a reporter is no better than his source of information. Unless he has a privilege to withhold the identity of his sources, his sources will dry up, and his ability to enlighten the public will be ended. Without sources, the reporter’s main function would be reduced to passing on to the public the press releases that the various departments of government issue. Now you guys may disagree, but I don’t think that’s what we want or need here in America.”
Buffalo jumped in, “But what he’s not telling you, George, is that Douglas wrote that in a dissenting opinion in the case of Branzburg v. Hayes in 1972. The majority opinion of the Court that day, written by Justice Byron White, was just the opposite.” Buffalo turned to Lannis. “As the admin officer, I also have the collateral duty of serving as the staff’s legal officer. After you and I talked earlier, I looked up this case. The majority opinion is clear and unambiguous.” Buffalo pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and began to read it. “Here’s what it said: ‘The issue in these cases is whether requiring newsmen to appear and testify before state or federal grand juries abridges the freedom of the press guaranteed by the First Amendment. We hold that it does not.’ Now I don’t know about you, but I don’t see how the court could have been any clearer,” concluded Buffalo.
“It sounds pretty clear to me, too,” said George. “So what’s the controversy?”
“Well, amazingly enough,” continued Buffalo, “lower federal courts have ignored the Supreme Court’s majority opinion. Overall, White’s opinion was a scathing dismissal of the journalists’ position that they had a legal privilege to withhold the names of their sources. But it seems Justice Lewis Powell wrote a concurring opinion in that case in which, although he agreed with the Court’s holding in that particular case, he said journalists might be able to refuse to testify under certain circumstances.”
“Ah, so let me guess,” ventured George, “The courts have taken Powell’s concurring opinion as the law and have attempted to define what those certain circumstances are. Am I right?”
“Yep, exactly right,” said Buffalo. “I just disagree. I don’t think there are any circumstances that justify a special privilege to protect reporters from testifying. Other privileges, like attorney-client or doctor-patient privileges, are tied to more formal confidential relationships. They exist in order to promote candor between a client and his attorney or a patient and his doctor. If you have a reporter-source privilege, the reporter may talk to a lot of people while reporting a story and then just decide, willy-nilly, who will be privileged and who won’t. I don’t think that’s right.”
“It’s not willy-nilly,” Lannis responded. “The law says that if a source requests or is given confidentiality before giving the reporter the information, the reporter has to keep it confidential. If the source gives the information first, the reporter has no requirement to keep the source a secret. So it’s not willy-nilly.”
Buffalo looked at George, hoping to get some support on the issue.
George shrugged. “Sorry, Buffalo, but he’s right… to an extent.”
“To what extent?” asked Buffalo.
“Well, it’s a correct statement of how reporters are supposed to handle their sources, but it’s not law. It’s just some arbitrary ethics rule that reporters have set up to govern themselves. It shouldn’t be confused with law.” Turning to Lannis, George concluded: “The law, if Buffalo is correct, is what Justice White said in the Supreme Court’s majority opinion when he said there is no reporter-source privilege.”
George and Buffalo exchanged a satisfying glance.
Lannis squirmed in his chair, obviously uncomfortable with the way this discussion was heading. “Look guys, even if the courts are skating on thin ice from the point of view of legal precedent, these days the courts have created a balancing test in which they weigh the public benefit of the leak against the harm the leak caused. If the harm outweighs the benefit, then the reporters have to testify and reveal their confidential sources. If the benefit outweighs the harm, the reporters are privileged and don’t have to testify. In the case of Risen and Lichtblau, the public benefit was that it was brought out into the open that the President of the United States was breaking the law. I think that’s pretty important.”
Lannis was agitated now. He got up and began pacing behind his desk to stop his nervous knee-jerking. “What you guys seem to forget is there were already procedures in place that enabled the president to legally request the wiretaps, and presidents before George W. followed those procedures. According to former President Jimmy Carter, warrants could be obtained very quickly — and there was no reason not to follow the procedures. A good number of Republicans came out against the warrant-less wiretaps, too, so it wasn’t just a matter of Democrats bashing a Republican president, which I know you were about to say. The fact is, if George W. had followed the procedures, there would have been no leak and no story to report in the first place.”
Now Buffalo was on his feet and agitated. “Look, we all know about the warrant procedure set up under the Espionage Act. But it’s a question of putting the cart before the horse. Those procedures require a federal judge to issue the warrant, and he’s not likely to do so without a showing of probable cause. That’s fine if you’re building a case against someone as a spy. But when you’re trying to weed out terrorists in your midst, you have to throw a broader net, and it’s only through your wiretaps that you get the information necessary to show probable cause.”
Lannis stopped his pacing and pointed an accusing finger at Buffalo. “That’s backward to how we do things in this country. Besides, the people you’re likely to catch are ordinary citizens discussing terrorism. The terrorists know better than to talk about it on the phone. You’ll have the FBI showing up at schools and questioning little girls because they said key words while discussing a homework project with their friends.”
“You make it sound like just because you get some false alarms, you should never turn on a burglar alarm!” Buffalo shot back. He took a menacing step toward Lannis. “And don’t point your finger at me like I’m being un-American. I know it’s backward, but it’s necessary and the reporters should have known it. They and their source pretty much destroyed our ability to detect attacks prior to DC. I’d say even under your rule, the harm caused by the leak far outweighed the benefit, so they should have to disclose their source.”
George got up and paced thoughtfully across the room to the window where he looked out at the beautiful view of the alley and trash dumpster behind the headquarters building. “I never knew you had such a beautiful view, Lannis.”
“Very funny,” Lannis sullenly responded.
George laughed. “Seriously, I think you’re both missing the point. All of the attention is on whether or not these reporters have to respond to a subpoena to testify in court and reveal their confidential sources. In a case where top-secret national security information has been leaked, I would certainly like to see the source of that leak identified and prosecuted — he or she did an excellent job as a spy for the terrorists. However, the more pressing issue is what should be done about the reporters themselves.”
“What do you mean?” asked Lannis, sitting back down at his desk as Buffalo eased away.
“Well, back before the Washington Post was blown up by al-Qaeda, I heard one of their reporters, Walter Pincus, say something that’s very appropriate here. He said just because someone tells you something, even if it’s true, it doesn’t mean you have to put it in the newspaper.”
“Here, here!” said Buffalo.
“The fact is,” George continued, “Risen and Lichtblau learned information they knew was top secret. Now these are intelligent men. They knew the nature of the War on Terrorism. They knew it was basically a war of intelligence.”
George held both hands up in a gesture indicating he didn’t want any interruptions until he finished this thought. “They also knew of the danger of failing to obtain and analyze data in a timely fashion in this age of nuclear proliferation. They understood the information they had obtained was crucial to our ability to weed out terrorists in our midst. To a large extent, the success of our intelligence efforts depended on the terrorists assuming the U.S. government would never wiretap its own citizens. The terrorist cells here were probably told by the al-Qaeda leadership that the emphasis placed on the rule of law in the U.S. would preclude our intelligence agencies from implementing the type of surveillance program necessary to thwart their activities.”
George lowered his hands and stepped back.
“Yeah, I hadn’t thought of that,” said Buffalo. “If they thought we weren’t listening, they would be more careless in their communications, making it easier for us to spot them.”
“That’s right. But once the program is revealed, even if the program continues, the terrorists clam up and become a lot more careful. They change their calling patterns to avoid detection. Then the only people you catch are little girls doing their homework.”
Buffalo turned to Lannis. “That’s a great service the Times is performing for the nation,” he said sarcastically.
Lannis just shook his head like George and Buffalo were a couple of conservative morons.
“In fact,” George continued, “before that article was published, the Bush administration asked that the story not be published because the surveillance program was an essential part of its efforts to prevent another 9/11 on American soil. Then, in the face of all of this knowledge, Risen and Lichtblau and their editors chose to take this crucial information and openly publish it in the New York Times.”
Lannis let out an exasperated sigh. “George, the Bush administration made that request all the time — probably more often than any other administration. They were always asking the media not to publish stories. Some stories were; some weren’t. The administration really abused that privilege, and it caught up with them.”
“I’m not saying the Bush administration was perfect,” continued George, “Far from it! But I don’t buy that Little Boy Who Cried Wolf excuse. Reporters and editors should be able to tell which stories the administration wants to suppress for political reasons and which ones are crucial to national security. In 1972, the Washington Post had every right to publish Woodward and Bernstein’s Watergate story. A president broke the law, and he did it for political reasons. But in 2005, it was a serious breach of national security for the New York Times to publish details of how we were tracking terrorists.”
“But wiretapping without a warrant is illegal,” said Lannis.
“But the Times didn’t stop at just reporting that wiretapping was being done. They followed up the article and published details about sophisticated techniques that were being used to recognize suspicious calling patterns. Those techniques were significant because there were just too many millions of phone calls and e-mails for our intelligence agencies to monitor them all. You have to understand that this type of intelligence gathering is based on probabilities. The pattern-recognition techniques gave us a way to cull through millions of calls by little girls doing their homework, to identify perhaps a few hundred or a few thousand calls worthy of more scrutiny.”
“Great!” said Buffalo sarcastically. “So after warning the terrorists not to use certain words on the phone, we followed it up by warning them not to make calls that would fit into any of these patterns. What else could we tell them?”
“We didn’t have to tell them anything else,” said George. “Just take a look at our nation’s capital!”
“Well, that’s not fair, George,” said Lannis. “We know now what happened in Washington DC, but they didn’t know that then. We’re looking at this with the benefit of twenty-twenty hindsight.”
“Lannis, you’re an idiot,” George responded. “It was a surprise to no one that terrorists were trying to obtain nuclear weapons. Hell, the whole basis for the War in Iraq was to try to prevent that from happening. The fact is Risen and Lichtblau weakened our defenses by publishing information about how our intelligence agencies were analyzing phone traffic. You can call it aiding and abetting the enemy, or you can call it treason. Either way, these Benedict Arnolds should be shot. At the very least, they should spend the rest of their lives in prison. The only balancing Risen and Lichtblau did was to balance their desire for personal fame — their desire to be the next Woodward and Bernstein — against their anonymity. Unfortunately for those in Washington DC, they chose personal fame. As a result, two hundred and fifty thousand of us are dead, and our capital is uninhabitable for at least ten more years.”
George turned and walked toward the door.
“Hey, don’t turn your back on this backstabber, George!” said Buffalo as he turned to follow George. “That’s a dangerous move!”
George paused at the door long enough to say, “Lannis, I don’t mind your having different opinions on these subjects, but backstabbing me and humiliating me in front of the admiral are things I won’t put up with. I agree with Buffalo — I’ve had enough of your crap — you can find your own way home.”

Chapter 11

Six weeks later, Petty Officer Harris entered George’s office and silently handed him a note from the admiral’s yeoman, Petty Officer Ed Humphrey. On it was simply, “Admiral Yates wants to see you, NOW.”
“What’s this about? And why is this note being handcarried? Why don’t they call me or e-mail me like they always do?”
“I don’t know, sir. Petty Officer Humphrey looked pretty grim when he handed it to me.”
“Now what?” His perplexity was aggravated by the fact that Harris was being more formal than usual when they were alone in George’s office. He replaced the folder he had been working on in his desk drawer and turned to ask Harris what she thought was going on, but to his surprise she had already left.
George locked up his desk and file cabinet and headed down the hall for the admiral’s office. He stuck his head into Buffalo’s office intending to ask him if he knew what was going on, but there was no one there. Lannis’s office was next, and even though George rarely talked to him these days, he glanced in to see if Lannis was there. The office was empty.
It looks like I am going to have to go into this without a clue.
When he got to the admiral’s outer office, Petty Officer Humphrey immediately picked up the intercom phone and spoke to the admiral. “Commander Adams is here, sir… Yes, sir… No, sir… Aye-aye, sir.” He hung up the phone. “Go right on in, Commander. Admiral Yates is expecting you.” With a quick glance, Humphrey returned to shuffling papers on his desk.
“Thanks, Hump” said George, although he was starting to dread this unexplained meeting. Petty Officer Humphrey’s expression gave him no clue. Humphrey was probably like those marines at the gate. He had no idea what the admiral wanted — he just knew the admiral said to get Commander Adams down here.
George entered the admiral’s carpeted office, and to his surprise, the room was crowded with people. As far as he could tell by quickly glancing around, the entire staff except for Buffalo was already in there. Even Petty Officer Harris had slipped in ahead of him. George was shocked. Had he forgotten a staff meeting? Why hadn’t Petty Officer Harris told him anything? All he could do was stammer, “Uh, sorry, Admiral.”
Admiral Yates, who was working on something at his large mahogany desk, did not look up. No one else in the room spoke. George looked around. It was strange how the offices of everyone below the rank of admiral had standard gray metal furniture, linoleum floors, cinderblock walls, and bare windows. But admirals got to have real furniture — wood furniture. They also got carpet, wood paneling, and curtains. They were even issued two flag stands — one with a U.S. flag and one with a U.S. Navy flag — to place behind their desks. The reward for twenty to twenty-five years of sacrifice and service to your nation, George noted, was that you were given office furnishings any first-year associate in a law firm or accounting firm would get his first day on the job.
Petty Officer Humphrey entered, handed the admiral a couple of folders, and left the office. Another minute went by with George feeling extremely uncomfortable. The admiral’s intercom buzzed, and Petty Officer Humphrey announced that Commander Sewell had arrived.
“Send him in,” responded the admiral.
Buffalo entered the room, displayed the same shocked reaction as George, and apologized to the admiral. He slid over next to George. While Admiral Yates continued to work at his desk, George whispered, “Where were you?”
“In the head. What’s going on?” Buffalo whispered back.
George shrugged, indicating he had no clue. They both looked at Lannis, hoping to receive some sign of what was going on, but he would not even look at them.
Finally, Admiral Yates rose from his leather chair and came around to the front of his desk. He looked at George and Buffalo and said, “No need to apologize, Captains.”
“Excuse me, sir?” said George. This didn’t make sense; neither he nor Buffalo was up for promotion to captain this year.
The admiral smiled and said, “Congratulations, gentlemen. You have both been selected for command!”
The room burst into applause as it became clear that everyone except George and Buffalo had known what was going on. In the navy, the term captain has two meanings, depending on how it is used. In one meaning, it refers to the rank of captain, which is equivalent to a full colonel in the other services. In the other meaning, it refers to the officer in command of a ship, no matter what that officer’s rank actually is. Lieutenants or lieutenant commanders, for example, may command smaller patrol boats, and navy commanders or captains generally command submarines. Regardless of their rank, their crews still address them as “captain” once they put the Command at Sea button on their uniforms.
“I have some official orders to read for you two gentlemen.”
“Attention on deck!” called the admiral’s aide.
George and Buffalo came to attention standing side by side. Admiral Yates moved to a position in front of George.
“From the Chief of Naval Personnel to Commander George Adams: You have been selected for command of the nuclear fleet ballistic missile submarine, USS Louisiana SSBN 743, Gold Crew. You are to report without delay to Prospective Commanding Officer (PCO) School, and then report for duty no later than April fifteenth to Commander Submarine Squadron 16, Naval Submarine Base, Kings Bay, Georgia.”
The admiral handed George his orders and shook his hand. “Congratulations, George. I know I’ve given you a hard time every now and then, but it’s only because I have known you were command material. You just needed a little developing.”
“Thank you, Admiral,” George responded, shaking the admiral’s hand vigorously. The shock was overwhelming.
The admiral then stepped in front of Buffalo. “From the Chief of Naval Personnel to Commander Robert Sewell: You have been selected for command of the nuclear fast attack submarine, USS Texas SSN 775. You are to report without delay to Prospective Commanding Officer (PCO) School, and then report for duty no later than April fifteenth to Commander Submarine Squadron 8, Naval Submarine Base, Norfolk, Virginia.”
The admiral handed Buffalo his orders and shook his hand. “Congratulations, Robert.” (The admiral was not one for using nicknames in formal ceremonies.) “You’ll make a fine commanding officer. You have my full confidence and support.”
“Thank you, Admiral.”
Everyone surged forward to shake hands with George and Buffalo and congratulate them for their accomplishments. George was overwhelmed. In Academy parlance, it was enough to “wet your eyes.” Seventeen years in the navy; two sea tours as a junior officer; two sea tours as a department head; and a sea tour as an executive officer had finally led to command at sea!
At one point in the midst of all the congratulations, Buffalo shook George’s hand and leaned close and asked, “Are you disappointed that you got a boomer, George?”
“Not at all,” George answered. “Command at sea has been my dream since the day I started as a plebe at Annapolis. This is my dream come true.”
* * *
When things finally slowed down a bit, Admiral Yates pulled George aside for a private conversation. The admiral looked him squarely in the eyes and said, “George, I know that from time to time during your assignment on the staff, I have been hard on you. I’m sure it seems to you that I pressured you more than others. The fact is, I have. And the reason is quite simple. Among all the officers on the staff, I believe you have the most potential for senior leadership in the navy.”
George was a little embarrassed by having this glowing praise laid upon him by the admiral. It did, however, solve the mystery as to how George had managed to be selected for command when he had perceived he was not in good standing with the admiral. Obviously, Admiral Yates had provided the Command Selection Board with an extremely favorable recommendation.
“However, an area where I perceived a weakness,” the admiral continued, “is that because of your exceptional capabilities, you had the tendency to try to do everything yourself. You needed to learn to rely on others and to better coordinate your efforts with others. Teamwork is the key to achieving great results, George. Individual capabilities will only carry you so far. You have to trust and rely on your team members.” Admiral Yates took a breath and sighed, and with a knowing look he said, “Even when you don’t like them!”
George laughed, looked at the admiral, and said, “I never said that, sir!”
Now, it was the admiral’s turn to laugh. “I know you didn’t. And that’s one of the things I like about you. Remember the day Commander Wayne manipulated the briefing to put Ops first?”
“How could I forget it, sir?”
“Well, it was clear Intel had no answers regarding al-Qaeda and their threat to nuke the U.S. We all knew that, and I knew the questions I was asking you were Intel questions. The point was you should have coordinated the briefing more thoroughly with Intel before you ever got in the room. Commander Wayne is an excellent intelligence officer, even if he is a bit of a kiss-ass, and you should have used his expertise in developing your Ops plan.”
“Yes, sir.”
“I appreciated the fact, however, that you stood up there and took your medicine like a man. I would have been disappointed if you had done otherwise.”
“Thank you Admiral. It’s good to know you don’t think I’m a total screwup!”
The admiral laughed again. “Keep up the good work, George,” he said while shaking George’s hand and moving back toward the group.
The congratulations kept coming, and George was so engaged in responding to them all, he barely noticed Lannis slipping out the door without a word or a handshake. George’s mind was running a thousand miles an hour in a thousand different directions.
One thought that kept recurring was he would definitely have to accelerate his plan.

Chapter 12

At his office at SUBLANT Headquarters, George was engaged in a telephone call when Petty Officer Harris brought him his mail. As he quickly ended the phone call, she heard him say, “Okay, Bill, in the morning, 0645, on the east walkway by the mess hall.”
Leona chuckled to herself. For years the navy had tried to formalize the name of the mess hall to the enlisted dining facility. George, a traditionalist, still called it the mess hall. She wondered whom he was talking to, but of course, she would never dream of asking.
* * *
The next day, while walking from his car to his office, George briefly stopped and talked to a middle-aged man in civilian clothes next to the mess hall. They set their identical briefcases down and talked for just a few moments. Continuing on their separate ways, each picked up the other’s briefcase. When George arrived at his office, he placed the briefcase on top of his gray metal desk and then opened it. Inside was a complete set of blueprints, as he had requested.
The blueprints showed a strange looking vehicle, which appeared to be a cross between different types of fighter jets. The craft had small moveable winglets called canards mounted forward on each side of the fuselage just behind the cockpit, similar to a Mirage 2000. The craft’s wings, which were mounted well aft on the fuselage, were short and stubby like those of an F-104. Viewed from above, the craft had a long sleek fuselage similar to the body of a great white shark. Viewed from the side, the fuselage looked more like the body of a bottle-nosed dolphin. Viewed from the front or the rear, the craft had a circular intake below the cockpit. Apparently, an internal tube ran the length of the craft from the bow to the stern. The cockpit, which appeared to be designed for two people sitting side-by-side, had four bulbous Plexiglas portholes, two in the front and one on each side of the cockpit, rather than a true canopy.
George studied the blueprints carefully, verifying each detail, and making notes in a small notebook he had taken from a locked desk drawer. After studying two or three sheets, he glanced at the clock on the wall, hurriedly placed the blueprints and the notebook into the briefcase, and secured the double locks. He would have to complete this task at home. It was time now to prepare for the admiral’s briefing.
With a sense of elation and satisfaction, he got up from his desk and headed for the briefing room.

Chapter 13

It was Tuesday evening, and after dropping Buffalo off at his house, George proceeded home and quickly changed into civilian slacks and a nice dress shirt. He got back into his car and headed out of town. He drove for about a half an hour along a nearly deserted country road to a quiet little town with a small restaurant. George preferred dinners on Tuesday night because it was the least crowded night of the week. In busy restaurants, it resulted in a shorter wait for a table. At the Crossroads Bar and Grill, it practically assured total privacy.
Entering the dimly lit restaurant, George scanned the room. The night’s menu was scrawled on a chalkboard near the door. In the main and only dining room, there were twenty or so tables, each covered with a plastic, red and white checkered tablecloth. Nothing but the best when I go out! George thought sarcastically. Two couples were eating in the dining room, and the rest of the tables were vacant. Looking into the darkly paneled waiting area, a blond lady in a black dress sat with her back to him at a large wraparound bar. She was talking animatedly with the bartender as if they were lifelong friends. Seeing that she was empty-handed, George approached her and in his best movie-star voice said, “Hi there, Sparkle Eyes. What’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?”
Swinging around, Leona Harris recognized him, slid off the bar stool, threw her arms around his neck, and kissed him! “George, where have you been? And what’s this Sparkle Eyes stuff?”
George kissed her back. “Sorry, I heard someone call you that once and thought it kind of fit. Anyway, I got stuck at the office. Got here as fast as I could.” Nodding to the bartender, he said, “Sorry for interrupting, Joe.”
“That’s all right, George. Can I get you guys a drink?”
“No thanks. We’re going to go ahead and get a table before they’re all gone!”
“Fat chance on a Tuesday night!”
Overhearing the conversation, a waitress standing nearby grabbed a couple of menus and with put-on pomp asked, “Your usual table, sir?”
“Absolutely, Alice. We’re creatures of habit!”
Alice, fortyish, her hair in a ponytail and dressed in tootight black jeans and a long-sleeved white blouse, led them to a table in a secluded corner of the dining room. The other two couples in the dining room glanced up briefly, but continued their meals as George and Leona took their seats out of earshot on the other side of the room.
“Do you have any questions about the specials?” asked Alice.
They both shook their heads no.
“Okay. Here are your menus, let me know if you have any questions. I’ll be right back with your waters.”
As the waitress walked away, Leona turned to George. “George, do you think we’ll ever be able to go to a really nice restaurant?”
“Yeah, but not in the Norfolk area. You know it’s against regs for us to fraternize. Someone would be bound to see us.”
“Well, I wish we could…. It would be so nice and so much more convenient.”
“I know. I wish we could, too, but right now it’s a dream, Leona.”
Leona sat silently for a few moments as if sulking. Then, changing the subject, she asked, “Speaking of dreams, have you had any more of those nightmares? You know, those disaster dreams you mentioned?”
“My Daily Double? Oh, just one or two a week, whether I need them or not!”
“Wow, that’s pretty often. Are they always the same?”
“No, sometimes they’re set on a submarine, but not always. I guess if I really analyze them, they do have a common thread.”
“What’s that?”
“Well, I’m always in a situation that’s hopeless, like we’re all going to die for one reason or another, and there is nothing I can do. It’s totally beyond my control, or anyone else’s in the dream.”
“So you’re all doomed?”
“Yeah, that pretty well sums it up.”
“Oh George, I’m worried about you. Maybe you should see a doctor.”
“A doctor? I’m not having any medical problems. I’m just having a couple of bad dreams every week.”
“Well yeah, but sometimes that’s a sign that subconsciously something is bothering you. Maybe a counselor could help.”
“A counselor? Is that what you meant by doctor?”
“Yes.”
“Jeez, Leona, I haven’t gone batty! I don’t need a shrink to tell me the source of the dreams or what’s bothering me. It’s perfectly clear.”
“Washington DC?”
“Yeah. It’s remembering the horror of those scenes after the blast and being powerless to do anything to avenge the murders. I lost good friends in that attack, but there was no way to strike back. No way to demonstrate to those who perpetrated the attack that the costs are too high for them to ever do it again.”
“That’s why everything in your dreams is beyond your control?”
“That’s part of it. I spent my entire career becoming as good as I could possibly be at defending the nation against nuclear attack, and it wasn’t good enough. Thanks to me, we probably let the submarine slip past that delivered the warhead.”
“George, you don’t know that! It’s just speculation. You shouldn’t feel guilty about Washington DC — it wasn’t your fault. The system wasn’t designed to protect against that kind of attack.” Leona reached out and put her hand on George’s. “You could be the greatest submariner of all time, and you probably are, and it wouldn’t make any difference.”
“Thanks, you’re making my next point for me,” George responded. “It’s not so much guilt about DC as it is the realization nothing has changed. It’s the hopelessness and helplessness of continuing to be held hostage by Islamic terrorists. It’s the knowledge it could happen again, any day, because our national policies have not addressed the core issues. Submariners continue to study and learn and make personal sacrifices to go on patrol, when the patrols are just as futile today as they were five years ago.”
“Can I get you something from the bar?” The waitress interrupted their conversation as she placed two glasses of water on the table.
“Yeah, Alice,” answered George. “Could you bring us a couple of glasses of white wine?”
“You got it. Are you ready to order?”
“Not just yet,” answered George. “Could you give us a few minutes?”
“Sure,” Alice sighed, looking around the nearly empty dining room. “I’ve got all night.”
“Thanks,” said George as she turned to leave.
George reached out and held Leona’s hand. He looked her in the eye and in a deadly serious tone said, “I asked you to meet me here tonight because I have something important to talk to you about.” He paused, looking down as if searching for the right words.
Leona picked up her napkin as if wiping her mouth, but it was really to hide her nervousness and confusion. What is George doing now? Oh my gosh, don’t tell me he’s going to propose to me in the Crossroads Bar and Grill! He better not — I’ll kill him!
George continued, leaning on the table with both elbows so that he could get closer to her and speak softly. “How do you like your life?” he asked.
Leona laughed a nervous laugh. “What kind of question is that?”
“An important one.”
“Well, I don’t know how to answer it. How about giving me a little hint as to where this is going?” Leona didn’t like the sounds of this. Was George asking her to marry him or breaking up with her?
George looked at her intensely, leaned back in his chair, took a deep breath, and let out a long sigh. “I’m thinking about doing something that would completely change my life, and if you’re willing, it would completely change yours, too.”
Leona raised the napkin to her mouth again. Oh my gosh, he is asking me to marry him. Not here — not in the Crossroads Bar and Grill… “Well,” she answered, “I can’t tell you whether I’m willing to do something unless you tell me what it is.”
As Leona waited, George fidgeted nervously with his fork for what seemed like a couple of minutes. Finally, he leaned forward again and in a soft voice said, “I have a plan I have been working on for a number of years. It involves a solution to the political problems we just discussed.”
Now this was really getting confusing. This didn’t sound like a marriage proposal. “What kind of plan?”
“A plan to solve the problem of terrorists and nuclear weapons.”
“That would be great, George, but what does it have to do with you and me? And what do I have to be willing to do?” She asked, totally bewildered.
“Well, tell me, if we could do that — if we could solve the problem of terrorists and nuclear weapons — would you be willing to give up everything you now have and start over with a new life in a new land?”
Leona let out an exasperated sigh. “George, you’re being really weird. What are you talking about?”
“Okay, okay. I’ll come right out and say it. I have a plan that will be similar to the doctrine of Mutually Assured Destruction. It’s our best hope of deterring the radical Islamists and stopping nuclear terrorism in its tracks, but it’s too politically difficult for any country to undertake. For those of us involved, it will mean going into hiding and living our lives with new identities. We will be hunted by those who want to stop us, so we will have to be constantly vigilant for signs we have been discovered.”
“Are you serious? I thought all of your political discussions were just talk. Just complaining about the establishment.”
“I’m totally serious. And I have a team ready to join me. What I want to know is whether you will join me, too. If we do this, we will have to leave everything and everyone we know behind. And I don’t want to leave you. If I start a new life, I want you to be part of it.”
Leona’s heart was in her throat. It wasn’t really a marriage proposal, but then again it was. Tears welled in her eyes as she thought about the proper way to answer this question. She had no close family ties. She was an only child, and her parents had divorced when she was twelve. She hadn’t seen her father since she graduated from high school, and her mother had passed away just last year. She loved George, but never thought she would be interesting enough to satisfy a man like George. Here was a man ready to shake the world. A man ready, willing, and able to take matters into this own hands to solve one of the world’s most complex problems. And he wanted her by his side. He wanted to live the rest of his life with her.
As she sat in disbelief, Leona remembered a conversation she had with her friend, Brenda, a couple of years earlier. Sitting in Leona’s cluttered little kitchen and sipping white wine, Brenda had asked, “So, how’s George?”
“Well, I probably ought to have my head examined,” Leona answered. “If my mom knew I was romantically involved with an officer, she’d be ecstatic. But she’d be terrified, if she really knew George!”
“What do you mean? True, he’s divorced — but that just tips the odds in your favor; divorced men are much more likely to remarry than never-married men over thirty-five are to marry at all.”
“Whoa! Let’s leave the M word out of this! That isn’t what I meant anyway. He’s so… I don’t know… intense. Hey, we’re both patriotic; we volunteered to join the navy, and these are rallying times. But he seems to feel this urgency, this personal responsibility, to fix things. He’s unwilling to let the system work as it was designed. I feel like I’ll always be sort of second in his passions… it’s hard to explain.”
Leona and Brenda had become almost instant friends from the day they met. Each was new to the Norfolk area, and each was glad to find a new friend. Brenda had never been in the navy and had never even known anyone in the military, so she was fascinated by Leona’s stories of navy life. Leona had transferred from a stint in the Naval Training Command in Corpus Christi, Texas, but had never been in a submarine command before. So a lot of things in Norfolk were new to her, too.
“Everything is such a big deal to you, Leona. You really need to chill! How can you stand being in the navy? From what you’ve told me, your life is constant turmoil!”
“Oh, I know. It’s just that before I joined the navy, I hardly ever left Wichita. Everything was settled then — never any surprises. I guess I got used to the stable life.”
“Well as they say, ‘You’re not in Kansas anymore, Dorothy!’”
Leona laughed. “Yeah, sometimes I feel like I need the Wizard — I’d ask for courage, heart, and brains!”
“But not to go home?”
“No, I kind of like moving around. The navy’s perfect for that!”
“So how did you and George get started?” Brenda asked curiously.
“I don’t know. It just sort of happened. I met him my first day at work at SUBLANT headquarters.. I thought he was pleasant and businesslike, but I didn’t find anything particularly interesting about him, and certainly nothing romantic, at first.
“At first…”
“Yeah, but the more we worked together, the more intriguing he became. He’s keenly intelligent and has a wonderful sense of humor. And as time went on, I found myself looking forward to our interactions more and more. Soon, even though he was several years older than I was, and an officer to boot, I was really taken by him. I mean, I could feel my stomach clench whenever he fixed those deep blue eyes on me.”
“Oh yeah, it sounds like you’re in trouble!”
Leona wasn’t comfortable talking about her current relationship. Something was happening to her in George’s wake. His unorthodox political ideas were infectious. She found him fascinating. She hung on his every word. She was devouring books he’d merely mentioned in passing. She had become idiotically eager to please him, to impress him with her knowledge, to signal her agreement with his ideas. It was ridiculous. It was a silly crush, she insisted to herself. George would never be this interested in her…
George’s voice snapped Leona back to reality. “Like I said, Leona, if I start a new life, I want you to be part of it,” George repeated, having noticed the glassy look in Leona’s eyes.
“George, I’m just a simple girl from Kansas. I joined the navy to see the world. In the process, I met a man who wants me to help him save the world.” She let out a nervous laugh and looked at George. He was honest and sincere. In an instant, she knew the answer. “I’ll go anywhere with you, George. You know I agree with you politically, but this is not about politics. This is about you and me.”
George leaned forward and kissed her gently. “I love you, Leona.”
“I love you too, George.”

Chapter 14

“Clear the table!” George said excitedly as he and Leona carefully lifted newspapers and pieces of plastic models from George’s dining room table and placed them on the floor. George eagerly laid a large roll of drawing paper on the table and rolled it out. “See if you can find something to hold the edges of the paper down.”
Leona went into the kitchen and grabbed a couple of coffee mugs from the cupboard. Returning, she placed a SUBLANT mug on one side and George’s favorite USS Annapolis mug on the other side of the rolled out drawing. “There! That ought to hold it.”
“Nice touch, Leona,” said George with a chuckle, noticing the Annapolis mug. “I’ll mount it a little more professionally for the Congressional delegation.”
“What Congressional delegation?”
Admiral Yates just informed me that my first official duty after taking command of the Louisiana will be to host three senators from the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on a tour of the submarine.
“Senators! What do they want to see?”
“A lot. They want to see a professionally run operation and a spotless, well-maintained boat. And, they want to get a feel for how complex this piece of machinery is and how we operate it. They want to make sure they’re getting their money’s worth, and that we are taking good care of the taxpayers’ investment.
“Oh, is that all?” Leona asked in amazement. “So how are you going to do that?”
“We’ll give them a classified briefing and take them on a tour.”
“You seem pretty calm about it. Aren’t you nervous?”
“Oh, a little, I guess. But I’ve given a lot of briefings and tours to VIPs before, so it’s not that new to me. The important thing to remember is that the senators will know very little about the submarine or our operations before we begin. To prepare, I’ll have to assume none of them have ever been on a boomer before.”
“Well, since almost every senator we have is in his or her first term, that’s probably a safe assumption,” said Leona.
“Yes, and that’s where you can help me. I’ll have to give them an overview of the submarine before I take them on the tour, and I thought I could show you the drawing and run through a paper tour with you. If you have any questions, ask.”
“Okay. Sounds like fun.”
George sat down at the table and began to scrutinize the drawing as Leona looked over his shoulder. “The USS Louisiana SSBN 743. Commissioned on September sixth, 1997. She’s the last of eighteen Ohio-class Trident submarines to be constructed.”
“How did you ever get interested in submarines, George?”
“Submarines have fascinated me ever since I went aboard a fleet ballistic missile submarine for a two-day familiarization tour as a second-class midshipman at the Academy.”
“That sounds funny.”
“What does?”
“Second-class midshipman. Does that mean you weren’t very good?” she teased.
“Very funny. Being a first-class petty officer, I’m sure you know the term refers to a rank. Second-class midshipmen were juniors, and first-class midshipmen were seniors.”
“Yes, I know, but do the senators know? I’m thinking of questions they might ask, too.”
“Good thinking, Leona. Sometimes I take too much for granted. And since these are all freshman senators, they may not know very much about military ranks.”
“So a boomer got you interested in submarines, and now you’re going to command one!”
“Yeah, even though the boomer I visited was pretty old technology at the time. She had been in commission for thirty years and actually was decommissioned only two years after my visit. The following year, I elected to perform my first-class midshipman summer training cruise aboard a nuclear-powered fast attack boat operating out of Pearl Harbor.”
“That sounds funny, too.”
“Now what?” he asked with false exasperation.
“Calling a submarine a boat.”
“Leona, submariners never refer to their submarine as a ‘submarine’ or a ‘ship’; it’s always a ‘boat.’ Just like we always call ballistic missile submarines ‘boomers.’”
“I know, but do they? They’ll probably think it sounds funny.”
George turned back to the schematic of the Louisiana. “Okay, point taken, but there’s nothing funny about this. This is a magnificent feat of engineering. I’ve been in submarines my entire naval career since graduating from the Academy, and I’m still fascinated that we can build something this complex, and it actually works!”
“I’m sure it’s a lot more complicated than that drawing makes it look, too.”
“It is. There are thousands of drawings of every system on this boat. But you know what? Even if you looked at those thousands of drawings, you still wouldn’t get a feel for the role played by the crew. It’s their dedication and hard work that turn these magnificent machines into the world’s most powerful and lethal weapons platforms.”
“Well I’m sure it doesn’t just run on autopilot!” said Leona.
“When a boomer goes on a scheduled patrol, it is gone for a minimum of sixty days. The boat submerges, and no one knows its whereabouts until it resurfaces sixty days later.”
“Wow! That’s a long time to stay under the water.”
“Boomers are capable of remaining submerged for nearly ninety days with a full crew. An air scrubbing system removes carbon dioxide and adds oxygen to the circulated air in the submarine so they don’t need to surface or contact the outside world during the entire patrol. That’s what made them so special during the Cold War. The enormous destructive power of their missiles and their ability to remain undetected for extended periods were two of the main reasons the ballistic missile submarine fleet deterred nuclear war for fifty years.”
“So do you understand all these drawings?” asked Leona as she flipped the edges of the sheets of paper laid out on the table.
“Yes. I’ve had training courses, and I’ve worked with these systems on several different classes of boats. It also helps having an engineering degree. There’s a lot of interaction between the mechanical, electrical, nuclear, and hydraulic systems aboard submarines, and being trained to think like an engineer gave me a leg up during training.”
“Oh, George. You could have been successful in any branch of the navy, but I think you’re right. I think you’re best suited for submarines. You’re serious, quiet, and reflective, and I think that suits you for the silent service.”
“Thanks.”
“I have one question, though. There are a lot of compartments on this drawing. Since submarines are small, aren’t most of these compartments really tiny?”
“Leona, this submarine is NOT small! Haven’t you ever been on a boomer?”
“No. I just got to Norfolk two years ago, and I’ve been on shore duty the whole time.”
“You mean to tell me they don’t give you a submarine tour when you report for duty on the SUBLANT staff?”
“No, they don’t.”
“Well, I’ll have to talk to Buffalo or his replacement about that before I leave,” George said with an air of put-on pomp. “The admin officer should see to it all personnel are properly indoctrinated.”
“So how big is it?”
“Well, the official specifications say she has a length of five hundred sixty feet, a beam of forty-two feet, and a submerged displacement of over eighteen thousand tons.”
“Oh, that helps a lot!”
“Yeah, I figured that wasn’t going to mean a lot to you. To put it in perspective, she’s almost two football fields long, about a third of a football field wide, and uh, very, very heavy.”
Leona laughed. “Well that’s a little better, for football fans at least.”
“So are you a football fan?”
“Enough to be able to picture how long and wide a football field is. So this drawing looks like it’s marked in four sections.”
“Yeah, there’s the forward compartment, the missile compartment, the reactor compartment, and bringing up the rear, the engine room. The forward compartment houses all of the operational command and control areas as well as the crew’s living areas.”
“Everybody lives in that one little compartment? It must be awfully crowded!”
“Not really. The forward compartment is like a four-story building within the submarine. The lowest deck includes machinery spaces and the torpedo room. For defense, the Louisiana has four torpedo tubes capable of firing the Mark 48 wire-guided torpedo. At the level above that, you have the mess deck, the chief petty officer’s quarters, and the officer’s wardroom.”
“Mess deck? Don’t you mean the enlisted dining facility?” Leona teased.
George laughed. “Yeah, I’ll call it that when hell freezes over!”
“George, you’re so old-fashioned.”
“I’m old-fashioned because I’m old… and proud of it!”
They both laughed. George continued. “The main deck is above that and includes a missile control center, computer room, and the ship’s office. The uppermost deck, the control deck, includes the command and control center, navigation center, sonar room, and radio room.”
“It looks like the forward compartment has a fifth floor up here,” said Leona pointing to the conning tower, otherwise known as the sail.
“I guess that’s true in a way. The sail holds the periscope, the UHF radio antenna, and other electronics, and it has a tunnel that goes up through it from the command and control center to a bridge at the top. When we operate on the surface, the officer of the deck drives the ship from up there with the help of a couple of lookouts.”
“He can drive it from up there?”
“Well, he gives the helm commands from up there, and crewmembers in the command and control center carry them out.”
Leona continued to study the drawing. “Okay. So the whole submarine is like a big round tube, right?”
“Yeah.”
“And the tube is big enough to put a four-story building inside?”
“Yep.”
“So how stealthy can that be? How can anything that big hide from ships that are looking for it?”
“It’s a big ocean.”
“Still, it seems pretty dumb to build submarines that big.”
“Well, the size of a boomer is pretty much dictated by the size of these babies,” said George pointing to the drawing where a series of vertical tubes were shown behind the forward compartment.
“What are they?”
“Those are the ballistic missile silos. This is the missile compartment, otherwise known as ‘Sherwood Forest.’”
“Why, because they’re like huge trees?”
“Exactly. Each of these silos is about seven and a half feet in diameter and about forty feet high. The Louisiana carries twenty-four Trident D-5 fleet ballistic missiles, each with five independently targetable nuclear warheads. The D-5 is a threestage, solid propellant, inertially guided missile with a range of more than four thousand nautical miles.”
“So how do you get through there if you’re going aft?” asked Leona.
“Well, at the level of the main deck, there’s an elevated walkway. You know, like an open metal grate like you see in factories?”
“Yeah, and so you can get in between the silos?”
“Sure, there’s several feet of clearance between the silos. There’s a central walkway separating the port and starboard silos, and there are lateral walkways between each pair of silos leading to a couple of outboard walkways that run down the port and starboard sides of the boat.”
Leona pointed to the next section of the drawing. “Ooh, then you have the reactor compartment. I think I would stay away from there.”
“Most people do. Don’t worry, Leona, if you don’t have business in the reactor compartment or the engine room, you won’t be going back there. As a yeoman, you’ll spend all your time in the forward compartment. Generally, the only crewmembers who venture back to the engineering spaces are A-gangers — those are the machinery guys — and officers and enlisted members of M-Division, the guys controlling the nuclear reactor. The Ops and Admin types spend all their time forward. Still, everyone onboard has to wear a radiation-monitoring badge.”
“Oh great. Just to constantly remind you that no matter where you are on the submarine, you’re not that far from the nuclear reactor?”
Yeah, you’re never more than about seventy-five yards from deadly thermonuclear radiation!”
“Thanks a lot. You really know how to put someone’s mind at ease!”
“Just kidding. Our boats are extremely safe. We’ve never had a nuclear incident, although we continuously run drills so everyone knows how to handle it if we do.”
“Yeah, well I saw the movie about the Russian submarine that had the reactor accident… K-something?”
“K-19: The Widowmaker. That was a true story about a Soviet Hotel-class submarine, which had a catastrophic failure of its reactor coolant system. A team of eight engineering officers and crew jury-rigged a new coolant system, but they had to work for several hours in high-radiation areas. All eight of them died of radiation exposure within a week, and the rest of the crew got a healthy dose as well. As fellow submariners, we used to joke, “A primary coolant leak can ruin your entire day”!”
“Well you guys are a real hoot,” said Leona with a hint of irritation in her voice.
George turned back to the drawing.
“Okay, okay. Anyway, the engine room is the last compartment. The awesome power of the reactor and the ship’s engines is shown by the speed at which they can propel this submergible ‘building’ through the water. Although the Louisiana’s official maximum speed is published as being over twenty knots, and her maximum depth is stated to be over eight hundred feet, these figures are really conservative. In fact, her top speed is over forty-five knots, and she can operate at depths up to twelve hundred feet.”
“Really? That’s a big difference from the published numbers.”
“I know, but most of the time it really doesn’t matter. On a normal boomer patrol, these figures are somewhat meaningless. The boomer’s mission is to remain in her patrol area, within operational range of all of her missile’s targets, and to be as silent as possible. That means the Louisiana will rarely go below five hundred feet and rarely exceed five to ten knots.”
“Why not? It seems like if you go deep you can hide better.”
“That’s true, but we have to be at periscope depth to fire the missiles, so if we spend all our time real deep, we’re not really ready to fire. We also have to be near the surface to pick up the radio commands, which would tell us to fire. And besides that, changing depth and traveling at high speed generates noise, and noise generates attention. The one thing a boomer crew longs for is a boring patrol.”
“I thought submarine duty would be exciting.”
“Well, it used to be a little more exciting than it is now. During the Cold War years, the Soviet Union also had boomers on patrol with missiles targeted for cities and other strategic sites in the United States, and we had to keep track of where they all were so that if the balloon went up, we could take them out before they had a chance to launch their missiles.”
“Hmm, that doesn’t make sense to me.”
“Why not?”
“Well, if we were out there tracking their boomers, ready to sink them, what makes you think they weren’t out there tracking you, ready to sink you?”
“We had technology on our side. Soviet submarines were considered noisy by submarine standards, and because of that, U.S. forces generally had a pretty good idea at any one time of where all of the Soviet boomers were located. Our boats, on the other hand, enjoyed the advantage of technology, which enabled them to operate submerged for extended periods of time without generating noise that would lead to their detection by enemy attack submarines.”
“We were that much quieter than them?”
“Yeah, we were. We had computer-aided screw designs, which lessened the noise the large propellers made as they propelled our boats through the water. We also had super-quiet engines and super-quiet primary and secondary coolant pumps.”
“What are those?”
“Oh, they’re part of the cooling system for the nuclear reactor and the steam-generating plant that it powers. We had ours mounted on sound-absorbing mounts, which isolated any remaining noise from the hull. For the longest time, though, it seemed the Soviets must have just bolted theirs directly to the hull.”
“How do you know that?”
“I don’t really. It’s just their submarines were so noisy that if you took one of them out of the water, put it in a dry dock, and hooked up hoses to everything that needs water so you could operate the submarine as if it was submerged, it would deafen you to stand on the dock next to it without ear protection.”
“That’s amazing!” Leona continued to study the drawing. “So how many people serve on one of these?”
“The normal complement is fifteen officers and one hundred forty enlisted members.”
“Gee, and most of them crammed up here in the forward compartment… doesn’t that get a little crowded?”
“Yeah, it’s important to take a shower every day!”
“No, I’m serious. Doesn’t that cause a lot of stress with so many people being in such tight quarters?”
“Yes, it does, but we learn to tolerate each other while we’re on patrol for the sake of the mission. Some people tend to have problems, though, because of all the tension they have bottled up inside from the patrol. They get home, and they really let loose! The navy realizes the stress of this mission is enormous. So, patrols are limited to sixty days, and once off patrol, the crew is rotated to shore for R and R before starting a two-month training cycle leading up to their next deployment. In the meantime, an alternative crew takes the submarine on another sixty-day patrol.”
“There are two complete crews for every boomer?”
“Yes, the Blue Crew and the Gold Crew. The machine, it seems, is able to handle the hardships of patrols much better than the human crew.”
“But why is it so stressful, if all you’re doing out there is playing a long game of hide-and-seek?”
“It’s a very high stakes game, Leona. During a boomer patrol, our crewmembers have to constantly think the unthinkable. If we receive word that the U.S. is under attack, we’re trained to ‘push the button’ and launch our missiles without question, possibly killing millions of people in the process. And we’re constantly running drills pretending that we’re doing it. It really takes a toll on you.”
“Is that where your receding hairline came from?” Leona teased, running her hand over the top of George’s forehead.
George laughed. “Well I could probably blame genetics, but submarine stress makes a more interesting story!”

Chapter 15

Upon receiving orders to his new command, one of George Adams’s first actions was to visit his old friend, Lieutenant Commander John “DD” Cornwall at the Bureau of Naval Personnel, otherwise known as BuPers. George and DD had served on two submarines together before George received his assignment at SUBLANT, and DD became the officer in charge of submarine detailing at BuPers.
The detailer was responsible for ensuring that every submarine command had the right personnel assigned to enable the submarine to carry out its mission. Crews for ballistic missile submarines were highly educated and highly trained. Throughout the navy, officers were required to have a college degree. Enlisted members in the surface and aviation communities rarely had more than a high school education. In the submarine community, however, the average enlisted member had over two years of college. In addition, they went through rigorous navy training related to their specialty. Those destined to work in M-Division, the “Nukes,” enrolled in a lengthy Nuclear Power School to learn the ins and outs of running a nuclear power plant.
“DD, I know I can’t officially ask you or order you to pull any strings, but there are certain qualifications I would like to see in at least half of the crew assigned to the Louisiana’s Gold Crew.”
“George, you know I can’t promise you anything…”
“I know, but it’s really important to me.” George pulled a sheet of paper from his briefcase and handed it to DD. “First, this is a list of the officers I would like to have assigned. I would also prefer that as many of my crew as possible be Christian and single or divorced with no kids. Those qualifications make up a better profile for a crew member of a boomer. You know the kind of responsibility we have to accept when we agree to go on patrol. You don’t want your crew worrying about their wives and families if the balloon ever goes up; we have to focus on the mission and be willing to press the button.”
“Yes, I know, but I personally doubt that the qualifications of being Christian and unmarried make any real difference in that regard. I’ll tell you what, though — if I happen to have two different personnel files on my desk, both equally trained and destined to boomers, and it makes no difference whether I send them to the Louisiana or another boat: I’ll send them your way if they meet your criteria; I’ll send them the other way if they don’t.”
“Thanks, DD, it would be great if at least half the crew met those qualifications,” George responded. “That’s all I could ask of you.”
With a normal complement of fifteen officers and one hundred forty enlisted, George was asking the detailer for about seventy-five satisfactory crewmembers. If he was lucky, he would get the fifty he actually needed.
George continued, “That’s all I could ask… except for one thing. Could you give me three backup sonar operators?”
“Why do you need that many sonar operators?”
“Look, you’ve been out there yourself. From experience you know how important the sonar operator is for a boomer. Our primary mission is to remain undetected, and to do that, we have to have better sonar operators than any of the attack boats that are trying to find us. Well, I’ve found during past deployments, we needed a lot more sonar operators than we had. During crunch times, our sonar operators were working around the clock. And when people get tired, they make mistakes.”
“I’ll take it under advisement,” said DD, not really committing to overstaff George’s boat in this specialty.
George purposely did not request DD to transfer Petty Officer Leona Harris to the Louisiana. She was a good yeoman, and he relied heavily on their exchange of ideas each morning when forming his own opinions, but he had other plans for her. Her position inside SUBLANT headquarters and her photographic memory for the number and positions of ships and submarines was going to be very valuable once George’s plan was launched. Besides, it was a serious violation of navy regs for George and Leona to be romantically involved, and he did not want to raise any suspicions. Commanding officers were routinely relieved of their commands for such behavior!
There was, however, one special request George made to DD — he requested Lieutenant Commander William “Pappy” Boyington be assigned as his executive officer (XO). George knew William personally to be a fine and very competitive officer. William’s friends had called him Pappy ever since he was a kid. Pappy, of course, referred to Gregory “Pappy” Boyington, the famous World War II Marine Corps flying ace and commander of the Black Sheep Squadron. Although William was not related to Gregory Boyington, the nickname had stuck with him through all the years, through his time at the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, and through his ten years of active duty.
The question had been poised to Pappy many times over the years whether he would have been better suited to being a fighter pilot rather than a submariner. He certainly had the competitive spirit of a fighter pilot, but he was more of an intellectual — not so much the swashbuckling type that fighter pilots seemed to be.
Pappy’s excellent engineering grades at the Academy had prompted the submarine officers stationed there to put the hard sell on him to select submarines when it came time during his senior year to select the branch of the service in which he would serve. His exceptionally high class rank meant he was one of the first midshipmen called to the selection room. As a result, he had his choice of assignments. He could choose aviation, surface line, nuclear power, or Marine Corps, with any starting date he named for his training. He had found over the years, doing your best either got you exactly the assignment you wanted or at least kept your options open. It was those people who considered the minimum requirements to be good enough who found themselves sadly frustrated on service selection day. They wandered the room aimlessly from table to table, trying to decide which was the least objectionable assignment. Pappy had always been thankful his father had instilled in him a tough work ethic and the philosophy he had heard probably hundreds of times while growing up, “If a job’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well.”
Pappy met George’s criteria. Pappy had once been happily married, and he and his wife, Jean, had a young daughter, Melody. Jean and Melody were in DC when the city was attacked. Pappy was deployed on board the USS Kentucky SSBN 737 at the time. Although he and other members of the crew desperately wanted to return home to determine the fate of friends and loved ones, they knew this was the most critical time for them to be on patrol. If the U.S. was under nuclear attack, the Kentucky needed to be right where she was.
Several weeks later, Pappy returned home to an empty house. His in-laws, who lived in Bethesda, told him how Jean had gone into DC that morning to see the monuments around the National Mall. She had taken Melody along to enjoy the beautiful spring day. They had never seen either of them again.
George had no problem recruiting Pappy.

Chapter 16

Three months later, after successfully completing Prospective Commanding Officer (PCO) training, George Adams reported to the Commander Submarine Squadron 16 at the Naval Submarine Base at Kings Bay, Georgia, to take command of the nuclear fleet ballistic missile submarine, USS Louisiana SSBN 743, Gold Crew. The Gold Crew immediately began preparations and training for the submarine’s next patrol under Captain Adams’s careful guidance. George was surprised how quickly and easily he became used to being called captain. After working to achieve it for over seventeen years, it just seemed natural.
As part of the preparations for deployment, each member of the crew had to undergo a strict security review — part of the Navy’s Personnel Reliability Program, otherwise known as PRP. The PRP review provided an excellent opportunity for Captain Adams and the XO to screen members of the crew and identify potential candidates to participate in the plan.
The XO sat in the captain’s cabin in a visitor’s chair next to the captain’s desk. He was bent over a large spiral binder, studying the detailed instructions for the PRP review. “As I understand it, Captain, the CO or XO must personally review the background report and interview each member of the crew prior to deployment.”
“That’s the way I read it, too. That should be perfect for identifying potential team members. Of course, we’ll have to follow up with informal interviews throughout the deployment.”
“I guess anytime we talk to a crew member, we should be sizing them up to see if they fit the bill. We basically have to whittle down the crew to about one-third of the normal ship’s complement.”
“That’s exactly right. But instead of thinking about who we can eliminate from consideration, let’s work it from the other side. We need to identify and recruit the best fifty crew members on this boat. But it’s more complicated than merely selecting fifty crew members with the right attitude. They also have to have the right skill set to be able to safely operate the boat for several weeks. That means we need to spread our recruiting efforts through all the departments and all specialties. I’ve given a lot of thought to the composition of the ideal team, and we need to strive to pull together a team as close as possible to the ideal team.”
George pulled a binder out of his desk and handed it to Pappy. “You’re my right-hand man, XO. Here’s a binder I’ve put together over the last few months with job descriptions of the ideal team. It will be our recruiting bible so make sure you have it memorized.”
“You’ve done a lot of work, Captain, so I guess it’s high time I earned my keep as well!” Pappy flipped through the pages skimming the job descriptions, then thoughtfully asked, “I can see how in certain departments, we might have situations where the most skilled crewmember is not necessarily the best fit in terms of attitude and reliability. What then?”
“Attitude and reliability come first. Make notes of every discussion that would impact our decision to disclose the plan to them. We have to be absolutely sure, before we tell anyone about the plan, that he or she will be favorably disposed to joining us. We can’t afford to have a whistleblower!”
“No, sir. You’re absolutely right. A whistleblower would ruin the entire plan and probably result in you and me going to prison for the rest of our lives.”
“That’s a certainty, XO. If they don’t shoot us.”
“They’d probably shoot us and send us to prison!” the XO joked. Both men laughed nervously.
“Okay,” the captain continued. “It’s time to get serious — real serious!”
“I couldn’t have said it better myself.”
“So other than having the right skills, being single, and having no encumbering family ties, what are we looking for in these team members?” asked the XO.
“Patriots first of all. And people who clearly understand the system is broken, and somebody needs to fix it. People of action who will accept that responsibility, rather than pushing it off on someone else.”
“All right. But I think we have a lot of people like that on the Louisiana. How do we narrow them down?”
“Well, we can certainly eliminate Muslims,” said the captain. “They’re too unpredictable. Muslims can’t even agree among themselves what their religion says about spreading Islam by the sword. As a result, you never know. Every Muslim is a potential radical.”
“I don’t know anything about that, but I agree Muslims are too unpredictable for this mission, given the world situation today. So who else?”
“New Age types.”
“New Agers? Why them? They wouldn’t hurt anybody.”
“That’s just it. The New Agers are all peace and love, so it’s questionable whether they would have the conviction to push the button, if the time comes. What we need are members of a good old fear-based religion like Islam, but ones who are more predictable and reliable.”
“So who would that be?” asked the XO.
“Christians.”
“Christians? But Christianity is a religion of love, not fear. How do you get that?”
“I’ll explain it later. For right now, let’s just say Christians fit the bill.”
“Okay, but I don’t see how this is going to work. Religion is a sort of taboo subject. We can’t just go around talking to crewmembers about their religious beliefs.”
“That’s why I recruited the chaplain.”
“You’ve already recruited Lieutenant Lewis?” the XO asked incredulously.
“Yes. I reviewed Chaplain Lewis’s background and had the opportunity to feel him out on a number of subjects. I asked him a few ‘what if’ questions, and he jumped at the opportunity. He’ll be one of our most valuable members. He’s the only one who can legitimately go around and talk to people about their religious beliefs.”
“Wow! So we already have our third member!”
“Our fourth, actually. Petty Officer Leona Harris is also in, but she’ll be joining us later.”
“Petty Officer Harris? Who’s that? She’s not a member of the crew.”
“She was my yeoman on the SUBLANT staff. She has an incredible photographic memory for ship dispositions and numbers. She’ll be our eyes and ears on the inside while we’re on the run, and then she’ll join us later.”
“You mean a spy?”
“She’ll attend all the admiral’s briefings, and she won’t even have to write anything down — so there won’t be any evidence that she’s spying. She’ll remember every detail until she gets home. Then she’ll write it out and fax it to my cousin, Dwight, at his private fax at GenCon Construction Company.”
“Dwight?”
“Yeah, Dwight Belevieu — a good ol’ South Louisiana Cajun oilman.”
“Sounds interesting. So we have a fifth member! But how would we get the information from him?”
“The old-fashioned way. Dwight has an HF transmitter — like an old ham radio operator. He’ll encrypt it and transmit it to us every evening. At HF frequencies, the radio waves bounce off the charged layer of the ionosphere and come back down to the ground at distances up to two thousand miles away. You can control the length of the hop by varying the frequency.”
“Wow! So I guess we’ll be taking an HF radio along…”
“You got it. And the beauty of it is that the navy doesn’t monitor HF transmissions these days because it’s old technology.”
“It seems pretty sophisticated. Why doesn’t the navy use it?”
“Because it’s not very reliable. The ionosphere is real dynamic — it varies hour by hour. When it’s really charged up, you get a good bounce and the signal comes in real clear on the other end. But when it’s weak, you may not get any bounce at all.”
“So some days we may not get the report?”
“Yeah. They’ll repeat the broadcast every few hours and on several different frequencies, and hopefully they’ll hit a combination of frequency and ionospheric conditions that gets the message to us.”
“So what put you onto Harris?”
“I’m a good judge of character.”
“So I guess we’re committed,” ventured the XO.
“Absolutely!” responded the captain.

Chapter 17

Following a first successful sixty-day patrol, Captain Adams and the Gold Crew of the USS Louisiana returned to Kings Bay, Georgia for a stand-down period followed by several months of preparations for another patrol. During the first patrol, the captain, XO, and the chaplain conducted extensive but discrete interviews with the crew. During a boomer patrol, everyone on board gets to know everyone else as if they were family. The time on the patrol allowed the team members to strike up conversations with each crewmember to determine whether a second more intensive interview would be wise. If the member conducting the interview was convinced of the mindset and reliability of the crewmember, the name was passed to the captain, who made the final decision. By the end of the first patrol, they had identified and recruited fifty crewmembers to participate in George’s plan.
The Louisiana was scheduled to deploy out of Kings Bay the morning of August 20 for a second sixty-day patrol. A ship’s party was scheduled at the Kings Bay Chief Petty Officers’ Club on the night of August 17 for the entire crew and their spouses, except for a volunteer watch section, which remained onboard. As the party was just getting underway that evening, the captain took the opportunity to thank the spouses for their valuable support.
“This is going to be a particularly difficult patrol, not only for our crewmembers, but for you as well. Even though we’ll be home in time for Halloween and Thanksgiving, we’ll miss the last few weeks of the kids’ summer vacation and the beginning of the new school year. Labor Day will find the Louisiana submerged somewhere far from home, and the call of duty will separate the Louisiana family once again. You can rest assured those of us onboard the Louisiana will do our utmost to return to you safe and sound as soon as possible. Please remember that while on patrol, as before, we cannot communicate with you. If you have any problems at all while we are gone, do not hesitate to contact the office of the Subron 16 Ombudsman. Those of you who contacted the office during the last cruise can vouch for the fact that the ombudsmen understand the kinds of problems that can arise during patrols, and their helpful staff is there for you. Their sole purpose in life is to serve you, the Louisiana family members, so don’t hesitate to give them a call.”
After answering a few questions, Captain Adams concluded, “We have a great dinner buffet tonight of jambalaya, crawfish etouffee, shrimp creole, seafood gumbo, and red beans and rice! Please stay this evening as long as you want and have a good time. Then I want everyone to go home and enjoy your family time. In just a few days, the Louisiana will embark on an important mission — one that remains important to our country today. All of us, both those onboard and those who remain behind, can take pride that our sacrifices make our country and the world a safer place to live.”
Around 2100 hours, as dinner ended and the party was really getting started, the XO, the reactor officer, and a few crewmembers from M-Division (those who ran the Louisiana’s nuclear reactor and engine room) slipped out early with the excuse they had some duties to attend to back on the submarine. Half an hour later, the captain and the ops officer left as well and made their way back to the refit wharf where the Louisiana was moored. They were met there by Petty Officer MacKenzie and Seaman O’Connor. Captain Adams liked these men from the first day he met them. They were good, no-nonsense sailors — ones who could be trusted.
“Good evening, Captain,” greeted MacKenzie.
“Hello, Mac. How are our marine friends doing?”
“Well, sir, they’re fine, but we’ve had a slight change of plans.”
“In what way?”
“Well, I offered them the special tea like we planned, hoping they would nod off to dreamland, but I couldn’t get them to drink it. They kept asking questions and talking about their tour in Iraq. All they wanted to do was talk about the Battle of Fallujah. They were in the first wave—”
“Get to the point, Mac,” the captain interrupted in a strained but calm voice.
“Long story short, sir, we have two new recruits — Sergeant Ramirez and Corporal Williams.”
“Mac, what in hell did you—”
“I know, I know, sir. We were supposed to keep this to ourselves, but they wouldn’t drink the tea. Time was getting away, and I wasn’t in a position to take them down. Once they found out we were taking the Louisiana out, they begged to come along. They wanted to get back to the action!”
George glared at MacKenzie and O’Connor for at least fifteen seconds without a word. “Okay. Who knows? We may need some more help, and it’s always good to have the marines on our side. I want to talk to Sergeant Ramirez and Corporal Williams first thing after we get underway. If I’m not satisfied with them, they’re both going in the brig, got it?”
Both MacKenzie and O’Connor started breathing again. “Yes, sir!” they said in unison.
Pappy was on the bridge at the top of the submarine’s sail, approximately fifteen feet above the deck. The captain called up to him, “How are we coming along, XO?”
“Excellent, Captain. The reactor’s on line and we’re ready to make turns. Navigation is manned and GPS and the SVS-1200 navigational display are up and operational. Best of all, these night-vision goggles are outstanding! It’s like midday up here, even though it’s a moonless, overcast night! This should make navigating the channel a breeze.”
“Very well.”
Normally, the Louisiana would have been moored pointing northwest, with her port side moored to the wharf, after being brought up from the explosive handling wharves where the D-5 ballistic missiles were loaded. From that position, tugs would be required to pull the Louisiana away from the wharf and turn her around 180 degrees to face down the Kings Bay entrance channel. However, two days earlier, Captain Adams had convinced Subron 16 to turn around the Louisiana. Several new pieces of navigational equipment had been installed, and Captain Adams had insisted the submarine be physically maneuvered to test the new equipment in order to prevent any last minute delays on their scheduled deployment day. The navy brass was extremely sensitive about keeping boomer departures on schedule. Captain Adams played on this sensitivity to get the Louisiana turned around in advance. Now they had a straight shot down the Kings Bay entrance channel.
Captain Adams and the ops officer crossed the gangplank and stepped onto the Louisiana’s deck. As the ops officer went below, the captain turned to Petty Officer MacKenzie.
“Cast off all lines, Mac.”
“Uh, sir?”
“What is it now?”
“We… uh, we have another small problem.”
“How small?” The captain was becoming extremely edgy with the unexpected events tonight.
“Well, as you know, since our deployment date is still three days away, supply hasn’t loaded the fresh stores yet. So we sent Seamen Teague and Becker as scheduled to make a supply run to SamCost. They were supposed to be back twenty minutes ago, but we haven’t heard from them.”
“Mac, we’ll just have to eat canned and frozen stuff and drink powdered milk! We can’t wait any longer. It’s 2200 hours. It’s going to take at least two hours to get out of this channel and into the Atlantic. Then it will be a couple more hours before we can safely submerge. The watch commander will be checking in with the guard shack at 2330 in preparation for the watch change. If they discover we’re missing too early, the entire mission will be compromised!”
George was screwed no matter what. If he left without Teague and Becker, he would be short-handed two able-bodied seamen, and if somebody found them with all the food, they would never be able to explain it. They would be questioned extensively, and they knew too much. Their capture would jeopardize the entire mission. On the other hand, the chance he would have to abort the mission escalated dramatically with each passing minute.
“Petty Officer MacKenzie, remind me to have you tied to the mizzen mast tomorrow and flogged.”
“Aye-aye, sir,” MacKenzie cautiously answered.
Just then, a panel truck careened past the guard shack, roared down the wharf, and screeched to a halt next to the Louisiana. Teague and Becker jumped out and ran to the back of the truck.
“Sorry we’re late, Captain. Don’t go without us!” Becker pleaded as he pulled a stuffed duffel bag out of the back and tossed it onto the wharf. Teague pulled out another and announced, “There’s a lot more where those came from, sir!”
The captain called up to the conning tower, “XO, let’s get some bodies up here to form a supply line and get these stores below!”
“Aye-aye, Captain.”
Within five minutes the truck was empty, and the stores had been taken below.
The captain turned to Teague and Becker. “Well done, men. Now get yourselves below.”
“Aye-aye, sir!” they shouted in unison.
“Mac, once again, cast off all lines,” the captain ordered. “And no more surprises!”
“Aye-aye, sir. What about the gangplank, sir? We usually have a crane to remove it.”
“Just unhook it on our end. When we move away from the wharf, it will fall into the water.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
MacKenzie made his way to the stern while O’Connor went to the bow. They released the heavy hawsers securing the Louisiana to the wharf, pounded the cleats into the deck, and then disconnected the gangplank.
MacKenzie and O’Connor disappeared below through the crew’s deck hatch, leaving the captain alone on the deck. George turned and looked back down the wharf to the empty guard shack and the darkened parking lot beyond. A few lights flickered through the trees at its far end. In the distance, he heard the comforting sound of a train whistle, its lonely wail carried to his ears by the clear night air. Then he turned and looked forward past the bow of the Louisiana and down the Kings Bay entrance channel where his gaze met total darkness. There was nothing but uncertainty in that direction. A burst of wind blew a light mist in from the water bringing a chill with it that caused a shiver to run down his spine even on this summer evening. The ramifications of what he was doing were immense. He was risking all their lives on this mission. Even if they survived, their careers would be ruined; their lives shattered. If caught, they would surely be shot for treason! This was his last chance to change his mind, to save his career and the careers of his crew, and to possibly save their lives.
He was tempted to yell up to the XO, “Forget it, Pappy — this is crazy!” But in his heart, he knew it had to be done. There was no other way to save humanity from itself. The actions he was about to take would completely change his own life and the lives of his crew. They would also set up the most important confrontation in the history of mankind.
Captain Adams placed one foot through the deck hatch and onto the first rung of the ladder below. As he did so, he unlatched the mechanism holding the cover open and looked up at the XO in the conning tower. Their eyes met momentarily. Despite months of planning and preparing for this moment, the enormity of what they were doing hit them like a broadside blast. With a flourish, the captain started down the ladder, swinging the hatch over his head and shouting, “You have the conn, XO. Take her out!”

Chapter 18

Navigating out of Kings Bay Naval Submarine Base was a tricky maneuver even in broad daylight with an experienced harbor pilot on board. The thirteen-mile channel was a twisting, turning obstacle course, which only the most experienced ship-handler could navigate smoothly. Running the channel required ten precise turns with several legs being barely longer than the length of the submarine itself. Therefore, as soon as one turn was completed, another turn had to be started. All the while, the submarine had to maintain at least eight knots of headway to provide adequate steering authority to the rudder, only half of which was in the water while running on the surface. If they slowed to less than eight knots, they ran the risk of having the currents wash them aground on the muddy sides of the channel. If that happened, the show would be over before it ever got started.
Once onboard, Captain Adams made sure the navigation team in the control room was prepared to plot their course as the Louisiana proceeded out the channel. With the aid of GPS, they could tell whether they were on the centerline of the channel within a few feet. Satisfied that the plot looked good, George climbed the ladder to the bridge at the top of the sail.
“Captain on the bridge!” shouted one of the two lookouts as he recognized Captain Adams climbing through the hatch.
“As you were,” the captain ordered. “XO, what’s your situation?”
“Good evening, Captain. All’s well. We are currently heading one-four-zero degrees on the centerline of the Kings Bay entrance channel. Speed eight knots. Next waypoint is eight hundred yards — a right turn to one-seven-one degrees.”
“Very well.” They had acquired two pairs of night-vision goggles, and the XO and Seaman Hayes, the forward-looking lookout, each wore a pair. Seaman Olson, the aft-looking lookout, had to do it the old-fashioned way.
“XO, I have the conn. I want you to go below and supervise the navigation team and the helmsman. Double-check every heading and waypoint. Stay in constant contact. We can’t have any screwups now.”
“Aye-aye, sir.” The XO announced to the lookouts, “The captain has the conn.” The lookouts repeated the order to ensure there was no misunderstanding as to who would now give the steering commands.
The XO then repeated into his sound-powered phone set, “The captain has the conn” for the benefit of those in the control room below. Once the XO heard the control room repeat the order, he handed the sound-powered phone set and his night-vision goggles to the captain.
“Request permission to leave the bridge, sir.”
“Permission granted.”
* * *
Initially, the Louisiana proceeded southeast down the Kings Bay entrance channel. Then, several turns were made to the right to enter the southerly flowing Cumberland Sound. The Sound proceeded along Drum Point Island and Cumberland Island on the east before merging into St. Marys Entrance and turning toward the east. An eight-mile stretch then ran eastward to the Atlantic, flanked by Cumberland Island on the north and Amelia Island on the south. Finally, if all went well, after an hour and a half or two hours, the Louisiana would reach the open ocean. Another two hours on the surface would ensure sufficient depth for them to submerge. Only then would the Louisiana be relatively safe from any pursuers.
Captain Adams put the rubber cup of the sound-powered phone to his lips. “Helm, Bridge. Make turns for ten knots.”
“Bridge, Helm, aye.”
The captain pulled the cup back to its resting place on his chest. Speaking just loud enough for the lookouts on the bridge to hear, he explained, “Men, it’s important to get as much distance between us and Kings Bay as quickly as possible. No one knows how long it will be before our disappearance is discovered. As soon as it is, the alarm will be sounded, and a massive search for the Louisiana will begin. The longer that can be delayed, the better for us, because with each passing minute, the area that they’ll have to search grows exponentially.”
“Yes, sir,” responded Seaman Hayes. “But we’ve never gone out at ten knots before, even in daylight. Isn’t that kind of fast?”
When surfaced, the draft of the Louisiana was thirty-eight feet. The channel was dredged to a width of about six hundred feet and a depth of about forty-seven feet (more or less). However, as her speed increased, the Louisiana tended to settle lower in the water. Therefore, the depth of the channel tended to limit the speed at which they could make their escape.
“It’s possible we may scrape the bottom a little bit here and there, but in this particular instance, I’m not concerned about compacting a little mud on the bottom of the channel!”
While it would normally be a serious incident, with the captain being called to account for why he ran his submarine aground, this time it really didn’t matter. Before they could court-martial him, they had to catch him! As long as the Louisiana was not damaged or her progress impeded, George didn’t mind a little bottom bouncing.
“When we get to Saint Marys Entrance,” he continued, “we’ll increase speed further to fifteen knots. I want to be feet wet, that is, in the open Atlantic, within an hour and a half at the latest.”
The Louisiana was approaching the next waypoint, preparing to make a thirty-degree turn to the right. A line of scrub trees along the right-hand bank of the channel made it impossible to see what was around the bend. During daylight hours, it was fairly common to encounter civilian pleasure boats and sailboats in the channel. There were even stories of women on some of those boats taking off their bikini tops to entertain the topside crews of departing submarines. Unfortunately, George had never personally witnessed one of those incidents. Now he realized, he had no idea what to expect out here after dark. He had assumed the channel would be deserted, but there was no way to know for sure.
“Seaman Hayes, can you see anything around the next bend?”
“No, sir. The trees are in the way.”
The call came up from below. “Counting down the next turn. Three hundred yards to the turn.”
“Navigator, Bridge, aye,” the captain answered. “Keep looking,” he said to Seaman Hayes. “Report anything you see through the trees.”
“Aye-aye, sir. Nothing yet.”
“Two hundred yards to the turn. One hundred yards to the turn. Stand by to mark the turn… MARK the turn.”
Unlike many of the turns in the channel, this was a fairly sharp turn. “Right full rudder,” the captain spoke into the soundpowered phone. “Steady course one-niner-zero degrees.”
The helmsman responded, “Right full rudder, steady course one-niner-zero degrees, Bridge, Helm, aye.”
The huge mass of the Louisiana began to swing around the blind corner into the next section of the channel. As the submarine’s sail visually cleared the line of trees along the right bank of the channel and came into the clear, Seaman Hayes immediately called out, “CONTACT! Dead ahead!”
Captain Adams adjusted his night-vision goggles and peered down the new section of the channel. About three hundred yards ahead, directly in the center of the channel, was a fishing boat, sitting dead in the water. An eerie light seemed to envelope it from below.
Must be these weird night-vision goggles.
Seaman Hayes turned to the Captain. “Sir, can we swerve to miss them?”
“No, the channel’s too narrow. We have to stay in the center or we’ll run aground.”
“Should we stop?”
“We should, but the problem is, at ten knots we have so much momentum that even if we went ‘all back emergency’ we would still be well beyond that fishing boat by the time we came to a halt.”
“Maybe we should warn them. Maybe a flash of the spotlight or a blast of the ship’s whistle would be enough to get them to move out of the way!”
“It would be nice, but we can’t afford to reveal ourselves like that right now. Too many other people might see or hear the warning. It’s unfortunate, but these ol’ boys are just in the wrong place at the wrong time. We’ll maintain course and speed. Hopefully they’ll hear us and move over to the bank.”
* * *
Billy Kastle and John Evans had tried for weeks to coordinate their schedules and family commitments. They had finally found a day when they could both get off work relatively early, and when their wives could stay with the kids so Billy and John could go fishing that night in the Kings Bay Channel. They drifted along with a case of beer and food in one cooler, fish in another cooler — and (an old trick they had learned the hard way) electronic gear such as cell phones and radios in a third, watertight cooler. To help attract the fish, Billy had rigged up a car battery in the bottom of the boat with speaker wire running to a headlight duct-taped to the end of a broomstick. They clamped the broomstick to the side of the boat, with the headlight shining brightly about two or three feet under the water.
They had been fishing for a couple of hours and their luck had been good. There were a number of good-sized bass and trout on ice in the cooler. John took a break and lay back with a beer in one hand, a piece of sausage in the other hand, and the back of his head resting on the gunwale of the boat. “This is the life, Billy. It don’t get no better than this!”
“You said it, man. I caiin’t believe we waste so much of our lives just workin’ to make ends meet. You know, it just ain’t fair…”
“I know. How long did it take you just to come up with the down payment for this bass boat?”
“My whole life!”
“I know that, Billy, but how long since you really started savin’ just for this?”
“’Bout two years, I guess, of serious savin’.”
“Whoa! What’s that?” John sat up with a start and looked out into the blackness of the channel.
“What’s what? I don’t see nothin’.”
“Well, I don’t neither, but I sure heard somethin’. But now I don’t. I did when I was laying back against the side of the boat, though.”
“What’d you hear?”
“It was a low rumbling sound like — whump, whump, whump — or somethin’.”
“Maybe you’ve had too many beers. Gimme me that dang beer!” as Billy reached out in jest to take John’s beer.
John pulled it away. “Heck, I’ve only had half as many as you! Now wait a minute, lemme try this again.”
John lay back against the gunwale again. “Man, it’s still there — louder than before! Put your ear on the side of the boat over there.”
To humor John, Billy pressed his ear down on the gunwale of the fishing boat. Whump! Whump! Whump!
“What the hell!” Billy sat up and grabbed his flashlight. He shined it down the channel, but the beam disappeared into the darkness without revealing anything. Then he heard the splashing and frothing of the water behind him. He turned just as a swell of water rose under the boat and rapidly lifted them into the air and tossed the boat toward the bank. The boat capsized, and Billy and John were thrown into the waters of the channel. As they swam for the bank, they saw the black outline of a large submarine rapidly moving past on the other side of their capsized fishing boat.
“Gawldang navy!” John yelled toward the sail as it sped past.
And then much to his surprise, a voice yelled back, “Sorry! Emergency mission — can’t stop!”
The two fishermen grabbed their coolers and pulled their capsized boat over to the bank. They crawled up on dry land and lay there for about ten minutes, breathing heavy and considering what had just happened to them.
Surveying the damage, John finally ventured, “So what do you make of that? That emergency mission stuff?”
“Sounds like B.S. to me.”
“Well, I don’t know… why would they say it was an emergency mission, if it wasn’t true?”
“Because they’re tryin’ to protect their asses,” Billy reasoned. “They just ran us over… illegal-like, and now they’re hopin’ we won’t raise a fuss.”
“Hmm, that’s possible.”
“Where’s the cooler with the phones? I’m calling in a complaint. If my bass boat’s been damaged, I want to make sure the U.S. Navy pays for it.”
* * *
On the bridge of the Louisiana, they watched carefully as the bow wave lifted the fishing boat with the strange underwater glow and pushed it out of harm’s way.
“Perfect,” Captain Adams said. “If we had been going slower, the bow wave would have been less powerful, and those poor guys would have been sucked right along the side of the submarine and into the screw back aft. As it is, they just got a little wet and a little shook up. They can handle that — they’ll have a story to tell their grandchildren!”
Seaman Hayes peered into the darkness with his nightvision goggles. I see ‘em crawling onto the bank, Captain. It looks like they’re okay!”
“Good. I’d hate to hurt a couple of good ol’ boys out on a fishing trip — even though they’re probably illegally fishing at night with a light! I just hope this little incident keeps them occupied for a while. They’re bound to report this, and we’re only halfway down the channel. We’ve got a good forty-five minutes or more before we pass Amelia Island and head out into the Atlantic. We want to be well clear of land when they discover back at the base that we’re gone. I guarantee you, it’s going to be like a hornet’s nest back there, and they’re going to send everything and everyone they’ve got to try to stop us!”

Chapter 19

The call came in to the Subron 16 headquarters at 2245 hours. Petty Officer Jones initially took the call and then called for the OOD after the caller demanded to talk to “whoever’s in charge over there.”
“Subron 16 Officer of the Day, Lieutenant Ware speaking.”
“This here’s Billy Kastle. I just got run over by one of your gawldang submarines in the Kings Bay Channel!”
“I’m sorry, sir, that’s not possible. We don’t do any arrivals or departures at night. All of our ship’s movements are during daylight hours.”
“Oh yeah, tell that to my friggin’ capsized boat bass.”
“Uh… do you mean bass boat?”
“Yeah, that’s what I mean…. what you just said.”
“Sir, have you been drinking tonight? I’ll have you know, it can be a federal crime to call in here and tie up official communication lines for no reason. If you capsized your fishing boat, you should call your dealer or a marina to come help you, not the U.S. Navy. If you call here again, we’ll report you to the district attorney. I hope I have made myself understood. Have a good evening.”
Lieutenant Ware hung up the phone. He stood thoughtfully looking at the phone in its cradle for about ten seconds, then turned to Petty Officer Jones and said, “Get the marine duty officer on the line. I want marine patrols to do a thorough recon of the lower base and report the locations and conditions of all submarines.”
* * *
Machinist Mate First Class Gordon Brown and his wife, Carolyn, left the Louisiana ship’s party at the Kings Bay Chief Petty Officers’ Club around 2250 hours. Sailors always like a good party, but when you only have three more days before an extended deployment, family time takes precedence. Married members of the crew were headed home with their wives to check on the kids in bed, send the babysitters home, and enjoy their own private time before the coming separation. As they drove out of the parking lot, Petty Officer Brown remembered that he had forgotten to retrieve a tape recorder he kept in his locker on the Louisiana.
“Oh, honey, I meant to bring home the tape recorder so you and the kids could record some messages for me to listen to while on patrol. It’s still in my locker on the boat. Let’s run by there. It will only take a minute for me to get it.”
They drove to the checkpoint separating the upper base, with family housing and various administration buildings, and the lower base, where the submarines were docked and maintained.
Pulling up to the checkpoint, a no-nonsense marine approached the driver’s window. “May I see some identification, sir?”
“Uh, sure.” Petty Officer Brown dug his ID out of his wallet and handed it to the marine. The marine checked the ID with his flashlight and then pointed the flashlight into Brown’s face to verify his identity.
“Thank you. And you, ma’am?”
Carolyn reached across the car and handed the marine her dependent’s ID card while Brown explained that she was his wife.
“Sorry. Only military and authorized personnel beyond this point. However, we have a waiting area next to the guard shack. Your wife can wait in there until you return.” Carolyn sighed at this little inconvenience of military life, got out of the car, and went into the waiting room and sat down.”
While Carolyn waited, Petty Officer Brown drove to the almost deserted parking lot next to refit wharf number 2 where the Louisiana was docked. Petty Officer Brown got out of the car and walked toward the two-man guard shack next to the chainlink fence, which ran across the entrance to the wharf. As he approached, he sensed something was wrong. There were always two Marine Corps guards at the shack, one inside and one outside with his weapon at the ready. Tonight, it looked like ten or fifteen combat-ready marines crowded around the tiny shack, getting a briefing from their squad leader.
Must be some sort of exercise, he decided. Gordon came up behind the two closest marines and asked, “Hey guys, what’s going on?”
The two startled marines whirled around, with one of them hitting him high and the other hitting him low. Gordon went down face first with a thud on the hard parking lot surface with 350 pounds of “marine” on top of him!
That’s when the remaining marines leveled their weapons at him, and the squad leader shouted, “Put your hands behind your head! Now!”
Gordon knew better than to argue with armed marines and did as he was told. “Hey, what the hell’s going on here?” he asked. His voice was muffled because his face was securely planted in the asphalt, and a marine’s knee was in his back as he was being handcuffed.
Finally, they pulled him to his feet, and the squad leader asked him, “Who are you, and where are our missing guards?”
“I’m Petty Officer First Class Gordon Brown, and I don’t know anything about your missing guards.”
“What are you doing here?”
“I’m a crewmember of the Louisiana, and we’re moored here. I was just returning to the boat to get a personal belonging. Captain Adams or anybody else on board can vouch for me.”
The squad leader growled, “Well now, Mister, that might be pretty hard to do, don’t you think?”
“What do you mean?” Gordon was extremely perplexed over this turn of events. It should have been a routine matter to retrieve his tape recorder, and the guard at the outer checkpoint hadn’t said anything about a security problem on the lower base.
“Take a look, Petty Officer,” as the squad leader pointed down the wharf.
Gordon looked down the wharf in the direction of the marine’s gesture. “What the—?” he gasped. As he looked down the wharf to where he should have seen the stern of the Louisiana, moored starboard side to the wharf, there was nothing but blackness. It was gone! “Oh no!” he shouted. “I missed my deployment!”
The marines sneered. The squad leader scoured at him and said, “No, you moron. The Louisiana has been hijacked!”

Chapter 20

The Kings Bay Naval Submarine Base went into immediate lockdown. Base Commander Captain James Worley gave the order: Assume terrorists have somehow managed to hijack the Louisiana. A contingent of four hundred marines guarded the base at all times, and all were put into service to search for missing crewmembers and the two marine guards from the wharf who may have been injured or killed in the hijacking. The Naval Communication Station issued emergency calls to ships in the area to alert them of the events.
The entire scene could only be described as organized chaos. The marines were particularly frantic in their search for their two missing comrades.
“No marine is ever left behind in combat!” yelled the marine commander to his lieutenants. “This was an unbreakable rule, and if our marines from the wharf are in trouble, we’re going to find them!”
“Yes, sir! We’re searching all the buildings and alleyways in the vicinity of the wharf. Nothing’s been found yet,” answered one of the lieutenants.
“Well keep looking! And I want patrols to inspect the entire perimeter security fence — all of it — from one end of this base to the other. If bad guys got onto this base, they surely didn’t do it through one of our armed gates. Find out where they did!”
“Yes, sir!” they answered in unison.
Just then, the commander’s phone rang. He picked it up and listened intently. “Yes, sir. I understand. We’ll get right on it, sir!” He hung up the phone and quickly assessed the group of lieutenants standing before him. “Lieutenant Gill!”
“Yes, sir!”
“That was the base commander pointing out that the exit channel is lengthy and difficult to navigate. It should take the Louisiana at least two hours to reach open ocean, if they’re able to do it at all. Form a squad of marines and get down to the northern tip of Amelia Island on the double. With any luck, you should be able to intercept the Louisiana before she enters the Atlantic. Load up with whatever armament you need to stop her!”
“Yes, sir!” Lieutenant Gill responded as he ran out the door shouting orders to the assembled marines outside.
The marines grabbed a variety of weapons from their armory as they hurriedly jumped into Humvees and rushed to Amelia Island. This was about a forty-minute drive at high speed, but there was no closer point along the channel that was accessible by road. They arrived at Fort Clinch State Park, at the northern tip of the island, at 2345 hours and stormed the beach in reverse. Marines were used to coming ashore in amphibious landings, but now they were running toward the water! The squad had a mixture of anti-tank weapons, M-16 assault rifles, grenade launchers, an M249 light machine gun referred to as a SAW (Squad Automatic Weapon), and one M224 60mm lightweight mortar with twenty mortar rounds.
Lieutenant Gill visually searched the pitch-black waters of the channel with a pair of telescopic night-vision goggles. There was no sign of the Louisiana abeam their position or up river. Continuing his search down river, past the island, and out to sea, he spotted a dark object, which was possibly a submarine sail approximately a mile and a half to two miles into the Atlantic.
“There they go… we missed them! They must have passed here no more than ten minutes ago. The M-16s, antitank weapons, and grenade launchers are useless at this range. Get that mortar set up for max range, bearing… zero-eight-five degrees.”
Three Marines jumped to it and began setting up the M224 lightweight mortar.
“Corporal Gutierrez!”
“Yes, sir!”
“You got night-vision goggles?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Then get over here with that SAW and see if you can hit that sub with some harassing fire. They’re just about at max range for the SAW, but maybe we can make them turn and stay within mortar range for a little longer.”
Corporal Gutierrez opened fire with the SAW. The SAW was a handheld combat machine gun with a maximum effective range of about a mile. However, the bullets would actually fly about two and a quarter miles, but at that range, there was only a slight chance of actually hitting what you were aiming at. Still, with a cyclic rate of fire of 725 rounds per minute, it was sure to get the attention of anyone on the bridge of the Louisiana!
* * *
After passing the last spit of land on Amelia Island, the Louisiana maintained a course of due east and increased speed to all ahead full. The channel was dredged in a straight line for another twenty miles out to sea. The channel was deep enough for the Louisiana to run safely on the surface, but if they left the channel, she would run aground. The Atlantic waters would not be deep enough to submerge for almost two more hours.
The first two and a half miles of the Atlantic channel were protected on the north side by a stone jetty extending eastward from the southern tip of Cumberland Island and on the south side by a stone jetty extending eastward from the northern tip of Amelia Island.
“Captain, I can see the ends of the jetties!” reported Seaman Hayes, peering ahead into the pitch-blackness of the Atlantic with his night-vision goggles.
Captain Adams breathed a sigh of relief. “Very well!”
The two lookouts remained alert for any other ships or small boats in the area, but none were in sight.
Captain Adams decided it was time for a little celebration and pulled a cigar from the breast pocket of his uniform. He informed the two lookouts, “The smoking lamp is lit on the bridge!”
Removing a cigarette lighter from another pocket, Captain Adams ducked down below the top edge of the bridge to escape the wind and light his cigar. “White light…. Watch your eyes,” he announced to the lookouts so they would avert their eyes from the white flash of the lighter flame. One flash of a white light at night could cause their eyes to readjust to daylight conditions, and it would then take twenty minutes to fully regain their night vision.
Just then, Captain Adams heard a series of rapid pssssts overhead, and Seaman Hayes suddenly cried out in pain and crumpled to the deck of the bridge clutching his right arm. Blood flowed between his fingers and onto the deck.
“Olson, get down!” the captain shouted. “Those are bullets!”
Seaman Olson ducked below the top edge of the bridge and crouched next to the captain. Seeing the blood running from Hayes’s arm, Olson tore a strip of material off the bottom of his T-shirt and tied it around Hayes’s wounded arm as a makeshift tourniquet.
“Dang, Captain. If you had been standing up, that bullet might have hit you instead of Hayes’s arm!”
They could hear bullets splatting in the water around them. Then several of them impacted on the side of the Louisiana’s steel sail with a series of loud donks that could be heard throughout the submarine.
The call came from below, “What’s going on up there, Captain?”
“We’re being fired upon! All ahead FLANK!” And then after further thought, “XO, you have the conn. Use your GPS to keep us in the middle of the channel.”
“Aye-aye, sir. I have the conn!”
“Send somebody up here with a line. Seaman Hayes has been wounded in the arm, and we need to get him down the ladder and to sick bay.”
“Aye-aye, sir. Petty Officer MacKenzie is on the way up.”
Captain Adams was still wearing his night-vision goggles. He faced forward and poked his head up high enough to see over the top edge of the bridge. “Still clear ahead. We have to make sure there are no surface contacts in our path. Sonar is useless when we’re running at flank on the surface.”
“Sir!” Seaman Olson shouted. “That’s my job. If someone has to take the risk of putting himself in the line of fire, it should be me, sir, not you.” With that, Seaman Olson removed Seaman Hayes’s night-vision goggles and donned them himself.
“Thank you, Seaman Olson, but I think this is a risk we can share.” The captain’s legs began to ache from squatting below the edge of the bridge, and so he sat down on the deck in a position of relative safety. “Well, it would have been nice to make it all the way to blue water without being discovered, but I guess it was too much to ask. All we can do now is run like hell and hope they don’t get any attack aircraft on us before we can submerge. Then we need time to evade before they get the P-3s out here.”
Just then, there was a huge explosion a few hundred feet forward of their position, off the starboard side of the Louisiana.
“What the heck was that, sir?”
“Well, they have obviously gotten a bigger gun!”
“How are we going to evade that?”
“There’s nothing we can do except continue to run as fast as we can. The channel is too narrow here to make any evasive maneuvers. And it will be at least another hour and a half before we have the depth needed to submerge.”
Then another huge explosion. This one was several hundred feet off the port side, just slightly forward of the bridge.
“Captain, that one was on the other side!”
“Yes, it’s Fire Control 101—bracket the target in range and azimuth, and then walk it in with subsequent rounds for a kill. Luckily for us, it’s manual Fire Control 101. If they had an automatic, computerized fire control system on whatever they’re shooting at us, we’d be dead already!”
A third blast came close aboard off the starboard side.
“That was close, Captain!”
“Yes it was, but close doesn’t count. Those are small shells actually — maybe a mortar. They can’t hurt us unless they get a direct hit. And that’s unlikely because we’re close to their maximum range; it’s dark; and we’re moving at twenty-five knots. If they hit us, it would be a magic BB.”
A fourth blast came close aboard off the port side, just aft of the missile compartment.
“A magic BB?”
“Yeah, attack pilots talk about dodging anti-aircraft fire and surface-to-air missiles during a bombing run, but they recognize there is always the chance some farmer with a BB gun will shoot it into the air, and the BB will have just the right trajectory to cause it to hit the aircraft in just the right spot that it causes catastrophic failure of the engine or some other vital system. It’s a very slight chance, but mathematically, the chance is always there.”
“So these guys could hit us? Right?”
“Yes, they certainly could… and it would ruin our whole day!”
“Who do you think it is, sir?”
“I don’t know, but they have to be firing from the shore. I don’t hear any aircraft, and there are no surface contacts on the scope.”
A fifth blast hit right in the center of the Louisiana’s wake, just 20 feet or so aft of the screw.
“All right! Yes!” yelled the captain.
“Sir? That one was closer than any of them. Why are you cheering?”
“Don’t you see, Olson? Every blast has been farther and farther aft. That one was completely behind us.”
“Ah, so we’ve outrun them!”
“Exactly. We are officially out of range!”
A few more of the marine mortars fell harmlessly into the sea aft of the Louisiana as she made her way toward deep water.
* * *
Back at the base commander’s office at Kings Bay, Captain Worley grabbed the phone from his yeoman and screamed at the duty officer at NAS Jacksonville. “I need P-3s airborne NOW! As we speak, we have a renegade submarine making an escape at Saint Marys Entrance! I need P-3s and attack aircraft to converge on that position and destroy the Louisiana!”
Captain Worley listened for a few seconds and then incredulously yelled, “What?!? What do you mean it’s peacetime, and no forces are on alert?… You have to call the flight crews in from home?… Aircraft have to be serviced and readied for flight? You mean they’re not already?… And you have to get your base commander’s approval to draw live ordnance from the armory?… There’s nobody at the armory… you’ll have to call them in too?… Yes, by all means call the commander and wake his ass up!”
* * *
By the time armed P-3 patrol planes flew over the area, it was 0400 hours — several hours after the Louisiana submerged and slipped into the wide and deep Atlantic Ocean.

Chapter 21

Early the next morning, Admiral Yates flew from COMSUBLANT to the new capital at Philadelphia to brief President Thornton, the cabinet, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff on the situation. His report stunned the assembled audience as he reported in quick succession:
• No one had seen the Louisiana get underway.
• The marine guards from the refit wharf were also missing, without any sign of a struggle.
• There was no evidence of forced entry anywhere around the perimeter of the Naval Submarine Base Kings Bay, and the guards at the main entrance and back gate had not reported anything unusual.
• A couple of local fishermen may have seen the Louisiana in the exit channel, but they would have to be questioned further because they were apparently quite inebriated at the time.
• A marine contingent had rushed to the channel entrance at Amelia Island and fired at a dark object at sea, but there was no confirmation that it was the Louisiana or that they had inflicted any damage.
• P-3 anti-submarine warfare planes had been scrambled out of NAS Jacksonville but had failed to locate any submarines in the vicinity of the channel entrance.
• The Louisiana had simply disappeared with no warning and with approximately one-third of her crew missing.
* * *
By the time of the admiral’s briefing in Philadelphia, the New York Times had already issued a special edition with the news plastered on its front page. The headline covered the entire top half of the page:
GONE: 120 NUCLEAR WARHEADS MISSING! BALLISTIC MISSILE SUBMARINE FEARED HIJACKED!

The sub-headline read:
SUB DISAPPEARS FROM KINGS BAY DURING DEAD OF NIGHT

The news was devastating! No one at the Times had contemplated the effect the story would have on the civilian public. There was mass panic in every major city in the country. The roads were gridlocked as millions of people tried to get out of densely populated areas, which were seen as being likely targets for terrorists armed with long-range ballistic missiles. Hundreds died in the panic. There was looting and anarchy across the nation. The president declared martial law and mobilized reserve and National Guard units to restore law and order.
A subsequent story appearing the next day in the Philadelphia Inquirer disclosed it was the USS Louisiana that had gone missing from the tightly guarded Naval Submarine Base Kings Bay. The reporters speculated wildly as to what may have happened. Guesses ranged from terrorist paratroopers who had unexpectedly dropped in; to terrorist frogmen who swam undetected up the entire length of the Kings Bay entrance channel and overpowered the skeleton crew onboard; to a renegade crew who stole the submarine with the intent of seeking retribution against the Muslim world for the attack on Washington DC. There was even speculation that the disappearance had been secretly planned and orchestrated by the U.S. government as a way to strike back against the Muslim world without having to take responsibility.
The entire international community, NATO, and the UN became actively involved in the search for the missing submarine. All commercial and military ships were alerted and directed to notify their commanders immediately if a nuclear submarine was sighted. All available U.S., NATO, Russian, and Chinese attack submarines were deployed to find and, if necessary, destroy the USS Louisiana.

Chapter 22

August 18, USS Louisiana
“XO, establish the first watch,” the captain ordered. “I want a meeting of the officers in the wardroom in ten minutes.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
* * *
In the wardroom, the mood was lighthearted. There was a great sense of relief at having successfully made the run from Kings Bay to the open Atlantic. They had all known it would not be easy, but they had not anticipated just how close they would come to being destroyed.
The XO called the meeting to order. “Captain, we’re all here with the exception of engineering. With this downsized crew, we’re a little short-handed in M-Division.”
“I understand. I’ll talk to ‘Scotty’ later.”
They all laughed at the Star Trek reference. Captain Adams was always amazed at the extent to which technical people were followers of Star Trek, even this many years since the show had last aired. Most of these crewmembers weren’t even born when the Enterprise’s Captain Kirk, Mr. Spock, Dr. McCoy, and Scotty said their farewells.
The captain picked up a microphone connected to the ship’s intercom system, so the entire crew could hear his remarks. “Crewmembers of the USS Louisiana, we have now crossed the line. There’s no going back. We have begun a new chapter of our lives and, God willing, a new chapter of peace on Earth.”
Within the wardroom, each man’s head dropped forward as the somber reality of their position hit them once again.
“Congratulations to all for a great run to the Atlantic! Super job by everyone onboard. The run out of Kings Bay is difficult even in daylight with a full crew. You should hold your heads up high for having accomplished it at night and in record time. I think you all know if we had been just a few minutes slower, it could have spelled disaster for the mission… and us. As it is, we had one crewman take a bullet in the arm. Seaman Hayes is recovering nicely in sick bay. Drop by and see him in your spare time.”
They all chuckled, knowing “spare time” was not a luxury any of them would have. Reading between the lines, the captain was saying, “Make time to visit Seaman Hayes.”
With an upbeat mood reset, the captain continued. “I want to congratulate all of you for making a very brave decision. Throughout history, there have been those who whined and wished for change, and there have been those who sacrificed to make it happen. You are the type of people who have been responsible for great events. In the days, months, and years ahead, there will no doubt be those who criticize us. Well, let them criticize. For our part, let us remember the good we are doing and the lives we are saving.”
A few of the junior officers looked around and jokingly pointed at their friends as if to say, “You? A hero? Fat chance!”
“We have a small crew, which means we are going to have to rely on each other to a much greater extent than ever before. Teamwork is key to making this mission a success. Each one of you has been hand-selected and is an essential member of the team. Each one of you must remember we cannot do it without you. Don’t let us down.”
The captain paused and then added, “I have asked Chaplain Lewis to say a prayer for this crew.”
Chaplain Lewis took the microphone and began, “Let us pray. Lord, we ask this day that you watch over us and give us strength: strength to carry out our plan, strength to start over and begin new lives, strength to remain vigilant for many years from those who will surely try to defeat us. We ask that you use the power of the Holy Spirit to enter the minds and hearts of terrorist leaders and the leaders of Islamic nations around the world to move them to heed our warning and stop these terrible murderous acts. In the end, if the terrorists ignore our warning, we pray that you give us the strength to carry out the ultimate retribution. We pray for this crew, for their safety, and for the USS Louisiana. May we become an instrument of peace in your hands. Amen.”
“Amen!”
“Thank you, Chaplain. Crew of the Louisiana— carry on!”
The captain turned off the intercom and addressed the officers in the wardroom. “Gentlemen, each of us have been selected to be a part of history. There is no doubt after today that we will be remembered — one way or another!”
A nervous laugh arose from the gathered officers.
“We may be vilified at first, but if we’re successful, we can put a stop to the killing and carnage perpetrated on the human race by a few power-mad individuals. For the rest of our lives, we’ll live in hiding, under aliases, not able to tell anybody who we really are. We have talked about this at length during your recruitment interviews. I called this meeting to discuss in more detail the purpose of the mission and its importance.”
“Thank you, Captain. We appreciate that,” said the XO.
“Now, I want this meeting to be a free flowing exchange of ideas. So speak freely. If there is anyone with doubts about our mission or his part in it, let’s get it out on the table and discuss it. To begin, I believe Lieutenant Johnson, our legal officer, has prepared some material for our review.”
Lieutenant Johnson opened his briefcase, pulled out two maps of the world, and laid them on the table.
“That’s right, Captain. I do have a few items I think will generate some discussion. The first is a world map showing the extent of Islam in 1750. I chose this point in time, because it predates both the American and the French revolutions, which brought the concepts of freedom and democracy to the Western world.”
“Lieutenant?” asked the ops officer.
“Yes, sir?”
“Why are you showing us maps nearly three hundred years old?”
“I’m getting to that, sir, if you will permit me… the second is a map showing the extent of Islam today, with shading indicating the percent Muslim population in all countries. A major difference between the two maps is that before 1750 Muslims expanded their influence primarily through military conquest. Therefore the first map represents what I would call core Muslim nations together with conquered territories. After the establishment of Western democracies and open societies, Muslims were free to immigrate to most areas of the world. Therefore, the second map shows the degree to which Muslims have peacefully infiltrated other countries around the world. So the darker a country is shaded, the greater the Muslim percentage of the total population.”
“Wow, that’s a pretty incredible graphic,” said Pappy.
“That’s right, XO. I think you can see that Muslims have infiltrated every Western democracy to some extent.”
“Yeah, it looks like some of these countries in Europe may be as much as ten percent Muslim, but look at their spread through Asia and the Far East! I never would have guessed Islam had spread like that.”
Lieutenant Johnson continued, “A basic flaw in democracies, no… not a flaw, but a weakness in the system, is that people can choose their own form of government. So over time, they are free to change it. It’s like the old saying about democracy being bound to fail because if you give people the right to vote, they’ll vote themselves so many entitlements, the government will go bankrupt.”
“And Lord knows we’ve become a nation that expects entitlements,” said the chaplain. “There’s a whole subculture in this country dedicated to getting as much free stuff from the government as possible.”
“That’s interesting, Chaplain, but not the point I was really trying to make. My point was, if you just think about it, democratic governments are bound to change over time. People change… the times change. In legal circles, if you listen to the so-called ‘strict constructionists,’ they’re always harping about the fact that our current laws and Supreme Court decisions are not consistent with the intent of the Founding Fathers. Well of course they aren’t! The Founding Fathers lived in a time when it was important to limit federal powers. They had just fought a revolution against a powerful central government. So the Constitution enumerated certain limited federal powers and reserved the rest of the powers for the states.”
“Well, times have certainly changed,” interjected the XO.
“That’s right. The Civil War did away with States’ rights for the most part, and the rest of the powers have gone to the federal government over the years because that’s what the people wanted. Today, whenever any need for government action arises, people’s first response is to demand that the federal government do something about it.”
The chaplain added, “It’s true the country has changed, but I think the country is changing now in ways no one ever anticipated, and one of the main reasons is the influx of Muslims. When the Founding Fathers talked about freedom of religion, the only thing they meant was, “Let me worship Jesus the way I want to and not the way you want me to.” They never anticipated the rise of a totally different religion that rejected the basic tenets of Christianity.”
“Yeah,” said the XO, “I guess in 1776 they never imagined Muslims, not to mention radical Muslims, would ever live in America.”
“That’s true, and the basic teachings of radical Islam are counter to freedom of religion. We’ve talked about the fact that people in much of the Muslim world don’t understand Western democracy, but we don’t really understand Islam either. We think countries like Iraq or Iran can have freedom of religion, but it’s not so. Muslims don’t tolerate other religions. Heck, the radicals don’t even tolerate other sects of Islam. Even the moderates don’t tolerate too much of other religions. For the fanatics, the radicals, it’s Islam or death. So the real problem is how do you peacefully coexist with people whose religion says kill everybody that’s different? Not just their political beliefs, but their religion?”
Lieutenant Johnson responded by asking, “Do you find it strange that Muslims only fall into two categories, moderates and fanatics? I mean, where are the liberal Muslims?”
“No, I don’t find it strange at all,” said the chaplain. “There are no liberal Muslims, and it all stems from the Qur’an. If you’ll, allow me to get on my soapbox for a moment…”
Pappy interjected, “You mean your pulpit, don’t you?”
They all laughed.
“No, XO, in this instance I mean my soapbox, because this is a personal opinion. My studies of the world’s religions, and my own reflections and meditations, have led me to several conclusions. The first is this: God’s message has always been love. It’s a unifying theme of religions throughout the history of mankind. Second, the problem God’s messengers have always had with writing a religious text has been that they screw it up!”
Everyone laughed. “Don’t sugarcoat it, Chaplain. Tell us what you really think!”
“No really, it can’t be helped. By necessity, each messenger has to interpret God’s spiritual messages, which come to him in symbolic form, in the context of the human life he or she is currently living. Mohammed dictated the Qur’an while he was engaged in a thirty-year war against tribal lords on the Arabian Peninsula. So, of course, his interpretations of God’s messages were warlike. They were tainted by his human experiences.”
“Yeah, that’s for sure,” said Lieutenant Johnson. “I’ve read a little of the Qur’an, and it seems like almost every syrah begins with a warning about the vengeance that God will wreak upon the infidels and the enemies of Islam, and it ends with a command that the infidels be cast out or forced to submit to Islam.”
The chaplain noted, “If you study it closely, you will find that the Qur’an uses the word ‘love’ primarily in the context of loving Allah. Elsewhere, it says to love your fellow Muslim, but in practically the next verse, it says to join together to vanquish the unbelievers. So in my opinion, God’s message of universal love was almost totally obliterated by Mohammed’s interpretations, and unfortunately, before his death, he proclaimed himself to be God’s final messenger.”
“So are you saying Mohammed, the revered Prophet of Islam, was a fraud?” asked Lieutenant Johnson.
“No! Absolutely not! For a person to be a fraud, they have to intentionally mislead someone. I have no doubt Mohammed, like all of God’s messengers, truly believed he was properly interpreting God’s symbolic spiritual messages.”
“Yet the end result is that all his warped interpretations have been studied by dozens of generations of Muslims as God’s final and greatest message to mankind. Right?” asked Lieutenant Johnson.
“That’s right, but don’t think Mohammed was alone in his misinterpretations of God’s messages. Remember, I said all of God’s messengers screw it up. There’s no religion that’s perfect — not even Christianity! In many ways, the Bible is a lot like the Qur’an. They both describe a reward-and-punishment type of religion that’s not very consistent with an all-loving god.”
“Why are you picking on Christians?” Pappy asked. “We’re not against Christians on this mission.”
“I’m not trying to pick on Christians, XO. I’m just trying to point out that Muslims are not alone in not having a perfect holy book. We’re not pointing fingers at the Muslims and saying, “My religion is right, and yours is wrong.” That’s been done since the beginning of time, and it has never furthered the progress of peace. We’re trying to be objective and recognize that every holy book has been flawed by its human interpreters.”
“So what are you getting at, Chaplain?” Pappy pressed.
“What I’m trying to establish here is an understanding amongst us that this mission is not a holy crusade.”
“You’re absolutely right,” the XO agreed, “and we all need to understand that.”
“But we also need to understand what motivates radical Islamists to kill hundreds of thousands of innocent people,” said Lieutenant Johnson. “Apparently, they don’t believe they’re going to be punished for that — they believe they’re going to be rewarded! That’s a very different value system than what Christianity teaches.”
“That’s true,” agreed the Chaplain. “The radicals believe that if they die in a martyrdom operation, they go straight to heaven where Allah supplies them with seventy-two virgins for their sexual pleasure! That’s pretty primitive thinking, actually. Something you’d expect cavemen to think of…”
Lieutenant Johnson responded, “It may be primitive, Chaplain, but it’s a pretty effective motivational tool. Every Muslim suicide bomber they have captured because his bomb malfunctioned has said he was really looking forward to those seventy-two virgins, made by Allah, especially for him!”
Pappy interrupted. “Okay, okay. Let’s get back to the issue at hand. Since Western democracies allow anybody to come in, and allow anybody to worship any religion, then we have a problem when huge numbers of Muslims immigrate, and when large numbers of people convert to Islam. Eventually, when the Muslims become a majority, it’s bye-bye religious freedom. Maybe even bye-bye democracy as we know it.”
At this point, the captain interrupted and said, “All right, this is all interesting conversation, but let’s get back to the real issue. You may find this hard to believe, but I don’t have a problem with Muslims immigrating to the U.S. or people converting to Islam. I don’t blame Muslims for believing what their parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents believed in. Most of us in this room consider ourselves to be Christians, and the reason we’re Christians is because that’s what our parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents were.”
“But what about the threat to democracy and freedom of religion, Captain?” asked Pappy.
“As long as things happen peacefully, and in accordance with democratic principles, so be it. That’s what government by the people is all about. If the will of the people changes, then the country should change with it. Like Lieutenant Johnson said, our nation today bears very little resemblance to early America. But none of us thinks it’s all that bad. If Muslims become the majority in America and vote to establish an Islamic nation, democracy will most likely go down in rewritten history as a failed heretical attempt at society.”
The men around the table looked at each other to see if anyone had a response for the captain. No one did.
The captain turned to the chaplain. “I want to thank you, Chaplain, and congratulate you, too, on a job well done. Perhaps in your new life you can be an actor.”
The chaplain smiled sheepishly and glanced around the table at the perplexed officers sitting there.
“What’s this about, Captain?” asked the XO.
“Well, the opinions the Chaplain just expressed about the Bible and the Christian Church were mine, not his. I asked him to express them because I felt they would have more impact coming from him than from me. Most people immediately discount any criticism of their own religion unless it comes from a credentialed source. I wanted you to actually think about what he was saying. The point being, all religions are flawed. So this mission is not a Christian versus Muslim crusade.”
Glancing around the table, the captain noted everyone was listening intently.
“We hope and pray we never have to kill a single Muslim. Our enemies are not people who have chosen or were born to worship God through Islam; our enemies are terrorists who use selected texts from the Qur’an to justify mass murder. Unfortunately for most of the world’s Muslims, it is Islam the religion, the terrorists hold most sacred, not God’s underlying teaching of universal love. Therefore, it is Islam itself we must hold hostage in order to force the terrorists to stop their murderous ways.”
The room was silent. Each man met the captain’s gaze with agreement. As usual, the captain’s logic was infuriatingly… logical!
“Like I said, I don’t have a problem with peaceful change. Nothing is permanent. What I have a problem with are murderers who kill hundreds of thousands of innocent people in order to further their twisted and perverted version of theology. That, my friends is what we’re about. We’re not against peaceful change; we’re against murderers. And there is only one thing they understand: greater force.”
The room remained silent.
“Does everyone understand that?” asked the captain.
The captain looked around the room and met the eyes of each man. Each nodded in assent as he did so.
“Questions?”
There was a unanimous and simultaneous, “No, sir!”
“Then let’s get busy. You all know what to do.” “Aye-aye, sir!” and the room cleared out.

Chapter 23

Those in the Islamic world assumed the Louisiana would be maneuvering into a position from which it could launch its longrange ballistic missiles against Muslim nations. However, even if George’s plan had been one of retribution, he had always known that use of the Louisiana to launch missiles was not a viable option. The launch of a single missile would be immediately detected, and their position would be pinpointed. After that, it was highly unlikely they could evade U.S. and allied forces long enough to make another strike. It was even more ridiculous to contemplate using the Louisiana’s missiles as a deterrent against future terrorist attacks. The Louisiana would have to remain undetected for an extended period—years, in fact. A totally absurd proposition! Therefore, George’s plan was quite different. But before the plan could be implemented, they had to evade all of the world’s antisubmarine warfare (ASW) forces while operating with one-third of the submarine’s normal complement of officers and crew.
“It’s a simple matter of using Leona Harris’s daily position reports to evade the ASW forces while giving them bits of information that lead them in the wrong direction,” the captain explained to the XO. “We hope to make them think we’re headed for the Indian Ocean via the Cape of Good Hope. So we’re heading for the southwest coast of Africa, off Angola, where we’re going to give them a decoy transmission.”
“Captain, we’re actually going to make a radio transmission?” asked the XO incredulously. “Isn’t that a bit risky?”
“Everything is risky, Pappy.”
“Yes, I know, but—”
“If we keep the transmission short, they won’t be able to pinpoint our location. They’ll only know generally where it came from — which is what we want them to know.”
“That’s only true, Captain, as long as they don’t have any ASW forces in the immediate area. What if the U.S. has a P-3 or the Brits have a Nimrod flying in the area and we poke the antenna up and make a transmission? They’ll be on us like a duck on a June bug!”
“We’ll have to take that chance, XO. We need the diversion to buy us time. However, I’ve picked the location for the transmission because of its distance from any airfield to which the Americans or the Brits could gain access. It’s well outside of any of the ASW patrol areas that Petty Officer Harris has reported. They’re concentrating their efforts further south where they have the geographic advantage of the chokepoint going around the Cape. According to her reports, it’s crawling with them down there!”
“But how do we know her reports are accurate or complete?”
“Look, she’s the SUBLANT Ops officer’s assistant. If he’s doing his job right, he’s coordinating everything with Intel and with all the forces allied in their efforts to find us. And under these circumstances, I’m sure Rowdy Yates is making sure he’s doing his job right!”
“Yeah, the admiral’s not going to let this new guy screw up for a while as a learning experience!” the XO agreed.
“And that means Leona’s sitting in on every briefing and every brainstorming session. So she not only knows everything they’re currently doing to find us, she knows everything they’re even thinking about doing. Her reports are coming in regularly, and as far as her accuracy, I would trust her with my life.”
Recognizing that the captain had made his decision, the XO shook his head in resignation. “I hope you’re right, Captain — all our lives depend on it!”
* * *
Although the Louisiana was submerged, she trailed a floating wire antenna that enabled her to receive radio communications and news of world events. Everyone onboard was aware of the fear and panic that was gripping the U.S. because of the speculation the Louisiana had been hijacked by terrorists.
The next day, as the captain studied the navigation charts in the control room, the XO approached and said, “Captain, some of the men have been discussing the decoy radio transmission we plan to make off the coast of Angola. We have a suggestion for the message content.”
“What would that be?”
“‘NO FEAR,’ Captain.”
“It’s okay, go ahead and tell me.”
The XO laughed. “No, that’s the message: NO FEAR. It accomplishes several things. First, it’s short, so as we discussed, it doesn’t give triangulation systems a chance to pinpoint our location. They’ll know generally that we were off the western coast of southern Africa, but that’s about the best they’ll be able to do. Second, intelligence analysts will recognize immediately that this is American slang, not a term used by Islamic terrorists. It will give a clear message to the people of the U.S. that they are not our target. They need that message right now. Hundreds of people have been killed, and the economy is at a complete standstill.”
“That’s good thinking, XO. I like it.”
“There is one other good thing it does for us, Captain — a very important thing.”
“What’s that?”
“Any intelligence analyst worth his salt would look suspiciously at a boomer popping up and making a radio transmission — especially one that’s being hunted by the entire world. They’d conclude for sure that the transmission was a deception — a decoy. However, given the situation in the U.S., and knowing we would be aware of it, they might deduce we took the risk of making the transmission in order to save American lives. They would be more likely to conclude that the transmission accurately reflects our projected track.”
The captain thought pensively for a few seconds and then looked at the XO and said, “You’re right. When we reach the transmission point, we’ll tell the world: NO FEAR.”

Chapter 24

Commander Lannis Wayne was coordinating all intelligence activities associated with the search for the Louisiana. On the morning of August 25, Lannis stood in an auditorium-style briefing room before Admiral Yates, the Joint Chiefs, and their combined staffs to present a hurriedly prepared briefing. He couldn’t remember ever seeing so many stars in one room! The entire top echelon of the U.S. military was there: General Daramus, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; Admiral Byers, the chief of naval operations; General Stevenson, the army chief of staff; General Metcalf, the air force chief of staff; General Naeger, the commandant of the Marine Corps; and Admiral Bostich, the commandant of the Coast Guard. Each had ten to fifteen staff members with them, so there were close to a hundred high-ranking officers, eagerly awaiting Lannis’s findings. Lannis stood at a podium directly in front of the Joint Chiefs and tried in vain to stop his left knee from jerking nervously. He began…
“Good morning. I am Commander Lannis Wayne, intelligence officer on the staff of the Commander, Submarine Force Atlantic Fleet. I am here this morning to present the findings of the special investigative team appointed by Admiral Yates on August eighteenth to investigate the disappearance of the USS Louisiana on the night of August seventeenth. Our team consisted of myself, navy intelligence specialists, and agents from…”
General Daramus, the chairman, interrupted. “Commander, we know who you are, we know the team members, and we all know why we’re here. Let’s skip the formalities and move on to your findings.”
“Aye-aye, sir. As you all know, the USS Louisiana disappeared from her berth at Kings Bay Naval Submarine Base on the night of August seventeenth — apparently hijacked. There was no sign of any struggle at the site of the hijacking, and no evidence of forced entry on the Kings Bay Naval Submarine Base that evening. Fifty crew members and two marine guards disappeared when the Louisiana was hijacked. Our investigation has revealed that none of them were married and none had any children. This seemed to be a peculiar coincidence at first, until we questioned the submarine detailer at BuPers. We discovered that Captain Adams specifically requested that a large number of such crew members be assigned to his submarine when he took over as the commanding officer of the Louisiana.”
A murmur arose throughout the room. Bodies shifted and chairs squeaked.
“What are you suggesting, Commander?” asked General Daramus.
“Nothing yet, sir. Just presenting the facts.”
The general nodded for Lannis to proceed.
“The night of the hijacking, the crew of the Louisiana held a ship’s party at the Chief Petty Officers’ Club on the Naval Submarine Base at Kings Bay, Georgia. Except for a small watch section that remained onboard, the entire crew and their spouses were present at the party. Shortly after dinner, Captain Adams, the XO, and several other key crew members left the party unannounced. All who left are among the missing. Additionally, the ship’s senior watch officer, who is not among the missing, has revealed that he did not assign the watch section that remained onboard that evening. That task was taken over and handled personally by the XO.”
Another murmur spread throughout the room.
“We know the Louisiana is capable of monitoring worldwide news broadcasts while she is deployed. In the days following the Louisiana’s disappearance, fear and panic were causing a great many deaths here in the U.S. One week after the disappearance of the Louisiana, we received a brief message from her containing simply the two words, NO FEAR. We do not believe that either the content or the timing of this message was accidental. The content is Western slang, and it is highly improbable that Islamic terrorists would be familiar with it. This leads us to believe that Westerners are in control of the submarine. In addition, the timing indicates they were concerned that their actions were causing the loss of U.S. lives, and they wanted the citizens of the U.S. to know that the U.S. was not the submarine’s target. This concern leads us to believe that the Westerners are Americans.”
This time, it was more than a murmur that spread throughout the room. Everyone started talking excitedly at the same time! General Daramus and Admiral Byers, the CNO, exchanged irritated glances. General Daramus rose from his seat in the front, ran his fingers through his silver hair, and turned to the gathered staff members. “Everyone, hold your comments until the commander has finished,” he ordered. The room quickly grew silent, and after glaring a few stragglers into silence, the general turned and resumed his seat. “Please continue, Commander.”
“Thank you, sir. We have concluded that the hijacking was premeditated and carefully planned for months in advance. Captain Adams specifically requested BuPers to assign crew members matching the profile of those who are missing. They were assigned to stay onboard the Louisiana the night of the ship’s party by the XO. The ship’s party, although a commonly held event, was likely scheduled for that particular evening as a diversion to get other crew members off the submarine and to occupy them for the entire evening. Since there was no sign of any struggle or forced entry, there is only one logical conclusion: We have concluded it was not terrorists who hijacked the Louisiana, but Captain Adams and forty-nine other crew members.”
A hush fell over the room as the assembled officers turned and stared at each other in shock and disbelief.
“The marine guards have not been found, and we suspect they were kidnapped and are onboard.” Lannis paused, before quietly adding, “We do not know the crew’s motive.”
Admiral Byers, the CNO, shook his head in disbelief. Darn intel officers. They don’t know a thing about operations or the mentality of real warriors. In the silent room, Admiral Byers slowly rose to his feet. A submariner, Admiral Byers had so many rows of military ribbons on his uniform that his dolphins were practically pinned to his shoulder! He turned and accusingly pointed a shaking finger at Lannis and said, “You better recheck your facts, Commander, because your conclusion just isn’t possible! Only our nation’s most trusted individuals are assigned to positions where they control nuclear weapons. They go through years of rigorous training and are subject to extensive background checks and psychological testing. Our Personnel Reliability Program makes sure this sort of thing can’t happen!”
General Metcalf, the air force chief of staff rose at the CNO’s side. His slender athletic build and short-cropped hair reminded Lannis of Admiral Yates. “I concur. Our system recognizes that it may be possible for one loose cannon to slip through the cracks every now and then, but that’s why we have the ‘two-man rule’ for any actions dealing with nuclear weapons. No one man or woman can do something crazy because someone else who’s not crazy will be looking over their shoulder. The chances are practically nil that you’ll have two crazies in a sensitive position at the same time. But you’re not talking about two crazies in the same place at the same time, you’re talking about fifty!”
As Admiral Byers and General Metcalf sat down, the room went crazy! Everyone shouted at the same time, trying to be heard over the din. Nobody believed Lannis’s conclusion. In their universe, such an event was completely impossible! Like the Native Americans who reportedly could not see the Spanish galleons sailing into their bay because “canoes” could not be so large, the gathered officers could not comprehend what had happened. Then General Naeger, the commandant of the Marine Corps, rose and walked to the podium where Lannis stood defensively. The commandant took the microphone from its stand in front of Lannis and turned to face the audience.
“Let me have your attention, please. Everyone take your seats and let me have your attention.” The noise level finally dropped as the officers sat down and turned their attention to the commandant.
“There’s a component to this analysis that’s missing in your thinking. What all of you seem to have forgotten over the last five years is that our nation’s capital was obliterated by Islamic terrorists and over two hundred thousand people were killed! Now I get out and talk to my marines on a regular basis. I don’t know about the members of other services, but my marines take that personally. They are frustrated with the political response that this country took, and they are frustrated that nothing has been done to prevent it from happening again.”
Admiral Byers stood and responded. “General Naeger, we feel that way in all the services. The marines are not alone. We all recognize that our national defense strategy is flawed because we can’t deter nuclear terrorism. And in the event of an attack, we can’t strike back at the perpetrators. It’s frustrating to all of us because no matter how hard we train, we can’t correct this problem. But by the same token, we are all professionals. We do our job whether we like it or not!”
“I’m sure you do, Admiral. But despite that, there are parts of the system that are broken. Just look at the Personnel Reliability Program about which you speak so highly. The PRP program hasn’t been changed significantly since the early 1970s. Thanks to DC, there’s a whole new dynamic now in the way military people think about the world and their role in it. But we didn’t modify the PRP program to match. We were still using a B.DC program A.DC.”
“B.DC and A.DC?” asked Admiral Byers.
“Sorry — that’s Before DC and After DC. We didn’t modify the psychological testing after the attack on DC. We didn’t modify the background checks to identify people who lost loved ones or friends in DC. We should have been identifying those people so we could give them special attention. No matter how professional they are, military people are still human, and all humans have weaknesses.”
Admiral Byers shook his head and sighed. “Okay, I agree some mistakes were made. But I know George Adams personally, and I know he’s professional — clear to the bone. He would never willingly take such an action. If he’s doing this, he has to be doing it under duress.” Admiral Byers was grasping at straws. “Maybe he’s being blackmailed somehow. Maybe he was contacted by terrorists who have a nuke in the U.S., and they told him they would detonate it if he didn’t hijack the submarine. It seems that’s just as likely as Commander Wayne’s scenario!”
Lannis stepped to the commandant’s side and indicated he had a response for the CNO. The commandant handed him the microphone.
“Admiral, I also know George Adams personally. We served together on the SUBLANT staff for three years. We rode in the same carpool for two of those years. And I can tell you, George Adams would do this — if he had the chance. He was assigned to fly reconnaissance drones over DC looking for survivors after the blast. He was devastated by what he saw. He was frustrated by our political response; he was frustrated that nothing had been done to prevent a recurrence; and he talked openly about ballistic missile submarines being obsolete as a deterrent force in the age of nuclear terrorism.”
“Yes, but did you interview other people who knew him personally?” asked Admiral Byers.
“Yes, sir, as part of my investigation, I interviewed a number of people. I spoke to his administrative assistant, Petty Office Leona Harris, but she claimed she only knew him professionally, and he never confided personal feelings with her. I also interviewed Commander Robert Sewell, now the commanding officer of the attack submarine USS Texas. He was also on the SUBLANT staff with George Adams and was one of his closest friends. Commander Sewell was surprised that Adams would go to this extreme, but he confirmed that Adams was extremely frustrated with the status quo. When it comes right down to it, Admiral, George Adams had the capability, the motivation, and the opportunity to do this. My conclusion is that if anyone could and would do this, it would be George Adams!”
The room fell silent once again. Nobody wanted to vocalize what they all feared: Had Adams gone mad? Was he going to wreak revenge on the Muslim world? Was he going to hold the world at ransom? Or had he decided to implement his own brand of the MAD doctrine?

Chapter 25

August 25, The President’s Office, Philadelphia, PA
“Just have a seat, Commander Wayne. I want to have an informal discussion rather than a formal briefing,” said President Thornton.
“Yes, Mister President,” said Lannis as he nervously sat down at the large conference table in the president’s office complex. Several other members of the president’s staff joined them. General Daramus, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, sat next to Lannis. The general had arranged this afternoon meeting immediately after Lannis’s shocking briefing to the combined military staffs that morning.
“First reactions can be very telling,” began President Thornton. “Let’s review what happened in the Muslim world after the attack on Washington. With the passage of time, we tend to forget the immediate reactions of different countries around the world. Those same countries try to smooth things over later when they realize they have tipped their hands.”
“Yes, Mister President.” said Lannis. “Reaction within the Muslim world was mixed. All countries officially expressed their sorrow and offered assistance, and I believe most true Muslims were as horrified as we were, but there were still those more radical Muslims who openly celebrated. There were rejoiceful demonstrations, for example, in Gaza, the West Bank, and Tehran.”
President Thornton sighed. “It’s hard for me to believe that by that time, members of Hamas, Fatah, Islamic Jihad, and other radical Muslim groups still didn’t understand that there wasn’t any country in the world that had done more than the United States of America to bring the hope of a Palestinian State to reality. Commander Wayne, did you know that over the terms of four different U.S. presidents, we pressured both Israel and the Palestinian Authority to come to the bargaining table? Under President Clinton’s guidance, the ruling Fatah party struck from their political platform a covenant to annihilate Israel — a political move essential to the formation of a Palestinian State. But at Camp David, Prime Minister Yasser Arafat was unable to approve a final agreement with Israel that would have established the Palestinian State.”
“Yes, sir. As I recall, officials in the U.S. State Department blamed Arafat, concluding that although he had been a dynamic leader of an insurrection, he was unable to make the transition to statesman.”
“Yes, that’s true. It was a sad day for the Palestinians and the Middle East.”
“If I may, sir, I’d like to share a different opinion told to me by Commander George Adams.”
“Yes, by all means. Any insight into Adams’s character is welcome.”
“In Commander Adams’s opinion, Arafat knew perfectly well what he was doing. He refused to approve the agreement with Israel because upwards of thirty or forty percent of the Palestinian people still demanded Israel’s destruction. Signing the agreement would have caused a Palestinian civil war — and probably would have cost Arafat his life.”
“Well, that’s quite possible,” General Daramus agreed. “We know militant groups like Hamas were founded on detailed charters calling for the destruction of Israel. Over the years, they have simply refused to give up this policy even though it has proven to be self-destructive. It has always been my opinion there would have been a Palestinian State as early as 1985, if the Palestinians had just given up their violent ways and acknowledged Israel’s right to exist.”
“But their militant leaders let their hatred of the Jews override their love of their families and countrymen,” ventured Lannis. “And thousands of followers have continued to blindly follow the orders of their misguided leaders, never stopping to research the facts on their own or form their own opinions.”
The president looked around the room at the assembled officials. “We all know that the Washington bomber, Mahfouz al-Bedawi, came from Palestine. In retrospect, we probably should have seen it coming. The Hamas victory in the Palestinian parliamentary elections in January 2006 did nothing to help the Palestinian cause. Over the years, the Palestinian Authority had become totally dependent for its survival on aid from the Quartet: the United States, the European Union, Russia, and the United Nations. Hamas’s victory prompted the Quartet to demand that Hamas denounce violence and eliminate its commitment to destroy Israel as conditions for continued aid. Hamas, predictably, refused to do so.”
“Yes, sir,” said Lannis. “And as a result, the Quartet cut off aid.”
“Well, the resulting scenes in Gaza and the West Bank were pathetic,” continued the president. “Armed militants took to the streets, shooting their rifles into the air while demanding that aid be restored. Meanwhile, their wives and families cowered in their homes, starving. Gun battles broke out between Fatah supporters and Hamas. Appeals for aid were made to private organizations around the world, but with the continuing violence, it was impossible to get adequate amounts of food or medical supplies into the ravaged area. Basically, the once proud Palestinians became the world’s premier beggars, all because they could not let go of their hatred of the Jews.”
Lannis responded, “Hamas leaders, of course, blamed the Quartet, and particularly the United States, for all of their problems.”
“That’s exactly right. By their way of thinking, the problem couldn’t possibly be their own. And it was from the midst of this chaos, hatred, and total despair that al-Qaeda found their nuclear suicide bomber. The lesson being, if we are threatened again, we should look to similar places as being the source of the threat.”
“But if the Louisiana launches her missiles against the Muslim world, Mister President, we’ll have much bigger problems,” noted General Daramus.
“And from the NO FEAR message we received, she appears to be headed in that direction,” said Lannis.
“Can we track where it came from?” asked President Thornton.
“Not exactly, but we can narrow it down to within a few hundred square miles,” Lannis answered. “It appears to have been broadcast from the South Atlantic — several hundred miles off the west coast of Angola. It looks as though they may be about to round the Cape of Good Hope, and head for the Indian Ocean. From there, the four thousand nautical mile range of the Louisiana’s D-5 ballistic missiles would enable them to hit practically any Muslim target in Africa, the Middle East, or Asia.”
“Jeezum Crow!” the president responded, unconsciously slipping back to his Vermont roots. He had said that a lot lately. “Maybe the rumor is true. If Adams plans to attack Mecca or some other Muslim holy city, he’ll start World War Three.”
“He could be going after Iran, sir,” ventured Lannis.
“Iran? Why single out Iran?”
“Well, I’m sure you know the investigation of the Washington attack found evidence that the nuclear warhead used there was delivered to the East Coast by submarine.”
“Yes…”
“What you may not know is that Commander Adams was the executive officer of one of our attack submarines that was on East Coast patrol during the time period the warhead is believed to have been delivered. On that patrol, they had an intermittent sonar contact that was classified as a possible Kilo-class diesel-electric submarine. The crew lost the contact, but decided not to pursue it because of the unlikelihood that a Kilo would be so far from home.”
“Ah ha! So George Adams feels some sort of personal responsibility for the DC attack?” the president asked incredulously.
“Possibly, sir.”
“But why Iran? As far as I’ve been briefed, there has never been any firm connection made between the Washington attack and Iran.”
“The Russians exported Kilos to a number of countries, but only two of them would be serious contenders for being the warhead deliverer: North Korea and Iran. In the months leading up to the attack, there was no heightening of tensions with North Korea that would have provided them with the incentive to attack us. On the other hand, there were a series of showdowns with Iran during that time period with a lot of tough talk and saber-rattling. It’s not a real leap to conclude that it was an Iranian submarine that delivered the warhead.”
“There’s no direct evidence of that, though. Is that correct?” the president asked.
“That’s correct, sir, although we do know that an Iranian Kilo, the Yunes, deployed on April ninth of that year and, in an unusual move, disappeared into the Indian Ocean. We lost contact with her shortly thereafter and had no contact until she reappeared in approximately the same location on June seventh. As you know, the Washington attack was on May fifteenth.”
“Was that an unusual deployment pattern for an Iranian submarine?”
“Yes, sir. It was a highly unusual pattern because Iranian Kilos rarely leave the Persian Gulf and rarely stay out for more than two weeks.”
“The Yunes was gone for almost two months,” noted the president. “Could she have gotten to the U.S. East Coast and back in that time?”
“Oh yes, sir,” said Lannis. “A modern day Kilo is certainly as capable as the diesel-electric boats we had in World War Two, and those old boats made plenty of transoceanic deployments. A month each way is plenty of time. The Kilo would probably run submerged during the day to avoid detection. That’s slow going, but at night she would run much faster, either on the surface or with a snorkel, powered by her diesels.”
“I can see why some people would conclude that Iran was the culprit,” said the president. “However, there’s no clear proof. The evidence is all circumstantial.” President Thornton grew contemplative and slipped back into his Vermont accent as he mused, almost as if to himself, “If George Adams attacks Iran, or any other Muslim country, it will be wicked bad!” Then, regaining his composure, the president continued, “There will also be uprisings and civil wars in most Western countries between their Muslim populations and the remainder of their citizens. Hell, Germany is probably three or four percent Muslim by now. France is probably five or six percent. That means five to ten million Muslims in each country. And the rest of Europe and the U.S. are almost in the same boat.”
“Adding to our concern, Mister President, is the fact that the annual hajj pilgrimage to Saudi Arabia begins this year in mid-September — just a few weeks away,” noted General Daramus. “Millions of Muslims from around the world will converge on Mecca and Medina in the next couple of weeks. Any nuclear weapon that hits, for example, near the Ka‘abah inside the Grand Mosque of Mecca would kill a million Muslims instantly. Probably twice that many would eventually die.”
“Jeezum Crow!” said the president again. He paused, staring blankly at his notepad for several seconds and then asked, “What else do we know about George Adams, Commander Wayne?”
“Sir, he graduated with honors from the U.S. Naval Academy with a degree in aerospace engineering. He has served on active duty for seventeen years, all in the nuclear-powered submarine community. His last duty station prior to the Louisiana was operations officer on the staff of the Commander, Submarine Force Atlantic Fleet.”
“What’s a guy with an aerospace engineering degree doing in submarines?”
“I don’t know, Mister President, but it was his first choice out of the Academy.”
“Well, it’s interesting,” said the president. “It probably says something about his personality, but I’m not sure what. I want to know more about him other than his professional résumé. I want to know about the man. What does he think about? What makes him tick? What’s really important to him? He’s running off toward the Middle East with one of our ballistic missile submarines, and we have no idea what his intentions are! Is he going to try to blow up the entire Muslim world, or is he going to focus on Iran? Does he have any reason to hate Muslims in general, or is his hatred confined to terrorists? Did he have friends or relatives who died in DC? You knew him personally, Commander. What’s your take?”
“He had friends who died in the attack, but no family members I’m aware of. From conversations I have had with him, I would say he definitely hates the terrorists, but I have never heard him say anything bad about Muslims in general. Personally, I would find it incredibly hard to believe George Adams was going to launch his missiles against the Muslim world. He sees the terrorists as murderers, but if he launched his missiles against populated cities, he would be no better than them. In fact, he would be worse… much worse.”
“You’re darn right he’d be much worse,” interjected General Daramus. “He’s got twenty-four ballistic missiles on that submarine.”
“Yes, sir, that’s correct,” said Lannis. “And each one has five independently targetable reentry vehicles — one hundred and twenty warheads in all.”
“Well that’s a hell of a lot worse!” said President Thornton. “So what else can you tell me about him?”
“I know he loves freedom and democracy, sir. He loves America, and he’s adamant about protecting her.”
“All right. Not surprising in a military man. Tell me something he doesn’t like.”
“Well, I know he doesn’t like the media.”
“Who does?” asked the president with a laugh. “I know why I don’t like them, but what’s his beef?”
“He thinks they are traitors, sir, because they published classified information during the War on Terrorism. He feels their role in weakening the Patriot Act and limiting executive powers was a key factor in allowing the terrorists to destroy DC.”
“Well, I can’t say he’s entirely wrong,” said the president. “What else is bugging him? There must be something else. Submarine captains don’t go hijack their own subs just because they don’t like something they read in the newspaper!”
“On several occasions, I heard him express the opinion ballistic missile submarines had become obsolete in the age of terrorism. He often asked the rhetorical question, ‘What good is a boomer on patrol against a bunch of terrorist thugs?’”
“Hmm… interesting,” said the president. “Did he ever say anything in particular about al-Qaeda?”
“Not specifically about al-Qaeda, sir. But he did express the opinion, ‘You can’t defeat fanaticism with moderation, and that’s what the West is trying to do.’”
“That’s very astute.” President Thornton seemed lost in thought for a minute and then continued, “It’s interesting. We have a confirmed patriot with a keen sense of honor and duty who feels his chosen military career path has become useless as a means for defending the homeland. He thinks the rest of us are on a misguided quest that is bound to result in total defeat.”
The president paused again and then asked Lannis, “Is he a Republican or a Democrat?”
“Sir?”
“You heard me — is he a Republican or a Democrat?”
“I don’t know for sure, Mister President, but judging from my personal conversations with him, I would say he’s probably a Republican.”
“And he’s from the South somewhere, if I remember correctly from the report… right?”
“Mississippi, I believe.”
“Hmm… it’s starting to make a little more sense now.”
“How’s that, sir?”
“Are you a student of history, Commander Wayne?”
“Somewhat, sir, but I wouldn’t call myself a historian.”
“Well, if you look at the history of our military, you will find that World War Two began the age of the conscripted soldier in the U.S. Before that, there was no draft. The career military man was a volunteer — one of an elite group of warriors. Whenever conflict broke out, the biggest fear any of those warriors had was not that they would be killed or injured in combat, but that they would be left out— they would not get their chance to participate in the fight! Camaraderie, duty, and honor compelled each and every one of them to get in there and fight shoulder to shoulder with their fellow men at arms. Anyone who didn’t make it to the front considered himself a failure. General Patton tried to instill that sense of duty and honor in his conscripted soldiers when he told them on the eve of battle to be proud of their service. He told them someday their grandchild would ask, ‘Grandfather, what did you do during the war?’ He said they would be able to tell their grandchild they fought in the Big One. No one, he said would want to be left out and have to answer, ‘I shoveled shit in Louisiana.’”
“Yes, sir…” said Lannis. “I remember that speech… from the movie.”
“Well, Commander, for a generation now, we have once again had an all volunteer force, and that class of elite warriors has returned. They have a sense of duty; they have a sense of honor; and they will not be denied.” The president turned to the chairman. “Would you agree, General?”
“We have a great many service members like that, Mr. President.”
“Interestingly,” President Thornton continued, “most of them are Republicans and most of them come from the Deep South — a testament to their fighting rebel ancestors, and in many cases, a testament to their fighting ancestors in Ireland and the Highlands of Scotland. What is George Adams’s family background? Where did they come from, Commander?”
“I don’t know, Mister President. He has reddish-blond hair and freckled skin, so Irish or Scottish would be a good guess.”
“It wouldn’t surprise me if he was Scottish. The thing that worries me about that fact is the Scots and their descendants, many of whom settled in the Deep South, love to attack! Many northern veterans of World War Two will testify about landing on Japanese beaches in the South Pacific and hearing their fellow soldiers from the South let out a shrill rebel yell as they dashed out of landing craft and stormed enemy positions in the face of withering machine-gun fire.”
“It’s a good thing we have men like that, sir,” said Lannis, knowing inside that he certainly was not one of them.
“To these elite warriors,” the president continued, “Democrats who cry foul and complain our troops are being unjustly put in harm’s way just don’t understand. And perhaps we don’t. Like most other Democrats, I like to think that we, as a society and as a species, have evolved past the need for wars. But in reality, it looks like we never will.”
“No, sir, unfortunately not,” said everyone at the table.
President Thornton turned once again to the chairman and said, “General Daramus, the country needs men like George Adams. However, we need them to do the right thing. We need them to serve their country with order and discipline, not jacking around like some loose cannon whenever they feel like it. Right now, we need other men like George Adams to find him and stop whatever it is he’s planning. Find him and stop him at all costs!”
“Yes, sir, Mister President,” the general responded. “We’ll find him and stop him, sir!”

Chapter 26

August 29, Philadelphia, PA
The U.S. Navy made every effort to keep the crew list of the Louisiana secret, especially those suspected of still being aboard. On the morning of August 29, however, the president’s press secretary entered the president’s office and dropped a copy of the Philadelphia Inquirer on his desk. The headline said it all: INQUIRER OBTAINS USS LOUISIANA CREW LIST. The Inquirer published the entire original crew list, with asterisks identifying those believed to be among the hijackers. Because the crew list was still highly classified, the Inquirer’s source would remain anonymous.
In the following days, the immediate families of the crew received death threats from people claiming to be associated with al-Qaeda and had to be moved to secure locations. Some extended family members were assassinated, and the protection program had to be expanded. There was great denunciation of the Inquirer by conservatives while liberals continued to support the Inquirer’s actions under the banner of freedom of the press.
At SUBLANT headquarters in Norfolk, Lannis stood in the admiral’s outer office waiting for permission to enter. Admiral Yates had called him with little notice for a midday update. The intercom buzzed and Petty Officer Humphrey answered.
“Yes, sir. I’ll send him right in.” He turned to Lannis. “You can go in now, Commander Wayne.”
Without a word or a nod, Lannis entered the admiral’s office. The admiral stood looking intently at a large, laminated map of the world, which covered most of one wall.
“Good afternoon, Admiral.”
“Commander Wayne, how goes the search?” The admiral continued studying the map, concentrating on the south Atlantic off the western coast of Africa. Intensive Anti-Submarine Warfare (ASW) operations continued in that area and around the Cape of Good Hope into the Indian Ocean.
“There has been no contact with the Louisiana, sir. We have U.S., British, Russian, and Indian ASW forces conducting coordinated searches of her most likely path as well as some less likely paths.”
“Yes, but paths to where?” the admiral asked rhetorically.
“The Indian Ocean. From there, the Louisiana’s missiles can hit any Muslim country in the world.”
“But we don’t know that’s his plan for sure, do we?”
“No, sir, but it’s the worst case, so we’re doing what we can to make sure that doesn’t happen.”
“Well, it may be a wasted effort. Don’t forget, George Adams is a pretty smart guy. He knows that if he tries to make it past a chokepoint like the Cape of Good Hope, he’s bound to get nabbed. Start thinking of other routes and other destinations where he might be headed.”
Stepping up to the map, Lannis grabbed a nearby pointer and began to indicate other locations around the world. “Yes, sir. We’ve also got a fleet of attack boats, here, in a defensive line south of Cape Horn at the southern tip of South America, and we have another ASW task force operating, here, in the far north Atlantic to prevent the Louisiana from transiting under the ice to the Pacific.”
“That’s good, but George still has several advantages. First, it’s a big ocean out there, and we don’t really have a clue where to look. Second, the technology built into the Louisiana is the best in the world. We designed her to be practically impossible to find. Third, is the training of her crew. George may have only a third of the crew to work with, but knowing him, he’s got the best fifty submariners in the navy!”
Lannis set the pointer down and stepped away from the map, realizing from the admiral’s comments that it was useless for him to continue to act as if he had the situation under control.
“Meanwhile,” Admiral Yates continued, “massive Muslim protests are occurring all over the world. They’re accusing the U.S. and other Western governments of plotting the disappearance of the Louisiana!”
“Yes, sir. I know.”
“There’s not a single Muslim country in the world that believes a renegade crew stole one of our ballistic missile submarines. They believe it’s a plot to distract attention and responsibility from the U.S., while the U.S. carries out this mission of retribution. Those individual Muslims who do believe the Louisiana might have been hijacked think that our ASW forces are intentionally not finding her!”
“But that’s absurd, Admiral! There’s nothing better we would like than to find the Louisiana and get this whole mess behind us!”
“We know that, but they don’t. Radical Muslims everywhere are threatening a worldwide jihad if this U.S.-led submarine attacks Muslim countries. They’re even talking about preemptive strikes against targets here in the U.S. and against U.S. interests around the world. We’ve got to find the Louisiana ASAP! President Thornton is doing his best, but diplomacy is not going to work much longer!”

Chapter 27

September 3, SUBLANT Headquarters, Norfolk, Virginia
Petty Office Leona Harris entered the office of the new SUBLANT ops officer, Commander Edward Nordeen. Her eyes were red, and she looked as though she had not slept in days.
“Commander Nordeen, can I talk to you about something personal?”
Looking up, he noticed her sad state and offered her a chair. “Sure, Petty Officer Harris. Have a seat.”
Leona sat down across from the commander in front of his desk. She dropped her head into her hands and started to cry.
“Whoa! What’s the problem? What can I do?” he stammered.
Looking up, she sobbed, “It’s my father. I just got word from Kansas that he may have had a stroke. He’s in the hospital, and they think he’s going to die!”
“Oh my gosh, that’s awful. You need to get out there. Let’s go down right now to see Petty Office Humphrey and fill out a request chit for emergency leave. We can do without you around here for a few days. At a time like this, you need to be in Kansas with your father.”
That evening, after sending her daily fax of ships’ positions to Dwight, Leona packed up her most precious belongings and headed to the airport. At the ticket counter, she handed her driver’s license and credit card to the agent.
“I’d like a one-way ticket please — on the next available flight.”
The agent looked at her strangely and tentatively asked, “Okay, any place in particular you’d like to go?”
Leona laughed. “Sorry. I guess I didn’t say, did I?”
“No, and I’m not so good at the mind reading this evening.”
“New Orleans, please.”
USS Louisiana
After transmitting the NO FEAR message off the coast of Angola, rather than continuing south toward the Cape of Good Hope, the Louisiana turned westward for two days and then turned northwest and proceeded to the Gulf of Mexico.
During the previous hurricane season, GenCon Construction Company had evacuated two offshore oil rigs in advance of a powerful Category 5 hurricane. After the storm, GenCon publicized that the two rigs had been severely damaged and would not be reoccupied for at least a year. In reality, one of the rigs was not damaged, and GenCon had been converting the rig to be used as a secret testing and operating base, which had come to be known as Platform Alpha.
Selected individuals at GenCon had designed and built two sub-fighters. The prototype had been ready for testing the day George met the civilian engineer outside the mess hall in Norfolk and picked up the blueprints. The blueprints showed the final changes on the sub-fighter George and the engineer had designed, and Dwight had built. The prototype had been tested at Platform Alpha. After the successful testing, the other fighter was rushed to completion. The two fighters had been secretly stored at Platform Alpha where they awaited the Louisiana’s arrival in the Gulf. The fighters were designed to land on the deck of the Louisiana where an airlock on the underside of each fighter would cover and seal one of the escape hatches on the deck. Locking brackets welded to the Louisiana’s hull would be used to secure the fighters in place.
* * *
“Sonar, report.”
“All clear, sir.”
“Very well. Make your depth periscope depth.”
“Periscope depth, aye, sir.”
“Up scope.” As the scope rose from the water, Captain Adams made a rapid 360-degree sweep in all directions — a timetested practice of all submariners to ensure they were not about to be rammed and crushed to the bottom of the Gulf by a monstrous supertanker, which had gone unheard by sonar. Having satisfied himself that they were in no immediate danger, he made a slow sweep of the horizon, ensuring there were no ships anywhere in sight. He then turned his attention to Platform Alpha.
Ordinary offshore oil rigs have legs spaced fairly narrowly under the rig, with a large number of structural members crossconnecting the legs. Not so with a jack-up rig. Platform Alpha’s legs were widely spaced — beyond the edge of the platform, and with no cross-connections between them so that the large platform could be ratcheted up and down on the legs. The widely spaced legs, with the two-story platform mounted between them, gave the rig the look of a large spider floating on top of the water, even though the legs extended to the bottom of the Gulf, some three hundred feet below. Two large cranes extended in opposite directions from the platform at a forty-five-degree angle into the air like two insect antennae, completing the illusion.
Captain Adams surveyed the rig through the scope looking for anything unusual that would indicate their plan had been compromised. After thirty or forty seconds, the XO’s curiosity got the better of him, and he asked, “Everything all right, Captain?”
“Yes, it looks fine. Raise the UHF antenna.”
“Raising the UHF antenna, aye, sir.”
“Comm, signal Platform Alpha on the encrypted channel and let me know when they respond.”
“Aye-aye, sir.” Within thirty seconds, the communications petty officer reported, “Authenticated response received, sir.”
“Very well.” Captain Adams made a last check of the bearing and found they were due west of the platform. “Make your heading zero-niner-zero degrees, all ahead slow.”
“Heading zero-niner-zero degrees, all ahead slow, aye, sir.”
Captain Adams maneuvered the Louisiana to approach the center of the platform from the west.
“The rig has been modified to accommodate the width of the Louisiana between the underwater legs, but only in an east-west direction,” the captain explained.
As the Louisiana approached the rig, a slight current running from north to south caused the submarine to drift almost imperceptibly off course.
“We’re drifting to the south,” observed the captain as he continued to look through the scope. “If we continue on this course, we’ll crash into the southwest leg of the rig.”
The navigator, hunched over his lighted navigation table behind the captain, noted, “The GPS readings don’t show any drift, Captain.”
“The global positioning system is highly accurate, but not as accurate as we need for this evolution… Helm, five degrees left rudder.”
“Five degrees left rudder, aye, sir.”
Once the rudder took effect and the Louisiana’s heading began to swing ever so slightly to the north, the captain called, “Rudder amidships.”
“Rudder amidships, aye, sir.”
The new course the captain had laid in was actually an overcorrection for the north-to-south current. The new course was designed to bring the track of the Louisiana back to an imaginary line running due west from the rig. It was imperative that the Louisiana arrive at the rig not only centered between the north and south legs, but also on a heading of exactly 090 degrees. Once she was back on the proper track, a few subsequent small corrections were all that were needed to maintain the proper approach point and aspect.
“All stop,” ordered the captain.
The bow of the Louisiana was just passing the westernmost edge of the rig. The captain would let the momentum of the Louisiana carry her under the rig and into final position.
Once in position, the captain ordered, “All back slow.”
“All back slow, aye, sir.”
The captain momentarily reversed the direction of the Louisiana’s large screw to stop all forward motion and bring the submarine to rest exactly in position under the rig.
“All stop.”
“All stop, aye, sir.”
The north-to-south current pushed the Louisiana gently against the rubber bumpers mounted on the inside surfaces of the rig’s southern legs.
“Surface the boat.”
“Surface, aye, sir.”
The chief of the boat grabbed the intercom microphone and announced, “Surface! Surface! Surface!” throughout the submarine.
The Louisiana surfaced beneath the platform, with the conning tower coming into position about eight feet below the bottom of the rig’s main deck. The stern of the Louisiana extended only slightly beyond the end of the platform. It was an overcast day, which shielded them from surveillance satellites.
“If the sky starts to clear,” the captain ordered, we’re going to submerge until nightfall.”
Fire-escape type stairs were lowered from the main deck of the rig to the conning tower, making it a short climb to the topside living and working areas. As George emerged from the hatch, he spotted Dwight at the top end of the stairs.
“Hello, Dwight.”
“Nice drivin’, George. I’m glad you didn’t knock down my rig!”
“Not me,” said George with a sly grin. “I’m a safe driver. You know I’m not one to take risks.”
“That’s a good one. Just let me tell you, you guys are extremely hot. Everybody’s lookin’ for MAD Adams, even the Chinese. It’s all in the papers. They’re all lookin’ around Africa, though. They seem to think you’re headed for the Indian Ocean to wipe out the Muslims.”
“And how are you, too, Dwight?”
“I’m sorry. I’m just a little excited, and I was worried they might find you before you had a chance to get the fighters… and our special guest,” Dwight said with a note of exasperation.
“I take it Petty Officer Harris is enjoying her leave?”
“Yep, she got here the day before yesterday and has been drivin’ me crazy ever since! Every ten minutes, “When are they going to get here? How much longer? Are they here yet?” Man! It’s been like driving cross-country with little kids!”
George laughed. “Her reports have been extremely valuable, so you better cut her a little slack!”
“I’m tryin’, but it’s difficult! Anyway, come on up and get some coffee. Let’s talk about the work schedule. And by the way, nice beard!”
Knowing that his picture would be published worldwide, George had grown a fairly decent beard over the two weeks since the disappearance of the Louisiana. Much to his chagrin, it only contained a little bit of red; the rest of it was gray!
“Thanks. I’m not particularly proud of it. I’ll be up in a minute, but the first thing we have to do is start getting these reentry vehicles dismounted from the missile nose cones, and get the warheads out of them. We can’t stay here long, so let’s get that started, and then we can sit down and chat.”
Dwight pointed up to the rafters over the submarine. “See that rectangular section just over your deck? That’s the lift we installed to raise and lower the fighters. We’ll also use it to pull the nose cones and reentry vehicles. We can lower the air tugger basket and use it to bring up people, warheads, whatever you want to offload. If you’ll be so kind as to pop the lid on one of those launch tubes, we’ll get started!”
“That’s great. Is John here?”
“John’s here and raring to go!”
George and Dwight had recruited John Ellis, a civilian nuclear weapons expert, who had previously worked for the Department of Energy (DOE) at national laboratories in Oak Ridge, Tennessee and Los Alamos, New Mexico. Most recently he had worked on top-secret weapons programs at Sandia Corporation in Albuquerque. Navy personnel were trained only in the operation of the missiles and in procedures for arming and disarming the nuclear warheads after the warheads were mounted in the missiles. They did not receive training, however, on the details of how the nuclear warheads were actually constructed. John’s specialized knowledge, training, and skills were needed in that regard.
Each of the twenty-four D-5 missiles carried by the Louisiana was designed to be launched from below the surface of the sea, climb to suborbital altitude above the atmosphere, and, at a programmed point in its trajectory, release its five independently targeted reentry vehicles, each of which contained a DOE-supplied package, otherwise known as a nuclear warhead. Each reentry vehicle weighed hundreds of pounds because it included not only the warhead, but also the electronics needed to control the vehicle and direct it to its programmed target, as well as the heat shield, which enabled the warhead to survive the intense heat generated when the vehicle reentered the atmosphere.
John had been recruited to supervise the removal of the reentry vehicles from the missiles and the subsequent removal of the DOE-supplied weapons packages from the reentry vehicles. He would also train the crew, divided into two-man teams, to manually arm and disarm the warheads, which John called “peanuts” because of their peanut-like shape.
“You’ll have to keep someone at the controls of that sub to move it fore and aft,” instructed Dwight. “We don’t have much lateral or longitudinal maneuverability on that lift. It’s basically an up-and-down setup, so when we’re ready to unload the next nose cone, you’ll have to maneuver the sub to put the next launch tube under the lift. Later on, we’ll weld the brackets and access flanges for the fighters onto your deck next to the escape hatches. When we lower each fighter, you’ll have to maneuver the sub so that the brackets line up under it.”
“That’s fine, we can handle that. These fighters are going to be great. By the way, how did the testing go on the locking mechanism?”
“Just fine. We built a mock-up of a section of the Louisiana’s deck with an escape hatch and tested the whole configuration. We welded a flange over the hatch and brackets on each side of it and set the prototype, SF-1, on top. There’s a locking bar inside the fighter that’s used by the sonar operator to clamp the fighter onto the deck. We put it on his side because we figured the pilot would be busy flying the fighter into position.”
“Good thinking.”
“Anyway, the locking bar connects to a cam, which controls a couple of steel hooks. When the sonar operator pushes the locking bar about halfway down, the hooks extend under the fighter and grab the brackets welded to the deck. When he pushes the locking bar the rest of the way down, the cam takes over and pulls up on the hooks. As a result, the fighter is tightly clamped to the deck. I can tell you for sure, when that locking bar is down, that fighter is going nowhere!”
“That’s good, because after all this development, I’d sure hate to lose one!”
“Ain’t gonna happen, Cousin.”
“What about the watertight seal? We need a watertight seal between the fighter and the access flange so we can open both the hatch on the bottom of the fighter and the hatch on the Louisiana’s deck. That way the pilot and sensor operator can move freely between the Louisiana and the fighter while submerged. We can also rig electrical cables so we can recharge the fighter’s batteries from the Louisiana whenever the fighter is docked.”
“No problem. We pressure-tested the mock-up to the equivalent of eleven hundred feet without any leakage.”
“All right, so no problems or concerns at all?”
“Well, I wouldn’t push it on the upper limit of the launch speed if I was you. If you get over ten knots, there could be enough drag on the fighter that your sonar operator can’t raise the locking bar. If that happens, you’ll have to slow down.”
“You’ve done a great job with the fighters and with Platform Alpha, Dwight. After ten years of development, I’m sorry we couldn’t see our plan through to go into business together. I’m sure that if we had had the opportunity, we could have made millions of dollars selling sub-fighters to the navy. Unfortunately, the attack on DC changed all that, at least for me.”
“What do you mean, at least for you? Are you suggestin’ I could still sell them myself?”
“Sure, why not? As long as you can distance yourself from me—”
“No way, Cousin. There’s no way I could excise you from all the records. Besides, I think we have a higher callin’ for how to use these fighters now. What’s money anyway? When all is said and done, we have to live with ourselves and know we did what we could for our fellow man. I don’t regret makin’ this decision.”
“You’re a good man, Charlie Brown.”
“Thanks,” Dwight said looking around at the rig. “You know when you guys are gone, I’ll probably have to scuttle this thing.”
“When we leave, I think the cover story we came up with to cover your butt is still the best… deep-six it, and claim it was weakened in the storm and just couldn’t be rebuilt.”
Just then, at the top of the stairs next to Dwight, Leona appeared. “Welcome to Platform Alpha… whoa!.. Captain!” she announced. “You look different!”
“Well, hello there, Leo — I mean Petty Office Harris! It’s good to see you!”
“Good to see you, too, sir!” Leona’s hand involuntarily went to her throat as if surprised. “What’s with the beard?”
“Just a little bit of insurance… in case we run into someone who might recognize me.”
“Good idea — you’re pretty famous.”
George wanted desperately to jump onto the stairs and rush to the top to give her a big hug and a kiss! And he could tell she felt the same way. But for the moment, they had to keep up appearances.
“I want to thank you for your support during our brief deployment. You should know that your daily summaries of ships’ positions were extremely valuable to us. We probably wouldn’t be here today if it wasn’t for you.”
“Thank you, Captain. It was my pleasure.”
“Since you’ll be joining the crew here, come on down and I’ll have someone show you to your berthing area.”
“Thanks, Captain. I’ll grab my things and be right back!”
Dwight interrupted. “So come on up, George, and let’s get that coffee now. Chicory — just the way you like it!”
“Okay, I’ll be right up! Oh, by the way, I almost forgot — we have a couple of extra crew members we didn’t count on before. A couple of marines — Sergeant Ramirez and Corporal Williams.”
“Marines! What happened?”
“It’s okay. I’ve interviewed them at length, and they’re good men — a valuable addition to the team. I actually should have thought about it before.”
“Thought about what? What are you gonna do with them?”
“Security. If anything unexpected ever happens, it will be good to have some marines on our side. For right now, I’ll send them up to stand watch. Give them each a pair of binoculars and a post on opposite sides of Platform Alpha. We’ll have them keep watch for any small craft that might wander into the area but not show up on your surface search radar.”
“Okay,” Dwight agreed. “You’re right, it sounds like a good idea.”
“Oh, and Dwight… either find them each a post that’s covered, or get them some coveralls like the rest of your crew. If this overcast sky clears up, I don’t want any surveillance satellite spotting marines walking around on what is supposed to be an out-of-commission civilian oil rig. It wouldn’t look good, if you know what I mean.”
“Absolutely. We’ll keep them out of sight of Big Brother’s probing eyes.”

Chapter 28

Platform Alpha
Pappy gave George a confused look. “What the heck’s a sub-fighter?”
“Oh, a little project I’ve been working on for ten years or so — mostly with my own time and money, and a little help from Dwight,” George answered nonchalantly. “You’d be surprised what you can do on a shoestring budget when you have a cousin in the manufacturing business!”
“Okay, but what is this thing, and what makes it a fighter?”
“Well, let’s compare aircraft and submarines. They’re similar because they both move through a fluid medium — one through air and one through water. So when you look at the shape of a submarine and the size of its control surfaces, what does it remind you of in terms of aircraft?”
“A blimp or dirigible.”
“Right. And how fast and maneuverable were the old lighter-than-air dirigibles compared to later heavier-than-air airplanes?”
“They sucked.”
“Exactly. And how is it that a submarine maintains its depth when it’s sitting still?”
“Ballast tanks,” replied Pappy. “We flood some of the ballast tanks to dive and pump air into them to surface. To maintain a depth, we flood or pump until we achieve neutral buoyancy.”
“That’s right. So effectively, a submarine hovering under water is like a blimp hovering in the air. And it’s just about as maneuverable. In your words, it sucks.”
“Yeah, but I can’t see how you can do anything about it. I mean, without using ballast tanks we could drive the boat up to the surface using the dive plane, if we had enough headway, but if we slowed down any, we would sink. We would have to blow the ballast tanks to stay on the surface.”
“That’s great in-the-box thinking, Pappy. I would have expected more from you! I think we’ll send you back to World War One — you’ll fit in perfectly!”
“All right, all right — quit giving me grief, Captain. Just tell me what the heck these things are!”
“OK, they’re two-man submarines. They’re heavier than water with no ballast tanks. So they have to maintain headway to maintain depth. Just think of them as the sharks of the submarine community — they have to keep moving or they die. They’re sleek, hydrodynamic, with very little drag. They have wings. Not quite like an airplane, but relative to their size, their wings are much larger than the little excuses for control planes that submarines currently have. With larger wings and control surfaces, they have tremendous maneuverability, and the lift produced by those wings greatly reduces the amount of headway needed to maintain depth. In fact, they can maintain depth, fully loaded, at less than five knots.”
“That’s nice to know, but they still need propulsion even to maintain that slow speed, don’t they?”
“True enough. For propulsion, they have a unique system I designed in cooperation with a marine biologist. Compared to the noise we have to make in order to turn that screw back there on the Louisiana, these little guys are silent. They make the “silent service” seem like a drag strip! Ever been to a drag strip?”
“Yeah, don’t go without ear plugs!”
“That’s right, but hey, I have a better comparison. Ever been on the deck of an aircraft carrier during a launch and recovery?”
“Yeah, I was on a carrier for one of my midshipmen cruises at the Academy,” replied Pappy. “After hearing the incredible level of noise on the flight deck, it seemed to me the carrier was a sitting duck. All the enemy had to do was listen. I bet you could hear that thing with the naked ear from twenty miles away! It’s funny, because at one point, I thought I might want to be a fighter pilot!”
“Well don’t give up yet. You still might get your chance — only just a little different from how you pictured it as a midshipman!”
“Tell me more, Captain. Now you have my attention!”
“The hydrodynamic design of these fighters enables the electric propulsion system to push them along at over fifty knots, totally silent. In a way, they’re kind of a throwback to the old World War Two diesel-electric boats, which used electric motors for propulsion when submerged. Those old boats didn’t have today’s battery technology, though, which meant they had to surface a lot or snorkel to run their diesels and recharge their batteries. But any submariner who has ever been in an exercise against a diesel-electric boat knows they were extremely quiet when submerged — and extremely difficult to detect. Well believe me, our sub-fighters make those guys sound like the drag strip!”
“I’m going to have to study these things, Captain, to see how you did it.”
“You’re welcome to do that, but since it’s overcast today and Big Brother can’t watch us from above, let’s launch one instead. You can experience a sub-fighter for yourself, firsthand. I’ll get Dwight to demonstrate, and you can get your first familiarization flight, FAM-1, at the same time.”
“Really? You mean… I can get checked out in a sub-fighter? Now?”
“I’m going to be relying on you to be my lead pilot, Pappy. You and two of the lieutenants will rotate flying duties, so you’re going to have to get checked out sooner or later. And there’s no time like the present. Let’s go see Dwight.”
* * *
The captain and XO made their way up the stairway from the conning tower to the main deck of Platform Alpha. The XO, who had never been on an offshore oil rig, looked around in amazement. It was huge, with ladders and machines everywhere.
“This reminds me of being on an aircraft carrier,” he said.
“There are a lot of similarities. This place is like a city at sea. The kitchen and mess hall are on this deck along with the laundry room, the head, the showers, the bunkrooms, and the rec room where the crew can play pool or watch TV. That machinery over there is a desalinization plant for making fresh water from seawater. Up above are the working spaces. We can take this ladder right here up to Dwight’s office.”
The captain led the way, and when they arrived, Dwight was standing at a large whiteboard mounted on the far wall. The board extended the full length of one side of the room and was filled with tasks and timelines for getting the Louisiana back to sea within two days. Dwight indicated the beginning and ending of tasks with small triangles connected by a horizontal line. The length of the line indicated how long the task should take. When a task was started, Dwight colored in the triangle at the beginning of the line, and when the task was completed, he colored in the triangle at the end of the line. In Dwight’s usual “low-tech” manner, a vertical string was tacked at the top and bottom of the board. The string represented current time and was repositioned to the right every half hour. Any tasks to the left of the string should have been completed by now, and tasks to the right of the string were yet to be done.
Seeing the captain and XO enter, Dwight pointed proudly to the board. Thanks to the overcast day, his team was at least six hours ahead of schedule. A number of the triangles to the right of the string were already filled in.
“Very impressive, Dwight. Your team is going like gangbusters!”
“You betcha. We aim to please!”
“Well, since you’re so far ahead of schedule, and we don’t have to worry about satellite snoops today, how about taking Pappy for a FAM-1 flight?”
“I’d love to. I was hopin’ to get another chance to fly one of those babies before you took them away! Let’s go… they’re in the hangar sittin’ on dollies. They’re both charged up and ready to go so we’ll push one out to the exterior hoist and lower it to the water.”
“Uh… one question first,” said the XO. “How are you going to recover us? I understand these things have to keep moving or else they sink.”
“Good question,” said Dwight. “We have a net, which we lower into the water with the hoist. We spread the net out to form a barricade. Then, when we complete our flight, we simply fly the fighter into the net and get hoisted out.”
Pappy gave Dwight a skeptical look, and Dwight further assured him, “Believe me, Pappy, we’ve done dozens of test flights on these babies, and the recovery is a piece of cake!”
Pappy gave him a nod, not really convinced, and the three men walked together into the hangar. Pappy let out a low whistle as he caught sight of the fighters. “Wow, you were right, Captain, these things do look like a cross between an F-104 and a Mirage fighter — this is incredible!”
As Pappy walked around the fighter admiring its sleek lines, he noticed something unusual. “Captain, I think we have a problem here.”
“What’s the problem?”
“These fighters don’t have their screws mounted yet, and there aren’t any shafts to mount them on!”
George laughed and said, “They don’t use screws in the conventional sense. When you say ‘screw’, you mean a propeller. For normal cruising, the sub-fighters have a propulsion system which uses an impeller instead.”
“An impeller?”
“That’s right. It’s kind of like a backward propeller mounted inside a rotating tube. In this design, the impeller gives us two major advantages over a conventional propeller. First, it’s quieter. The impeller is much less likely to cavitate, and if it does, much of the noise is muffled because it’s inside a tube.”
“Why is it less likely to cavitate?”
“Well, as you know, cavitation occurs when an object traveling rapidly through the water creates an area of low pressure on its back side. The low pressure causes air dissolved in the water to form bubbles, and the bubbles make a lot of racket.”
“Sure, Captain, every submariner knows that. But why is an impeller better?”
“A conventional propeller is mounted on a central shaft with the blades radiating outward from the shaft. When the shaft rotates the propeller, the tips of the blades are the farthest from the shaft (the center of rotation) and therefore travel with the greatest speed. Typically, cavitation first occurs at the tips of the blades, where their speed is the greatest. An impeller, on the other hand, is formed by blades radiating inward from the walls of a hollow tube. Water flows freely through the tube from the bow of the fighter to the stern. The tube itself rotates, and the blades, which are mounted on the inside of the tube, rotate with it. Since the blades radiate inward, the tips of the blades are nearest the center of rotation, where their speed is the least. Therefore, the tube and the blade can rotate at much higher speeds without cavitating. The result is a high velocity jet of water being expelled from the rear of the tube and driving the fighter forward.”
“Wow, that’s a great design,” said Pappy. “But you said there were two advantages to using impellers. What’s the other one?”
“The other one has to do with survival. If these sub-fighters had propellers, and one happened to hit a hard object and get damaged or knocked off, what would happen to the fighter?”
“Oh yes, I see. You would be headed straight for the bottom — Davy Jones’s locker! Since these things have to maintain headway in order to maintain their depth or to climb, if you lose a prop, you’re sunk.”
“Exactly. With impellers, we don’t have that problem.”
“Good thinking, once again. I also see there’s a hatch on top. I understood the normal way in and out of the fighter would be through the hatch on the bottom. So I take it this is some sort of emergency escape hatch?”
“That’s right,” said Dwight, “but we’re gonna use it today because there’s not enough clearance under that dolly to get in from below.”
A small forklift truck was hooked to the dolly, and one of Dwight’s men pulled the fighter out of the hangar to the external hoist. Pappy and Dwight got into the fighter with Dwight initially in the pilot’s seat and Pappy in the sonar operator’s seat.
As the hatch was closed, Dwight said, “Strap yourself in, Pappy. You’ve got a lap belt with a fittin’ to hold the two D-rings from the shoulder harnesses. Just slide those two rings onto the post and then lock it down. You can pull on the loose end of the lap belt to tighten everything. This is truly an underwater fighter, so you’ll need to be strapped in pretty tight.” Pappy followed Dwight’s instructions and then announced, “Okay, I’m all set.”
Dwight, who had been watching Pappy strap in, said, “No, cinch it up tighter.”
“What? It’s tight already.”
“You call that tight? My grandmother straps in tighter than that on Southwest. You’re free to get up and move about the country!”
“Okay, okay.” Pappy pulled the end of the lap belt another inch or two through the fitting. “There. I can’t pull it any tighter without cutting off circulation!”
“All right. Just remember, I told you so. When we get started, I’ll demonstrate a few features, and then we can trade positions so you can get a feel for it yourself.”
“That’s fine. Believe me, I’m a little bit intimidated by this thing right now.”
“Not to worry. You’ll find this thing very easy to fly.”
They put on their headsets, tested the intercom, and tested the communication link with the hoist operator. Dwight gave the operator the go-ahead for water insertion. The hoist lifted them into the air on the end of a cable, swung them over the side of the platform, and lowered them forty feet to the water.
“All right, ten feet,” Dwight told the operator.
Once they were at a depth of ten feet, Dwight flipped on the engine switch and nudged the throttle forward and back several times, causing the fighter to sway slightly on the end of the cable.
“What are you doing?” Pappy asked.
“We want to make sure we have good engine operation before the hoist releases us.”
“Oh, good idea. I’d hate to have to ride this thing to the bottom trying to start the engine!”
“Well, it’s an electric motor, so we don’t really “start the engine” per se. We’re really testing to make sure electrical energy is getting to the motor, and it’s responding.” Dwight advanced the throttle one more time until they could feel the response.
“Okay, the engine’s good. Ready to go?”
“Ready!”
Pulling back on the throttle, Dwight had the hoist operator release them. The fighter immediately nosed over and started down in a twenty-degree dive. Dwight advanced the throttle and pulled back gently on the control stick to level off. He pointed out the depth gauge showing they were level at fifty feet. The speedometer indicated twenty knots. Their heading was 090 degrees.
“You okay?” Dwight asked.
Pappy was busily pulling an extra couple of inches of the lap belt through the fitting. “Yeah, fine,” he responded.
“The joystick works just like in a fighter plane. Moving the stick right or left rolls you right or left; pulling back on the stick raises the nose; pushing forward on the stick lowers the nose. You’ve also got two rudder pedals for yaw control.”
“Okay, that all seems pretty straightforward.”
“I used to have a flight instructor who jokingly described the flight controls by saying, “Pull back on the stick — houses get smaller; push forward on the stick — houses get bigger!” I’ve been trying to come up with a parallel saying for these sub-fighters, but I haven’t thought of one yet.”
“Well, it’s probably because you can’t see a darn thing out there!”
“That’s true. I forgot to mention that flying down here is almost one hundred percent instrument flying. You’ll be IFR-qualified right off the bat. It’s only when you’re in real close on a target, and you can pick it up visually in your spotlight, that it’s anything like VFR flying.”
“That’ll take a little getting used to.”
“Oh, it’s not so bad. You’ll pick it up real quick. This switch here, by the way, is for your landin’ light. You’ll need it to find your landin’ position each time you return to the Louisiana. We’ll be paintin’ markings on the deck which will enable you to line up correctly over the escape hatch.”
“Okay.”
“That control panel in front of you is for the sonar operator. We modified a commercially available sonar system and installed nine different transducers around the bow of the fighter. So your operator will be able to get pretty good azimuth information. You also have a weapons console there. That small joystick you have on your console controls the firin’ of your rockets.”
“Rockets? George didn’t tell me anything about rockets!”
“I’ll let him fill you in about those. Right now, let me show you what this baby can do.”
Dwight nosed the fighter over into a twenty-degree dive and advanced the throttle all the way forward. The fighter quickly accelerated to fifty knots, and as they passed two hundred feet, Dwight pulled back on the stick. Pulling about two Gs, he started a slow roll to the left and performed a flawless barrel roll. Glancing over at Pappy, he noticed some white knuckles and a very pale face.
“Oh, I forgot to tell you Pappy, there’s a barf bag in the console on your right. If you haven’t flown a fighter before, some of these maneuvers take a little getting used to.”
“No, no, I’m fine. Just give me a little warning before you roll upside down again!”
“Okay, sorry about that.” Dwight descended to a depth of 250 feet and a speed of forty knots. “I’m goin’ to full throttle, and I’m gonna pull the nose up to about forty-five degrees. You watch the speedometer and tell me what happens.”
As SF-1 rapidly rose, the speed stayed at forty knots or even rose a little. Dwight leveled off at fifty feet.
“That’s amazing. We didn’t bleed off any speed at all. In fact, I think we accelerated!” said Pappy.
“You’re right — we did! We put the latest generation electric motor in here. It’s one of the most efficient electric motors ever designed. It uses man-made magnets called neodymium magnets, which are probably hundreds of times more powerful than any naturally occurrin’ magnets. That little electric motor gives us a thrust-to-drag ratio of about 1.0. That means at full throttle, you could point the nose straight up and not loose any speed.”
“That’s phenomenal!”
“Yeah it is, but the best is yet to come. Here’s the kicker — literally, since it will kick you in the pants — we have the equivalent of an afterburner.”
“An afterburner?” Pappy asked incredulously.
“Yes. It works because of two engineerin’ features we have put together, ingeniously if I do say so myself. The first, we “borrowed” from the Russians. You’ve probably heard of the Shkvall?”
“Of course. Every submariner knows about the Shkvall or “squall” in English. It’s an underwater, solid-rocket propelled torpedo the Russians developed back in the late 1990s. The solidrocket motor can propel the torpedo at about two hundred knots partly because the torpedo reduces its drag by showering itself in a sheet of supercavitating air bubbles. If I remember correctly, the weapon produces a high-pressure stream of bubbles from its nose and skin that coats the torpedo in a thin layer of gas, greatly reducing the drag.”
“That’s exactly right.”
“But surely these fighters aren’t rocket powered, are they?”
“No. I said we borrowed somethin’ from the Russians, but it wasn’t the rocket — we have our own solution for propulsion — we borrowed the bubbles. During normal cruisin’, the bubbles are off, and the internal electric drive unit in the fighter can silently propel the fighter up to fifty knots or so, as you just saw. When the pilot kicks in the afterburner, two things happen. First, high-pressure air is forced out of hundreds of little holes along the leadin’ edge of the hull and over the surface of the wings, creatin’ the same sort of supercavitatin’ envelope used by the Shkvall. Second, our SQID-drive is activated.”
“Squid drive? What the hell is that?”
“The fighter has a water chamber that fills when the SQID drive is activated. When an extra boost is required, a hydraulically driven piston forces the water out of a nozzle on the stern at such high pressure and speed that the fighter is accelerated in a matter of seconds to — get this — over 150 knots!”
“What?” exclaimed Pappy!
“That’s right — it’s fully tested—150 knots submerged. Ready to try it?”
“I guess so. I don’t have much choice do I?”
“Nope.” Dwight slowed the fighter to about ten knots and then hit the SQID drive. After a short delay as the water chamber filled, the force of about 1.2 Gs pressed the two men to the backs of their seats. About seven seconds later, the speedometer indicated 150 knots.
“Wow, that’s incredible! But did we stay level? I would have sworn the nose pitched up when you hit that afterburner.”
“No, we stayed level the whole time. Your inner ear makes you think the nose pitched up. You see, the force pushin’ you back in your seat is almost equal to the normal force of gravity. It affects the fluid in your inner ear, and your brain says, “Hey, the only way I can experience this fluid motion is for me to be rotatin’ to a position where I’m looking straight up.” The inner ear and the brain were designed for 1 G — walking around on the ground. We fool them a lot with modern technology!”
“That’s cool, but why do you call it a squid drive?”
“That’s S-Q-I-D. It stands for Super-cavitation Quantified Injection Drive. It’s actually based on the way a squid accelerates. The squid has an internal bladder, which holds water, and when he needs to accelerate in a hurry he expels a water jet which accelerates him in the opposite direction. In our fighter, the power is simply unbelievable. You can roll one of these things into an angle of bank, hit the SQID activator, pull back on the stick, and pull four Gs underwater making a 180-degree turn. Now, you’re gonna make a lot of noise doing that because the SQID is pretty noisy and essentially the entire wing is cavitatin’, but who cares? You can outrun any torpedo shot at you, except for a Shkvall, and you can outturn anything, including the Shkvall. And unlike a rocket, which runs out of fuel, we use water! The water jet only lasts for about seven seconds, but as soon as the piston resets and the reservoir refills with water, you’re ready to hit it again!”
“Fantastic! I guess the limiting factor is battery power, right?”
“That’s right, but with our modern batteries, you should be able to cruise around for six to eight hours with no problem. Ready to try it yourself?”
“Absolutely!”
The men switched positions, and Pappy ran the fighter through its full range of capabilities. It was truly an incredible machine — quite a testament to George and Dwight’s engineering capabilities.
“Okay, Pappy, head us back west toward Platform Alpha, and I’ll show you some of our sonar capabilities. We have a little noisemaker attached to the recovery net. I’m searchin’ for it now and have a contact at two-eight-zero degrees. We have both active and passive sonar capabilities, but since we don’t want anyone to know we’re out here, we’ll just use passive sonar today. Let’s do some S-turns on our way in so we can measure different bearings to the target. We’ve installed a simple triangulation program, which continuously calculates and updates the range to the target. I’m showin’ the target at about twenty-seven thousand yards.”
“That’s a long way.”
“Hey, in this thing we’ll be there in no time.”
And they were. When they got within one thousand yards, they leveled off at a depth of ten feet and turned on the landing light to illuminate the area in front of the fighter.
“The net is stretched out in a north-south orientation,” said Dwight, “and the noisemaker is mounted in the center of the net. We’ll hit it on a westerly headin’, so all we have to do is keep the noisemaker centered dead ahead, and we should fly right into the center of the net.”
About one hundred feet out, the net came into view, and Dwight was exactly right — they flew right into the center of the net. The deck crew immediately hoisted the fighter out of the water and set it on the deck of Platform Alpha. The net was removed, and the hoist was reattached to the fighter so it could be raised and set back on its dolly. After completing their shutdown checklist, Pappy and Dwight exited the fighter and headed back to Dwight’s office for a debriefing with George.
As they entered, George asked, “How did you like it?”
“Wow! That was the most incredible ride of my life!” Pappy exclaimed. “But I’ve been thinking about it, and I think I’m missing something. Tell me again, Captain, how do you intend to use these fighters? Without a recovery net, it seems like every mission would be a suicide mission because when that dude stops, he’s headed straight for the bottom!”
“All right,” said George. “I can explain, but it’ll take one more comparison first.”
“Okay.”
“We’ve compared traditional submarines to aircraft and concluded they’re like dirigibles, right? As far as their maneuverability is concerned, they suck. Sub-fighters are more like fighter jets. Their maneuverability is great.”
“Boy, I’ll say!”
“Now let’s compare traditional submarines, namely attack boats, to surface ships. Submarines are big, lumbering behemoths with tremendous firepower. We employ them against other big, lumbering behemoths, and we shoot it out with huge, long-range torpedoes like Mark 48s. What does that remind you of, Mister World War One?”
“Nothing,” replied Pappy, obviously tiring of the captain’s guessing games.
“All right, you’re giving up on me now so I’ll just tell you—battleships!”
“Battleships?”
“That’s right. Battleships were big, lumbering behemoths with tremendous firepower. They were employed against other big, lumbering behemoths and shot it out with long-range sixteen-inch guns rather than torpedoes. I’m sure you remember your naval history — Jutland and all that?”
“Yeah, sure. Crossing the T was everything.”
“That’s right. Everybody’s thinking was oriented toward battleships. Victory ultimately went to the admiral who could maneuver his line of battleships across the bow of the enemy’s line of battleships, forming, in effect, a T. The victorious admiral then had the powerful and plentiful broadside guns of his ships pitted against the much fewer bow guns of the enemy so he could blow them away! So right up until World War Two, everybody kept building bigger and more powerful battleships. But what happened then?”
“Aircraft carriers,” Pappy responded, suddenly coming out of his doldrums and getting interested again. “During World War Two, aircraft carriers took over as the primary fighting ship. After that, entire battles were fought without enemy fleets ever even seeing each other. It was the end of the battleship era.”
“That’s exactly right, and what I’m doing is changing submarine warfare the way the aircraft carrier changed surface warfare. Until now, submarines have been like battleships. From this day forward, the USS Louisiana is an underwater aircraft carrier. Remember how I told you the wings on these fighters enable them to maintain depth at less than five knots? You saw that for yourself, right?”
Pappy nodded in agreement.
“Well, if the Louisiana is moving at five knots as well, then the relative motion between the two is zero. One of our fighters can literally hover over the deck and land. They can take off the same way. When we detect a sonar contact, which may be an attack boat, we’ll launch a fighter to investigate. With our towed array, we can get an accurate bearing on the contact in order to initially direct the fighter to an intercept. In fact, since we have a pretty capable sonar system in each sub-fighter, we’ll be launching reconnaissance missions even if the Louisiana does not have any sonar contacts herself. The fighters will be able to listen above or below thermal layers, which are blocking our sonar, or listen beyond our sonar range, which may be limited by salinity conditions or biologics. When the fighter returns, it lands on the deck, and the crew reports the locations and types of contacts they detected. The Louisiana only has to maintain enough headway for the fighter to maintain depth and have a little maneuverability. It simply hovers over our moving deck, aligns with the mounting brackets, and then lands.”
“How does the pilot know where to land?” Pappy asked.
“Remember those markings I told you about, which we’re paintin’ on the deck?” asked Dwight.
“Oh yeah. I guess I had a little ‘information overload’ out there.”
George continued, “The pilot simply looks out the porthole and visually aligns the fighter with the markings on the deck. Once he sets her down, the sonar operator uses the locking lever in the fighter to engage the brackets and clamp the fighter securely to the deck, forming a water-tight seal over the escape hatch.”
“Okay, sorry, I should have remembered that.”
“It’s okay, Pappy. There’s a lot to absorb at one time.”
“I’ll say! Remember, you guys have been thinking about this for ten years. I just got here!”
“You’re doing great.”
“Thanks, but I have another question.”
“Shoot.”
“Precisely! I was wondering what the fighter does when it intercepts an enemy contact. Dwight mentioned something about rockets?”
“Each fighter carries a new type of weapon in a pod mounted right on the side of the fuselage. The weapon is an underwater rocket.”
“Aha! So I was right, we did take the rocket idea from the Shkvall after all!”
“Okay, I guess in a way you’re right. It’s a solid rocketpropelled projectile with a short range — no more than one hundred yards — and a small, five-pound, contact warhead in the nose.”
“A range of only one hundred yards and only a five-pound, contact warhead? What good is that?”
“It can do a lot of good, depending on what you are trying to accomplish. Have you ever heard the term ‘weaponeering’?”
“No I haven’t, what is it?”
“It’s used in the aviation community when they are planning an air strike against a particular target. It’s the process of determining how many aircraft are required and what types of ordinance they should carry to achieve a desired result. If the target happens to be a warship, the desired result can be one of several things. First, the ship could be sunk. Second, although the ship is not sunk, the weapon systems on the ship could be knocked out of commission. This is known as a ‘firepower kill.’ Third, the engineering section of the ship could be damaged so badly, the ship cannot maneuver or make headway. This is known as a ‘mobility kill.’ It was determined long ago that it requires far fewer weapons on target to achieve a firepower kill or a mobility kill than it does to actually sink a ship.”
“Well, that certainly makes sense, Captain. And I can see how in some circumstances, a firepower kill or a mobility kill is all you need.”
“That’s exactly right, and since our little sub-fighters are limited in how much ordnance they can carry, we are going to employ those same principles when defending the Louisiana. We’ll go after mobility kills. All we need is one rocket fired into the screw of an enemy submarine to achieve our desired result. There’s no need to sink her.”
“What about a firepower kill?”
“A firepower kill essentially requires sinking her because a submarine’s weapons systems are internal.”
“Oh yeah, I guess you’re right. So mobility kills are the way to go. I understand that, but these are rockets, not missiles, meaning they are unguided once they are fired. That has to be a pretty accurate shot to hit the screw, doesn’t it?”
“Not if you’re sitting right behind her and shoot from one hundred feet away!”
“Sir?” Pappy looked at George as if he was crazy.
“You have to remember your sub-fighter is completely silent, and the enemy is not. That means you can maneuver ‘at will’ and take your shot from wherever you wish. When you pick up the enemy on sonar, follow the bearing to find her. If you need range information, go ahead and ‘ping’ her with your active sonar. It doesn’t matter if it alerts her to your presence, because she can’t do a darn thing about it. She’s like a big lumbering battleship, except she has no anti-aircraft weapons. She only has Mark 48s, her equivalent of sixteen-inch guns. Shooting a Mark 48 at you would be like trying to swat a bee with a tree trunk! You can easily outmaneuver it, and fly on in and sting her.”
“But still, Captain, how do I aim exactly at the screw?”
“Use your underwater spotlight. When you get within range, you will see her visually. You have portholes to look through, while the enemy doesn’t. Just visually proceed to the enemy’s stern and blow away the screw. There’s nothing they can do to stop you. Their idea of maneuvering is a joke! Once you’ve blown away the screw, all they can do is blow ballast and bobble to the surface until someone comes along and picks them up.”
“Is a five-pound warhead adequate?”
“These rockets travel at high speed and have tremendous momentum. Even without a warhead, one of them would probably deliver enough energy on the target to achieve the mobility kill. It could knock a blade off or so severely mangle a blade, the screw would be useless. The warhead is for extra insurance and to provide us with the option to use the rockets against other types of targets. With only a five-pound warhead, we ensure that the blast will not affect a sub-fighter shooting from one hundred feet away.”
Pappy was stunned by this entire explanation. The fact that it was possible to travel at 150 knots underwater and pull four Gs was one thing, but what affected him more was the realization that this paradigm shift in thinking had never occurred to him, even though equivalent shifts had been made in aviation and surface warfare. Pappy just shook his head. How stupid can I be? This is what real ingenuity is all about!
Pappy remembered a story he had read many years before. He had probably read it in junior high school, but remembered it vividly to this day. The story was about a village that relied upon a well for all its water. As the population of the village grew, the village needed more water. So all the great minds of the village were put to the test to create new ways to dig the well deeper so more water could be extracted. People from the village went to great universities and studied well digging so they could make miniscule improvements in the efficiency of the well. Finally, however, even the greatest minds could not dig the well deep enough to produce enough water for the village. All hope was lost, and the villagers were about to give up when a small boy stepped forward, pointed at the ground, and said, “Why don’t you just dig another well over here?”
Pappy sadly shook his head. I have the mind of a villager, and the captain has the mind of the boy.
“By the way,” George added. “We do have a variant of the rocket with a more capable warhead.”
“I knew it!” exclaimed Pappy. “Five pounds just can’t be enough!”
“Well actually, it’s still five pounds, but it’s a shaped charge, which gives it armor-piercing capability. If we really need to go for a total kill — that is to sink someone — this warhead gives us that capability.”
“Wow. That’s really something!”
“One more thing,” said George. “To use these sub-fighters to full advantage, you really have to think like a fighter pilot… and that means thinking in three dimensions.”
Pappy looked somewhat confused. “But submariners already think in three dimensions. We’re not like surface ships, which operate in only two dimensions because we also change our depth.”
“That’s true, but we normally change depth very slowly, and in tactical situations, we do it to try to get above or below a thermal layer to hide from enemy sonars. What I’m talking about is real-time use of the vertical dimension to reposition your fighter relative to a contact. And I’m talking about using the classic fighter maneuvers like the Immelman and the Split-S.”
Pappy was still confused. “I’m not sure I’m following you.”
“It’s like this, Pappy. Let’s say, for example, you are on a head-on collision course with a contact at several thousand yards. Our normal way of thinking is to turn right or turn left to avoid the collision and maneuver around the contact. In a sub-fighter, instead of doing that, you could pull the nose up forty-five degrees, climb two or three hundred feet, level off, and pass over the top of the contact. You could then perform a Split-S maneuver where you roll inverted and pull the nose down to fly the second half of a loop, bringing you back down to the level of the contact closing on him from astern. You have to remember — not only can we fly horizontal circles around these guys, we can also fly vertical loops around them.”
Pappy finally grasped the point the captain was making. “You’re right. I could also dive and fly below the contact and then perform an Immelman, which is like the first half of a loop. At the top, you just roll back upright and once again, you’re directly behind him. It’s going to require reorienting our thinking… I’ll do my best.”
“That’s great. I know you will.”
Pappy looked at George and said, “One more question for you, Captain: you’ve talked about using these sub-fighters to destroy the enemy. Who is the enemy? Where do we draw the line concerning who we shoot at?”
The captain looked at his XO and said, “Until we have safely deployed our deterrent warheads, everybody is the enemy. We have signaled the U.S. with a message that should let them know that they are not our target. If they insist upon continuing their efforts to find and sink us in order to maintain the political status quo, then we have no choice. Until we are in a position to complete our mission to deter future terrorist attacks, everyone trying to stop us is the enemy.”

Chapter 29

The work at Platform Alpha progressed rapidly. The overcast sky the first day was welcome and enabled twelve of the twenty-four nose cones to be offloaded before nightfall. Dwight had equipped the rig with large shrouds, which were lowered from the main deck to the water line on all sides to form an enclosure under the rig. Interior lighting within this enclosure enabled the work to continue throughout the night. By daybreak of the second day, all of the nose cones had been offloaded from the Louisiana, brackets for the sub-fighters had been welded to the Louisiana’s deck, and one of the fighters, SF-2, had been mounted on the deck.
The captain, XO, and Dwight sat down for a steaming cup of morning chicory coffee. Dwight sat with his eyes closed and his nose close to the steaming brew — temporarily oblivious to the world around him. George and Pappy exchanged glances and smiles. Finally, Dwight sat back and opened his eyes, only to see two guys with big grins staring at him!
“Hey, what’s with you guys?”
They laughed. “Oh nothing, Cousin,” replied George. “It’s just nice to see a man who really enjoys his coffee!”
“Hey, very funny. You know I’ve seen you get off on this stuff, too!”
“Very true, Dwight. Like you, I do love my chicory coffee!”
George and Dwight laughed, while Pappy sipped the coffee, trying to determine what was so special about this Louisiana specialty. Dwight snickered as he watched Pappy tentatively sample the elixir and cautioned, “Watch it, Pappy — that’s habit formin’!”
As they settled in, Dwight turned to George. “Tell me, Cousin. Have you had any second thoughts?”
“About what? Anything in particular? About the way I made the approach to Platform Alpha?”
“Very funny. About the whole deal — the whole shebang! Any regrets?”
Pappy stopped sipping while glancing sideways at George, wondering what he was going to say. The captain projected such an air of confidence and certainty that no one on the crew sensed any doubt or regret whatsoever.
George sat back with a look of irritation on his face that made Dwight wonder if George was about to let him have it! Much to his surprise, George started speaking softly.
“Dwight, life is a series of compromises. Every day, we’re presented with a number of decisions. For each decision, we choose a particular path; and for each path chosen, there’s at least one path that we give up. There are hundreds of thousands of such decisions in a lifetime, and we can’t go back to see what would have happened on a single one of those paths if we had chosen differently.”
The office was eerily quiet. Dwight and Pappy silently waited for George to continue.
“We all know that. But we’re human, and we can’t help wondering about those other paths. By making this decision, I threw away a career. I threw away a lifetime of study and work to get where I was. To many people, I betrayed an oath to uphold and defend the Constitution of the United States of America. Are you asking me whether I feel bad about that?”
Dwight simply stared at his mug of coffee. With a sense of embarrassment he replied, “Uh, yeah, I guess that’s what I was asking.”
“Well, we can’t have it both ways, Dwight. I made a decision. We made a decision. Everyone on my crew gave up things in doing so. But I, for one, have no regrets. I could have continued on in my navy career to command other submarines and perhaps to command fleets of submarines. But for what end? The submarine service has become useless for defending this country against its greatest threat. The path I’ve chosen achieves something the entire country has been unable to achieve — security against nuclear terrorism. That’s something no one else can claim.”
“Hear, Hear!” said Pappy, raising his coffee mug in a gesture of salute to George. “I agree. Damn the torpedoes — full speed ahead!”
They both turned to Dwight as if to challenge him, but he quickly joined them in toasting the mission. “Hey, I agree a hun’erd percent! If I didn’t, none of us would be sitting here on this platform today. I say, let’s get the job done!”
“Agreed!” responded George. “So what do you have on the schedule today?”
“Looks like the sky’s gonna to be clear today. It’s too bad that submarine of yours is so long — it sticks out from under the rig at the back end. That means you’ll have to submerge until nightfall, and we’ll have to see if we can get the fighters mounted tonight.”
“That’s okay,” responded George. “We’re ahead of schedule thanks to the overcast yesterday. We can work topside today in your hangar, continuing to dismantle the warheads under John’s supervision. We need time this afternoon for John to train the teams we’re sending out from here. I would suggest you and your Platform Alpha crew get some rest today because it’s going to be another long night. I want to finish everything up tonight and get out of here before dawn if possible.”
“How many teams are leavin’ from here, George? You know we can get any number of guys and warheads into the U.S. from here. We’re flying to and from our rigs in the Gulf all the time. The air traffic controllers know us — we would never be stopped or searched within the timeframe it would take us to get them ashore and dispersed into the general population. Same thing goes for our crew boats. We’re running them back and forth all the time.”
“We’re sending out twelve two-man teams from here — twenty-four crew members in all. Each team will take five nuclear warheads. That’s sixty warheads in all. We’re maintaining the two-man rule, so with each set of warheads we offload, two of our crewmembers go with them to blend into society, take up residence, and vigilantly wait for the day they are called into action. Three teams should be able to fly ashore to Mississippi in your GenCon helicopter, and four others can go back in your crew boat. From there, those seven teams can easily disperse and disappear into American society. Five other teams, fluent in Spanish, are going to take that disguised fishing trawler you promised me to the Mexican coast and disperse into Mexico.”
“The trawler is coming in tonight, after dark,” said Dwight. “If it got here any sooner, it would raise suspicions.”
“Terrific.”
“Where are the teams going to go?” asked Dwight.
“No one knows where any of the teams are headed, not even me. That way, if any team or individual is captured, only that set of warheads is possibly compromised. Each team is free to devise their own communication protocol for maintaining contact with each other and for signaling each other in case of emergency or capture. In that way, we don’t establish a predictable communication pattern, which could be used by intelligence analysts to identify and locate our teams around the world. In addition, if one team member is captured, the other team member may be alerted in time to escape and find a new hiding place for the warheads. We know from past experiences, when our fighting men have been tortured as prisoners of war, every man can be brought to the breaking point. It would only be a matter of time before one of our captured members gave up the identity of his teammate and the location of the warheads. We only ask our team members to hold out for twenty-four hours.”
The captain continued, addressing both Dwight and Pappy. “You know, with all the publicity we’ve gotten, there’s not that many places around the world where a guy with an American accent can just show up out of the blue and take up residence without raising a lot of suspicions, right? Can you think of any place, XO, where that wouldn’t happen?”
“Well, not really, Captain. In most other English-speaking countries, you need a British accent to go unnoticed.”
“That’s right. But one place where you can get away with it is the good ol’ USA. As for getting the weapons into the country, it’s amazingly simple. After all the promises from the government and the Homeland Security Department to make the country safe after 9/11 and DC, the U.S. is still the easiest country in the world to smuggle a nuke into. We offload them into Mexico and carry them across the border into southern Arizona, New Mexico, or Texas. That border is like a sieve — anything can get through. Despite the fact that the Border Patrol made over a million apprehensions last year of illegal immigrants crossing into the U.S. from Mexico, millions of others made it unscathed.”
Dwight looked skeptical. “I don’t know. If the Border Patrol is catching so many, that may not be the best way to go.”
“Well, if you don’t like that way,” George continued, “all you have to do is hide the warhead in some legitimate cargo and ship it in through Long Beach or New Orleans. You’re going to be successful ninety-eight or ninety-nine times out of a hundred.”
Dwight nodded, “That approach seems eminently logical to you and me, George, but if it’s that easy, why didn’t al-Qaeda smuggle the DC bomb in that way?”
George shrugged. “I don’t know. Their mindset is so totally different that all their actions seem crazy to us. Just look at the War in Iraq. Hundreds of those guys blew themselves up in self-sacrificing homicides for no reason. Now that’s crazy.”
“Why do you say they did it for no reason?” asked the XO.
“Because they didn’t have to do it to get us out of there. We said all along that as soon as the country stabilized, we were leaving. All they had to do was wait a year or so, and we would have been gone.”
“That’s true, it was pretty stupid,” the XO agreed. “But back to the subject of DC, how do you think they got the bomb in, Dwight?”
“I don’t know, but it’s different from a bunch of illegals hoppin’ the Rio Grande. When you’re carryin’ a nuke, it’s a little different! If you’re a terrorist, that’s an asset you can’t afford to lose. So who knows, maybe they teamed up with a drug cartel, or they could have bribed some poor fisherman who thought they were using his boat to smuggle in people or other contraband. We’ll probably never know for sure.”
“Gentlemen,” the captain interrupted, “I hate to interrupt this tantalizing conversation, but we’ve got work to do.” George was uneasy talking about this subject since the discussion would inevitably turn to the possible role of the Annapolis.
“Okay,” said Dwight, “but one more thing about that trawler coming tonight. It’s also bringing you a full load of fresh produce, milk, and other consumables you’re going to need once you get underway. We also have a crew boat coming in from New Orleans with additional stores. We bought out all the MREs at several of the local Army-Navy Surplus stores along with all the frozen dinners at some of the grocery stores around New Orleans. We told them if anyone asked any questions about why they were buying so much food, to tell them they had been chartered by GenCon to supply one of our rigs.”
“Oh boy! MREs — Meals Ready to Eat. I don’t think I’ve had one of those since I went to survival school as a midshipman!”
“With your crew cut back to twenty-five people, you’re not going to have the luxury of having someone cook meals from scratch. Everyone is going to have to be able to grab a quick meal whenever they can.”
“Good thinking, Dwight. I knew I could count on you.”
* * *
George and Leona stood on the north side of Platform Alpha looking out in the direction of the Texas Gulf coast. Even in September, it could be sweltering hot on an oil rig in the Gulf of Mexico. Today was nice, though. A steady breeze kept it quite pleasant in the shadow of the platform’s superstructure.
The time was drawing nigh, and there would be no turning back. George turned to Leona. “You could still get out of this, you know. They probably haven’t even missed you yet. I wish…”
George’s sentence was interrupted by Dwight yelling from the control shack, “George! Get up here now!”
Hearing the urgency and stress in Dwight’s voice, George took the stairs three at a time with Leona close on his heels. They rushed into the control room.
“What’s the problem?” George asked.
“We got visitors.” Dwight’s voice was tight.
“Visitors? Where?”
“Check the screen. That blip is about six miles out and making a beeline straight for Platform Alpha.”
George ran to the top of the ladder and yelled down to the XO who was on the deck of the Louisiana. “XO, we’ve got company coming. Take her down to a hundred feet! Leona and I will stay here with Dwight and maintain radio contact.”
“Aye-aye, sir!”
George returned to the control room and studied the radarscope. “Any ideas?”
“During the time I’ve been out here, I’ve had Mexican Coast Guard, the U.S. Coast Guard, drug runners, pleasure boats… you name it, they have all stopped by for one reason or another. This one is going too slow for drug runners; it’s too small for Coast Guard, so my guess is it’s a pleasure boat or fisherman.”
“I hope you’re right.” George felt, rather than heard, the Louisiana taking on ballast as it began to submerge underneath the platform. “With these GenCon coveralls and this gray beard I’ve been growing, they’ll never know who I am even though my picture has been plastered on the TV and newspapers for weeks. Leona’s still an unknown. So far, she’s just a petty officer who’s on emergency leave, although that status will soon change to UA when they discover her father is not dying and she’s not in Kansas!”
“UA?” asked Dwight.
“Unauthorized Absence. It’s the navy’s version of AWOL — Absent Without Official Leave.”
The radio, which had been quiet, now came to life. “Oil platform… uh, four-one-three, I believe. This is the Dorothy out of Corpus Christi. Do you copy?”
Dwight picked up the handset, “This is GenCon rig four-one-three. We copy. Go ahead, Dorothy.”
“Hi, my name is Bill Tuohy. We are on our way back to Corpus, and we are running a little low on fuel. We were hoping you could spare about one hundred gallons.”
“George?” Dwight said as he held his hand over the mike.
“Can we direct him to another rig?”
“Yeah, but we’re by far the farthest out. The nearest rig is about twenty miles north. If he needs fuel, we don’t want him calling the coast guard to come rescue his ass, and then telling them the assholes on four-one-three wouldn’t give him any gas. But it’s your call.”
George thought about it. “Let ’em in. But, we’re going to have to keep them off your deck.”
“Okay.” Dwight keyed the mike, “Bill, you can tie up at the northeast leg of the rig. But you have to be very careful. The rig was hit during Hurricane Alonzo and it’s somewhat unstable. We’re doing repairs now trying to make it safe.”
“Copy that, rig four-one-three. We’re trying to get home, so as soon as you can load us up we will be on our way.”
* * *
On the Dorothy, Bill turned from the radio and addressed a powerfully built man standing at the helm. “Tommy, I’m not so sure about taking on the rig. We don’t know how many men they have.”
“You heard him, they’re working on repairs. That means they’ll only have a fraction of their normal crew onboard. And they aren’t expecting us.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right. But—”
“But nothin’,” interrupted Ronnie. Ronnie was Tommy’s executive assistant in his business. She worked as his Assistant Manager for Foreign Operations in his Houston office of Harrier International, a company ostensibly importing oil tools from China. Ronnie was a skilled horsewoman and a marksman with multiple weapons including the Glock 40 she had strapped to her inner left thigh. Most men who messed with Ronnie only did it once.
“Yeah, yeah. You’re right. I guess I’m just jumpy now that we’re actually here.”
* * *
“Dwight?” George’s voice was calm. Dressed in coveralls with a GenCon patch on the back, he looked just like a deck hand.
“Yeah?”
“I’m going out to brief Ramirez and Williams. I would like to be with you when you meet with the Dorothy and her captain.”
“Sure, no problem.”
“Rig four-one-three,” the radio came to life again.
Dwight keyed the mike, “This is rig four-one-three.”
“This is Bill again. I really hope you guys have a medic on board!”
“Bill, this is Dwight. What’s the problem?” he asked suspiciously.
“My boss’s assistant is throwing up something awful, and she’s complaining of some serious pain in her right side. I think we’re about ten minutes out. Repeat. Do you have a medic?”
Dwight looked at George and raised his eyebrows. George nodded and said, “Send him down to their boat.”
“Sure. You will be tying up to the northeast leg where we have a ladder and a landing. I’ll send the medic down when you get here.”
“Great. Dorothy out.”
“Who’s your medic?” asked George. “We need to brief him on the need to keep our presence secret.”
“His name’s Fred Wiland. We call him Freddy. He was a medic in the army. He got out about three months ago and was livin’ in Houston. He wanted to get away from all that big-city hustle and bustle, so he applied to GenCon to fill a position we had for a medic willin’ to spend extended periods on oil rigs.”
“He’s a good guy?”
“The best. Totally trustworthy.”
“Let me go down to the boat with Freddy,” said Leona. “We shouldn’t send someone down alone.”
“That’s true, but I don’t have a good explanation for why we’re sendin’ two people down,” said Dwight.
“Sure you do — company policy: whenever the medic examines a woman or someone from off the rig, you need a witness. You know, insurance, lawyers, and all that.”
“We don’t know anything about these people or what they’re up to. It might be dangerous,” said George.
Leona laughed. “Listen to who’s talking, Mister Save-the-World. If I’m going to be on one of your teams for the rest of my life, hiding out from authorities and avoiding capture, I better get some training at handling difficult situations. Besides, my woman’s intuition is pretty good. I’m good at quickly sizing up people. That might come in handy down there.”
“All right,” George conceded. Turning to Dwight, he said, “Let’s get Freddy up here.”
Dwight got on the rig PA, “Freddy, get your med kit and meet me at the northeast ladder.”
Dwight turned to Leona. “Let’s roll!”
* * *
The Dorothy tied up to the northeast leg of Platform Alpha. She was a large oceangoing yacht. Dwight watched her pull up to the platform. “That’s at least a five million dollar yacht. Pretty strange they would run out of gas. Freddy, you and Leona go on down and check it out.”
Tommy and Bill were waiting on the deck of the Dorothy as Freddy and Leona climbed down the ladder.
Tommy was a good ol’ boy from Houston, Texas. Like his Mafia cousins in the Northeast, nobody in his Lakewood neighborhood in Houston suspected a thing. He went to church regularly; he gave to the right charities; and nobody was turned down for anything if they asked. Tommy liked being respected, but he liked the adrenaline-pumping danger and the income of the drug business even more. As the DEA, FBI, and CIA knew, but were unable prove in court yet, Tommy ran drugs from Mexico and South America in a five hundred million dollar a year operation.
Tommy greeted them, “Two medics?”
“No,” said Leona. “Freddy here’s the medic. I’m the witness required by company policy. Who’s your patient?”
“It’s Ronnie. She’s in the cabin.”
Freddy and Leona entered the cabin, where Ronnie was lying on a bed. Freddy sat down on the edge of the bed and began asking her where it hurt.
“I feel a monster pain in my stomach,” she said, as she indicated her lower right abdomen. “It’s really bad, and I’m throwin’ up a lot.”
“Could be appendicitis,” said Freddy. “Let me take a look.”
Leona stood by the doorway with Tommy.
“This must have come on all of a sudden,” said Leona.
“Yeah, she was perfectly fine this morning, and now she’s in so much pain she can’t stand up.”
“Where are you guys coming from?”
“We’ve been over to Biloxi to do a little gambling, and now we’re headed back to Houston.”
“Houston?”
“Oh, I mean Corpus. Sorry, we… uh… hit Houston on the way over, but we’re taking a direct shot back. I thought we would have enough fuel to make it nonstop, but with this westerly wind, my latest calculations showed we wouldn’t make it.”
“Yeah, funny thing about the weather.”
Bill interrupted them and indicated to Leona that Dwight wanted to talk to her. Leona stepped back on the deck and looked up at the platform. Dwight indicated for her to come up.
“Hell,” she said to Bill. “Up-down-up-down. I’ll be right back.”
In her absence, Tommy turned to Bill. “Even if they’re armed, I think we can get the jump on ‘em while Ronnie does her act. This rig will be perfect for the shipment from Hugo.” The shipment was twenty tons of cocaine coming in from Venezuela on a fishing trawler with Costa Rican registry.
“But, what if we can’t take over the rig? And what if all the distributors don’t get here in time to make the transfer? The timing just seems too close.”
The plan was to break up the shipment on the rig into five smaller shipments for moving into the U.S.
“Bill, look, everybody knows when to be here. With Ronnie and Paulie’s help, we’ll easily be able to take this rig. We have the element of surprise and the beauty of Ronnie to make them hesitate. You know that works!”
* * *
As Leona finished her climb back to the deck of Platform Alpha, Dwight asked her, “What do you think?”
“They’re lying,” she said matter-of-factly. “I don’t know what they’re up to, but it isn’t good.”
George said, “Okay. Go tell Sergeant Ramirez and Corporal Williams to move into position. They’re waiting over on the west side of the control room.”
Back on the Dorothy, Ronnie suddenly sat up on her sickbed and smiled. “Freddy, I would like to come up and see your rig. Is that okay with you?”
Freddy was taken aback and a bit nonplussed. “Uh, I thought you couldn’t—”
“Yes. Well, I lied. And now I want to see where you work, Freddy.”
“I can’t take you up there.”
Tommy interrupted “I think you will, Freddy.” Turning to the doorway, he said, “Bill, time to get Dwight down here.”
Bill waved up at Dwight and motioned for him to come down.
Dwight turned to George and said, “I’ll be back, but just in case, are you armed?”
“Always.”
“It’s probably nothing, but this is getting weirder by the minute. As a signal, if I call you Newt, like I did when we were kids, somethin’s wrong.” Dwight started down the ladder.
As Dwight stepped onto the deck of the Dorothy, assisted by Bill, Tommy emerged from the cabin. Dwight gave Bill a puzzled look. “This is my boss, Tommy. You know, his assistant is the one who was sick.”
“Was sick?”
Tommy smiled, but his eyes were not smiling. He momentarily exposed the butt of a pistol in his jacket pocket just enough for Dwight to see.
“Oh, yeah. That’s right, Freddy is in the cabin, and Ronnie, my assistant, is keeping him company. We don’t have a lot of time so it would be good if you would escort Bill and me to your deck. Ronnie will follow and escort Freddy.” Tommy indicated to Dwight to lead the way. “Bill, tell Paulie to keep the engines idling while we take on the fuel. If something goes wrong, take off and intercept the Angelina. Paulie knows where it will be.”
Tommy put his hand in Dwight’s back, “Dwight, if you please.”
“What about Freddy?”
“He will follow with Bill and Ronnie once I’m on the deck and signal that everything is okay. Now, let’s go.”
Dwight looked up to the deck above where George stood at the edge. “We’re comin’ up, Newt!”
Tommy shoved something hard into Dwight’s back. “Just climb. No need for chatter!”
George, with his beard, coveralls, and hardhat, looked just like any other roughneck on the rig, but the minute he heard “Newt,” he moved into action and stepped back a few paces from the edge of the deck so that he was out of sight of the men climbing up. He turned and signaled to Sergeant Ramirez and Corporal Williams to get ready, and then stood waiting for Dwight and Tommy to climb the last couple of rungs and step onto the deck. George had his hand inside the big pocket on his coveralls tightly gripping the handle of his pistol. It was then that he noticed Tommy had a weapon. Looked like a 38-caliber Smith and Wesson, and it was pointed directly at Dwight’s back. George saw that he didn’t have a chance to pick the guy off without putting Dwight in jeopardy. At least, not yet.
George looked at Dwight. “What’s goin’ on?” he asked in a put-on accent. “Where are Freddy and the sick lady? I was just fixin’ to go down and help out.” George was playing dumb. No sense giving away anything yet.
“It’s okay, Newt. Tommy here is interested in touring our rig.” Dwight’s sarcasm was evident.
Tommy waved the gun at Dwight ordering him to move over next to George. “Yeah, and if I like the tour, you and the rest of the crew will be able to vacation in Mexico real soon.” Tommy leaned over the side of the platform and waved down at the Dorothy.
George and Dwight both looked down at the boat and watched as a man and a woman emerged from the cabin and started to climb the ladder.
“Is that the sick lady? She looks all right to me. Say, where’s Freddy?” George was edging toward the stairs and at the same time getting closer to Tommy.
Tommy turned the gun on George. “Move back, asshole. I can kill you now, or I can kill you later.”
George retreated to Dwight’s side. All the time, Tommy was taking stock of the number of crewmen that were on the rig. He figured about fifteen or twenty including some that were probably not visible. With Dwight standing right here, they were probably without a leader and without any plan for resistance.
Tommy looked at Dwight, and with faked sincerity continued, “Please understand, if we are able to come to an agreement, there needs to be no bloodshed. You see—”
“Hey, Tommy, I see everything is under control,” said Ronnie as she stepped onto the deck with Bill directly behind her.
“Yeah.”
Dwight turned to George, “This is your sick lady, Newt. She’s not sick at all — just a decoy.” He turned to Ronnie. “Why isn’t Freddy with you?”
Ronnie looked at Dwight with a steady gaze, “We won’t be needing his miserable services.” She laughed shrilly as if she had made a hilarious joke. “Besides, he made a pass at me, and I had to defend my honor.” She shrilly laughed again, brandishing her Glock proudly. Then, changing the subject with as little emotion as changing the channel on a TV, Ronnie continued, “Tommy, it’s cold; let’s go in where it’s warm.”
“You cold-blooded bitch! You killed Freddy!” Dwight started toward her without a serious plan, just wanting to rip her head off.
George grabbed Dwight around the neck and pulled him back. “Hold on, Dwight. Back off.”
Ronnie didn’t flinch. Tommy and Bill both had weapons pointed at Dwight.
“These sons-a-bitches just killed Freddy! You assholes are dead meat!”
Ronnie calmly pointed the Glock at Dwight’s head. “I said he made a pass at me; we struggled, and my gun went off.”
“That’s a bunch of crap — Freddy’s gay!”
“Oh, my! Well, then I guess I lied. Tommy, let’s get out of this wind and go inside!”
Tommy waved his pistol toward the control room. “OK, you heard her. Control room. Now!”
Dwight and George turned around and started to walk toward the control room. The three from the Dorothy followed about three yards behind.
George signaled to Dwight as if to say, “Walk a little slower and follow my lead.”
Dwight nodded.
George stopped and turned around, as did Dwight.
“Keep moving. Stay alive a little longer guys; you might get lucky,” as Tommy raised his weapon and pointed it at Dwight’s head.
Dwight, seeing everything clearly now, said through clenched teeth, “What do you filthy assholes want on your tombstones?”
Tommy, slightly amused, smiled. “Maybe that’s the question I should ask you? Right, Bill?… Bill?” He turned his head to the right where Bill had been standing, and Corporal Williams was silently laying Bill’s body on the deck, blood streaming from a huge gash across his neck. Tommy started to turn back to shoot Dwight, when he felt a sharp searing pain in his wrist, and the gun fell to the deck with a muffled thud. He grabbed his wrist while turning to the left to get help from Ronnie, only to find Sergeant Ramirez crouching over her now lifeless body.
Tommy started to lunge for his gun, but began screaming as he saw a stump where his hand used to be. He looked at the deck and saw his gun, still gripped in his now-severed hand. Sergeant Ramirez began wiping the blood off his knife blade with the sleeve of Tommy’s jacket. He stopped as Tommy fell to his knees.
Dwight stepped in front of Tommy and glared down at him. “Oooh,” he said in mock sympathy. “I bet that’s gonna leave a mark!”
Sergeant Ramirez turned to George. “Captain Adams, sir! I apologize for the late arrival. These two—” indicating the recently deceased Bill and Ronnie—“took too long coming up the stairs, and we wanted to cover our backside. So we hit the boat first. We found Freddy. She shot him in the back of the head. Must have had a silencer on that Glock. We took out the other hostile.”
“YOU ASSHOLE! WHY DID YOU KILL FREDDY?” Dwight grabbed Tommy by the throat.
As Dwight started shaking him, Tommy moaned, “Ronnie did it. She did it. Help me, I’m bleeding to death!”
“Yeah, she did it, but it was your idea.” Dwight released Tommy’s neck, letting him fall back to the deck.
George stepped in. “Dwight, we’re going to have company soon when these guys’ drug ship arrives. Take the marines down to the boat and get Freddy’s body.”
George then spoke evenly to Tommy, “If you want to save your life, tell me about the ship that’s coming.”
Tommy, grasping at anything, babbled out the whole plan about the trawler arriving in about an hour and the five pleasure boats, which would be arriving in three hours. He knew he was dying, in pain, and bleeding badly.
George leaned over Tommy and gently stood him up. He took a wiping rag and tied it in a tourniquet around Tommy’s arm above the wrist. “Now Tommy,” George said close to Tommy’s ear, “I want you to go down to your boat, start her up, and leave this rig. It’s only twenty miles north to the next rig. Hey, you might make it.”
Tommy looked at George, “You mean it? You’re letting me go?”
“Yes.”
Tommy started backing toward the ladder as Dwight, Sergeant Ramirez, and Corporal Williams arrived on the deck with Freddy’s body.
Dwight stood over the body with his fists clenched. “George, you’re not lettin’ this son of a bitch go!”
George blocked Dwight from going after Tommy, as he watched Tommy, cradling his right arm, start down the ladder, grasping the rail with his good hand. When he was about halfway down, George stepped back and pulled a walkie-talkie from his pocket. He keyed the mike, “XO.”
“Yes, sir! Is everything all right?”
“It is now. We had a little run-in with some drug runners. Prepare to launch SF-2 for an attack mission. Give her a full load of rockets, armed and ready. We’ll recover you with the net.”
“Aye-aye, sir. What are we going after?”
“Your first target is this pleasure boat about to pull away from the northeast corner of the rig. He’ll probably head south-southeast to rendezvous with another bad guy — a fake fishing trawler that’s about ten miles out, headed this direction. Take them both out.”
“It’ll be our pleasure, sir.”
George chuckled. This was valuable training for the XO and his sonar man. They were going to need some combat experience down the line, and this would give them confidence in the sub-fighter’s capabilities. “There will be three additional targets, pleasure boats, converging on the platform in approximately three hours. They’ll probably be coming from the north. They’re all bad guys — druggies — and they have to be taken out. Got it?”
“Yes, sir! We aim to please!”
“One more thing… make sure you take them out as far from Platform Alpha as possible. We don’t want any survivors swimming up or paddling up in rubber dinghies.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
George looked out as the Dorothy was moving at a high speed across the chop, headed south-southeast from the rig.
He turned to Dwight. “Tommy will be lucky to stay conscious long enough to rendezvous with that trawler. SF-2 should take him out long before that, though, and a one-armed man isn’t going to swim very far.”
“Yeah, but he could warn ‘em by radio.”
“No, Sergeant Ramirez disabled his communications, so he won’t be able to warn them until he gets on board… if he gets on board. I expect that about the time he would be getting there, SF-2 will be making its presence known once again. The folks on that trawler will never know what hit them. Hell, Dwight, even though we’re about to challenge the whole world, we can’t let that evil white powder get into the U.S. now can we? That’s just plain wrong! You know? Plus after SF-2 finishes with them, there will be five fewer boats and crews bringing that stuff in.”
Dwight was fighting back tears.
“Hey, Cousin, I didn’t know you were so emotional about the drug trade.”
“Very funny. I was just thinking about Freddy. The poor guy was just back from his third tour in Iraq. It’s a shame to think about surviving that, only to die a pointless death on an out-of-commission oil rig!”
George looked at the lifeless body lying on the deck and, to his surprise, found himself fighting back tears as well. George put his arm around Dwight’s shoulders. “I’m truly sorry about Freddy. It’s a shock to me, too. After seventeen years in the military, he’s the first person who has died carrying out one of my orders. I never knew how I would react, and I hoped I would never find out.”
Leona came and stood at George’s side. “It’s awful, George, but if it’s any consolation, his death was by no means pointless. He helped to keep our mission secret.”
“I know. Still, I feel responsible.”
“She’s right, you know,” said Dwight. “Helping to keep our mission secret and to defeat these drug-running scumbags may well be the most important thing Freddy ever did.”
George nodded. “We’ll include Freddy and his family in our prayers tonight.”
“Thanks, George. I’ll make sure his remains get back to his family and that they know he helped put these scumbags out of business.” Dwight turned to the crew who had gathered around the bodies of Bill and Ronnie. “Toss this trash over the side, boys. The sharks need to eat, too. And weigh ‘em down. We don’t want ‘em floating up. And get the recovery net down — we’ve got a fighter to recover in about three hours.”

Chapter 30

At 1800 hours, the captain called a meeting of all crewmembers, including the twelve teams going ashore from Platform Alpha.
“Ladies and gentlemen, to repeat the phrase of a famous American president, this is it — a date that will live in infamy. To those of you leaving us here, may you have fair winds and following seas. You’re all highly trained, highly skilled, and highly dedicated. You are a testament to those who make a positive difference in the world. You can forever be proud of the part you are playing to maintain world peace and to save perhaps millions of lives.
After you leave here, there can never be any communication with another team. You are on your own. You all know your targets, but as you have been briefed, there is only one thing that can trigger your use of the weapons for which you take responsibility. Should such an event take place, God forbid, do not hesitate — perform the duty you have been trained to carry out.
Never reveal the location of your warheads to anyone other than your teammate. Do not reside with your teammate. Within your team you may develop your own protocols and your own means of communication. If each team develops its own protocols, there will be no pattern that can be detected by those searching for us. Remember to contact your teammate at least every other day. A missed communication may indicate your partner has been captured. Should such an event occur, move your warheads to an alternative location, and go into hiding immediately. If you are the captured teammate, resist your interrogators for as long as possible, at least twenty-four hours. Give your teammate time to relocate.”
George looked around the room at his dedicated team members. “If anyone has any questions, comments, misgivings, or doubts please see me after the meeting. Godspeed and good luck to us all.”
* * *
After the meeting, John Ellis, the nuclear weapons expert, approached the captain and said, “Captain, I’d like to go with you on the Louisiana. You are still going to have twelve teams and sixty warheads aboard, and you’re going to be dropping off teams periodically over the next several weeks. I’d like to be there to watch over the warheads and to refresh each team’s training regarding arming and disarming procedures before they disembark.”
The captain had reviewed the information from John’s background investigation in great detail and had not found anything negative in his history. He liked John, and in the two days they had spent together on Platform Alpha, the captain had come to respect his knowledge and professionalism.
“Thanks, John,” answered the captain. “We would love to have you. If you don’t mind, we will keep you aboard until all of the warheads have been sent ashore.”
“No problem, Captain. It will be an honor to serve under your command.”
* * *
That evening, the captain and the XO each recorded a video message on DVDs. The captain and the XO each took his own DVD and left a copy of each with Dwight as a backup in case the Louisiana was sunk before completing her mission.
The captain ordered the XO, “If anything happens to me or my DVD, use yours.”
“Aye-aye, Captain.”
* * *
Once darkness came, SF-1 was mounted on the Louisiana’s deck, and SF-2 was remounted following her successful first combat mission. As the last deck hatch was closed, and George descended the stairway from Platform Alpha to the top of the Louisiana’s conning tower, Dwight looked down from above and with a parting salute said, “Adios, George. Live long and prosper.”
At 0300 hours, the Louisiana got underway for her final mission.

Chapter 31

Dwight stood at the head of the ladder and watched the Louisiana take on ballast and begin to submerge. He visually swept the horizon and the sky overhead and could not see any lights or any stars. It was still overcast. On Platform Alpha, only the deck edge lights were on to keep the men from falling off the deck. There were only a few men up and moving around. One of those men was Remy McGillivray, a good old Alabama boy, and Dwight called out to him, “Remy! Hey Remy!”
Dwight had recruited Remy especially for this mission. He wasn’t well educated, but what Remy lacked in book learning he made up for in common sense. Remy laid down the line he had been coiling. “Yeah, Dwight?”
“We need to get the RV crated. Let’s get started.” The RV was an empty reentry vehicle taken from one of the Louisiana’s ballistic missiles. This particular RV, a cone about forty-eight inches long, was the last one to have its DOE package removed and disarmed by John Ellis the night before. Although the RV itself was not a radioactive component, it carried a slight amount of residual radioactivity picked up from the now-removed warhead. “Get Junior and pack it up for a long trip.”
Remy smiled at the mention of a long trip and shouted back, “You bet!” Remy was descended from Creek Indian warriors, and although he was not getting in the fight personally, he knew what the plans were for the RV and approved. If he couldn’t take the battle directly to the enemy, he would do whatever he could to assist those who were.
“Junior!” Remy shouted in the direction of the storage shed. “Hey Junior. Let’s get packin’.”
Dwight watched as Remy walked over to the storage shed and grabbed the handle of a pallet jack, which was supporting a crate marked with the familiar yellow and black radiation label: “DANGER — RADIOACTIVE”—and on another line—“Radiation Probes — Count: 36”. The probes were used in downhole drilling operations to log the oil and gas content of the different strata. This particular shipment was headed for the new wells being drilled by GenCon in the Red Sea off the coast of Saudi Arabia.
Remy and Junior opened the crate and loaded the RV into the bottom, nestled between support blocks. Over the top, Remy placed a layer of rigid foam. The rigid foam had pockets, which Junior filled with six radiation probes. Remy and Junior placed two more layers of rigid foam and probes on top of the RV, bringing the total contents of the crate to eighteen probes covering and concealing one empty RV. They screwed on the wooden top and sealed the edges with sealing tape.
Dwight said, “Very good, men! Anybody who runs a Geiger counter over this box will definitely find some radiation. If they open it, they’ll have to go through three layers of probes before gettin’ to the RV. That’s not likely to happen. Let’s get that crate loaded onto the Flash as soon as you can. Got to make a run to Galveston at seven o’clock in the morning.”
The crate was quickly loaded onto the Flash, a crew boat that carried oil rig crews and supplies back and forth to the rigs in the Gulf. The Flash set off for Galveston harbor at precisely 0700 hours. They were timing the arrival of the crew boat in port to coincide with the departure of several large cruise ships, thus ensuring that the port authorities would be busy.
GenCon’s pier was just up the shipping channel from where the cruise ships docked. GenCon traffic between the airport and the GenCon dock was constant, so one more delivery truck bringing a crate of downhole logging tools for shipment to one of the GenCon oil rigs somewhere in the world was not going to garner any special interest. The crate was scheduled to be air freighted out on an Al Arabiyah Boeing 747 the next morning. The shipment was routed across the Atlantic to Durban, South Africa, and then to Mecca, Saudi Arabia, a city of one and a half million people. This, however, was the time of the hajj, the annual Muslim pilgrimage to the Ka‘abah, when the population of Mecca swelled to over three million.
Dwight watched the Flash leave Platform Alpha. Hopefully, everything would go as he and George had planned. This was going to be one big surprise for some people who were used to doing the surprising!
Ahmed Farouk, the maintenance supervisor on the twelve GenCon jack-up rigs located in the Red Sea, waited for the arrival of Flight 2003 from Durban. He and two other men were in a parking lot in the freight receiving area of the King Abdul Aziz Airport in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. The airport was strategically located where it could serve both the city of Mecca and the freight needs for the oil companies working the many rigs in the Red Sea. Not far from the airport, the Jeddah Islamic port facility was the main base for all the crew boats that worked and serviced the offshore rigs. Ahmed watched as the Al Arabiyah cargo plane landed and taxied to the international cargo terminal.
Angel Piro and Juan Salamanca, both originally from San Juan, Puerto Rico, were standing near Ahmed. All three men, unsmiling and serious, worked for Dwight, not just GenCon, and they were all dark skinned with bushy beards. Frequently, Saudi natives mistook the Puerto Ricans for Arabs.
Ahmed Farouk was born in Medina, Saudi Arabia, not far from Jeddah and had emigrated with his parents to Houston, Texas when he was twelve. The Farouks were Christians and as such had been persecuted in Saudi Arabia. The Saudis and their hired thugs, the Mukhabarat, had repeatedly threatened the family before Ahmed’s father, a well-educated man, had moved the family to the U.S. to stop the Saudi harassment.
Angel and Juan had moved from San Juan to New York City before the age of ten. Although they had not known each other while growing up in New York, they both left the city about the same time and ended up working for GenCon in Galveston. Both Puerto Ricans lost family members in the attacks of 9/11.
The big 747 shut down its engines, and a contingent of Saudi customs agents converged on the aircraft to begin inspecting Flight 2003’s cargo as it was offloaded to a customs inspection warehouse. Ahmed drove the van to the freight loading docks to wait for the customs clearance. As the three men stood beside the van, they watched the customs inspectors going through the cargo. The inspectors methodically checked each item against the flight’s cargo manifest. Some of the crates were merely checked off on the manifest without further inspection while some were opened and the contents were verified.
GenCon had been shipping freight into Saudi Arabia for years, and most days, their crates were merely counted and checked off on the manifest. Today was not one of those days.
When the customs inspectors reached the GenCon “probe” crate, they studied the manifest and the crate. One of the inspectors appeared to check off the shipment. Then, the supervising inspector said, “Stop. We’ll open this one.” The junior inspector shrugged his shoulders and pointed to the crate while talking with the warehouse worker who was opening and closing the crates for the inspection team. The supervisor turned around and strolled over to the GenCon crew.
“Salaam Alakum, Ahmed.”
Ahmed returned the greeting “Alakum Salaam, Faizal. I am curious, why are you opening our cargo this time? I know you are doing your job, but we must get the equipment to the maintenance boats, and I have to go into Mecca, all before dark.” Ahmed noted Faizal was not smiling as he usually did. And he seemed to be tense.
“Ahmed, you know the trouble that is caused by the missing American submarine. You also know the rumor this submarine is on a mission to destroy the Muslim world. I don’t have a problem, but the Mukhabarat were here this morning, and we were told to make sure there are no nuclear weapons smuggled into our country.”
“Faizal, we are interested in producing oil not blowing up the world. Besides, even if we tried, we couldn’t smuggle in one of those missiles — they must be forty feet long!”
“Nevertheless, I have my instructions, and your freight has radioactive devices. I would be remiss in my duties if I ignored the possibility.” Faizal seemed to be staring a hole in Ahmed. His gaze didn’t flinch.
“Inspector Faizal!” shouted the junior inspector opening the crate.
“I will be back,” he said as he quickly moved toward the crate.
Ahmed looked at Angel and Juan. Beads of perspiration stood out on their foreheads as they tried to contain their emotions and appear nonchalant. Inspector Faizal said a few words to the junior inspector, then turned around, paused, and walked back to the GenCon team.
“He is new. The Geiger counter picked up the radiation. He doesn’t read English, so he didn’t know the probes were radioactive. I have explained to him the purpose for the probes, and he will open the crate so we can finish this. Okay?”
“Yes, that’s good.”
Ahmed tensely watched as the inspector and the warehouse man removed the top of the wooden crate. Since the inspector was new, it was likely he would do a thorough inspection to impress Inspector Faizal. This was not good. Definitely not.
The inspector and the warehouse man removed a top layer of rigid foam, exposing six probes nestled side by side across the width of the crate. They lifted the probes out, one by one, and carefully laid them in a row on the concrete floor of the warehouse. They then removed the next layer of foam, exposing six more probes. Once again, they lifted the probes out, one by one, and carefully laid them next to the others on the concrete floor.
Ahmed exchanged glances with Angel and Juan. Only one more layer of probes lay between the inspector and the hidden RV. If it was discovered, there would be no way for Ahmed to explain it. They would be taken into custody and interrogated in ways known only to the Mukhabarat. Their techniques would never find their way to the headlines of any Saudi newspaper. The editors knew too well what would happen to them, and their families, if such a story were ever published.
The inspector and the warehouse man removed the next layer of rigid foam. The last six probes lay before them in the crate, with supposedly three more layers under them. The inspector and the warehouse man got on each end of the first probe and slowly lifted it out of the crate. They carried it to the line of probes on the concrete floor and carefully laid it alongside number twelve. As they returned to the crate, Ahmed ostensibly looked at his watch and sighed loud enough for Inspector Faizal to hear.
The gesture was effective enough to cause Inspector Faizal to look at his own watch.
“Four more layers, Faizal. At this rate it will be dark before they finish inspecting one crate!”
The men lifted the second probe of the layer out of the crate and began carrying it across the floor of the warehouse.
Faizal looked irritated at the slow pace of the inspection. “Ahmed, have you hidden a missile in that crate?” Faizal asked jokingly.
“Me? No I haven’t,” smiled Ahmed. “A camel, maybe, but no missile.”
Faizal laughed. “Okay, that’s enough!” he shouted to the inspector. “We have to inspect all this cargo before evening prayer. Ahmed, I suspect you can close the crate? Good, I thought so.”
“Yes we can, Faizal. Thank you for your help.”
“Salaam Alakum, Ahmed.”
“Alakum Salaam.”
With that, Faizal placed an inspection sticker on the top of the crate and then moved with the inspection team to other crates in the warehouse. Ahmed and the two Puerto Ricans were left alone to reload and close the crate.
Juan and Angel jumped to the task of carrying the probes back to the crate and reloading them. They both had drips of sweat that the heat had not caused. They filled the crate, replaced the wooden top, and secured it in place with a couple of screws. They ostensibly replaced all ten screws so as not to cause any suspicion even though they knew they would be opening it again very soon. They loaded the crate into the back of the GenCon van, and Ahmed drove to a holding area where dozens of GenCon crates awaited further transportation to the offshore oil field.
* * *
“Whew, that was close!” Angel said, as they pulled the crate out of the back of the van.
“Yes, it was very close,” Ahmed responded. “But you know what? Close is no cigar, my friend. The fact is, they missed it. That means we’re on. So don’t think about the past; stay alert because we still have a lot to do.”
Behind a tall stack of GenCon crates, Angel and Juan reopened the probe crate and quickly unloaded the probes, revealing the RV stored below.
“Get it out and put it in the back of my Land Cruiser over there,” ordered Ahmed. “Cover it up with the pile of dirty laundry I put back there. If we get stopped, it would raise suspicions to have a crate in the back, and the authorities would want to search it. Dirty laundry would be par for the course for three GenCon workers!”
Within ten minutes, they were on their way to Mecca, about an hour and a half away on a four-lane highway.
* * *
It was a dark, moonless night. On the highway to Mecca, there was little traffic, so thousands of stars were brightly visible overhead. As they approached the city, the light pollution from Mecca became visible low on the horizon, and the fainter stars began to disappear. Soon, the traffic began to pick up, and only the brightest constellations could be seen in the night sky.
There were just a few days until the beginning of the hajj pilgrimage, and most of the country’s security forces were in Mecca to maintain traffic flow and to direct pilgrims to the streets designated for the walk to the Ka‘abah.
“Let’s review the plan.” Ahmed’s voice was strained, but calm and just loud enough to be heard over the drone of the Toyota’s engine and tires. “We will be entering Mecca on the Umm Al-Qura street and pass in front of the Al-Masjid al-Haram mosque, the site of the Ka‘abah, on Bab Al-umrah street. We should expect a lot of pilgrims and walking traffic, even late at night. We’ll park by the north entrance of the Ka‘abah at twelve o’four a.m. If everything goes as planned, there will be an automobile accident at exactly twelve o’five a.m., which will cut the power to the streetlights in that area. We should have about twenty seconds before people’s eyes adjust to the dark and maybe a minute before the streetlights come back on. So, we have to be ready to unload as soon as the lights go out. When I stop, what do you two do?”
Juan spoke up, “Angel and I get out and pretend to check the tires and the undercarriage. As soon as the lights go out, we lift the tailgate and start pulling out the RV.”
“Yeah,” continued Angel, “and when Juan and I have the RV about halfway out, you should be there to grab the front end. Then we run like hell to the wall by the north entrance and set it down. And then we walk back to the car. It shouldn’t take more than a couple of minutes. We should be driving away by twelve o’seven.”
Ahmed said, “We’re coming up to the cloverleaf on Third Ring Road. We should be there in about five minutes. So, remember, we walk back to the car, no hurry. If the lights come back on, we don’t want people seeing us running. If we are stopped, we say we were just stopping by on our trip into town to check out the mosque.”
“Yeah, just stopping by to leave a little message, I mean see the mosque,” Angel joked.
“Right, a tiny little message,” laughed Juan nervously.
Traffic was lighter than they expected in the area of the mosque. Ahmed slowly rolled the SUV up to the curb directly across the street from the north entrance. Angel and Juan looked at Ahmed. He studied his watch with one finger raised in a sign to wait for his signal.
12:04
“Go.”
Juan and Angel got out of the SUV and moved toward the rear. They spent about twenty seconds looking at the rear tires and the undercarriage. Both of them met at the tailgate. They had been observing the people on the streets, mostly pilgrims, and nobody gave them a second glance. The north entrance was closed and locked for the night, so the usual contingent of security personnel was gone.
12:05
They raised the tailgate and started to sweep aside the dirty laundry, exposing the RV, but the lights didn’t go out. They didn’t even flicker. Ahmed got out and walked to the tailgate.
“If the lights don’t go out in twenty seconds we need to get off the street. We can’t be…”
Blackness. The lights went out.
“Go, go, go.” Angel and Juan grabbed the wide, heavy end of the RV and pulled it out. As the tapered end emerged, Ahmed grabbed the tip and caught it as it exited the tailgate. Five seconds had passed. They started moving across the street. Still black, but there were people close enough to be heard cursing the darkness. Twelve seconds. Across the street, now twenty feet to the big palm tree next to the front entrance.
12:06
They laid the RV against the wall and then casually started walking down the sidewalk by the mosque. No one spoke. They passed a group of pilgrims in the dark headed the opposite direction. Nobody noticed the four-foot long RV between the wall of the mosque and the palm tree.
A hundred feet or so down the walkway, Ahmed signaled to cross the street. As they did so, the lights came back on.
12:07
A few of the pilgrims cheered the returning light. Ahmed and company casually made their way back to the SUV.
A feeling of panic was setting in as their hearts raced. They had an almost irresistible urge to run! In a low voice that could not be overheard, Ahmed cautioned, “Boys, continue to walk slow. If anybody spots the RV and raises a fuss, look like we’re interested, but continue to the car.”
A group of pilgrims walking toward the north entrance had stopped by the palm tree.
“Uh-oh. Time to pick up the pace. Calmly.”
They arrived at the SUV, and Angel closed the tailgate as Juan and Ahmed got in. Angel opened his door, stealing one last glance at the RV as he slid into the back seat. One of the pilgrims was looking their way.
12:08
“Let’s go, Ahmed. We have an interested party.”
Ahmed eased the Land Cruiser away from the curb and drove northeast on Bab Al-umrah. They turned onto the Second Ring Road, which took them to the Jeddah Old Road. Finally, they hit the Third Ring Road and with a sigh of relief headed back to Jeddah.

Chapter 32

The pilgrim approached the north entrance of the Ka‘abah just as three men hurriedly crossed the street and got into a Toyota Land Cruiser. One of them looked back suspiciously as the SUV quickly pulled away from the curb. They stood out in his mind because they walked stiffly, awkwardly, as if trying to walk slowly while they really wanted to run. However, he had more important things to consider because this was his pilgrimage, the one for which he had saved all his life. He couldn’t sleep. The pilgrimage was holy, and he and the others would come tomorrow to throw rocks at the devil. Approaching the entrance, he caught sight of a large cone-shaped object leaning against the wall. He approached the object and noticed a note in Arabic on the cone along with some English words and Arabic numbers. He didn’t read much English, but he was perfectly proficient in Arabic. He read:
Please call for the authorities.
Do not attempt to move the warhead.

Warhead?! The pilgrim turned around to call for help when he almost ran into a security guard. The guard looked over the pilgrim’s shoulder, then roughly pushed him aside and moved to more closely inspect the conical object.
The pilgrim blurted out, “I saw three suspicious men cross the street from here and drive away in a large automobile — that way!” He pointed northeast on Bab Al-umrah street.
“What type of automobile? And what color?”
“It was the big Toyota with the cargo space in the back. I forget the name.”
Another pilgrim standing nearby added, “I saw it, too. It was a SUV — the really big one.”
“A Land Cruiser?” asked the guard.
“Maybe. It was mostly white, but it had dark areas where the paint had been sanded and perhaps primed.”
“Thank you, pilgrims. Praise Allah you were here to see them!”
The security guard warned everyone to move away and called for help on his radio. He had been in the security forces for two years and this was his second hajj. He had thought security was tight last year, but it was nothing compared to this year. There were thousands more security guards on duty during the day, manning checkpoints and screening the millions of pilgrims making their way to the Ka‘abah. But late at night, with most of the pilgrims in bed, security was more relaxed. Perhaps too relaxed. He keyed his radio and called his supervisor, telling him of the conical object and giving him the description of the Toyota SUV and its direction of travel.
* * *
Almost immediately, the Saudi Air Force launched armed helicopters, which had been on alert for hajj security. The Saudi military primarily used U.S.-made equipment, and their military personnel were trained in operations and tactics by U.S. advisors. Equipped with night-vision scopes and air-to-surface rockets, they began a thorough search for the suspect SUV. With so few cars on the roads at this time of night, it should not be difficult to find.
Within half an hour, one of the armed helicopters, Makkah One, spotted a SUV on the highway to Jeddah. White with dark patches, it matched the description given by the pilgrim.
“Do they appear to be aware of your presence?” the ground controller asked the helicopter pilot.
“No. They are driving at a steady speed.”
“Okay. Keep them in sight. Stand by for orders.”
* * *
Meanwhile, the Saudi Secret Service arrived at the north entrance of the Ka‘abah, and a weapons expert examined the RV. Satisfied it was an empty shell, they loaded the RV into an unmarked government van and drove away. The sinister cargo was taken to headquarters in Riyadh, where multilingual agents inspected the RV and translated an English-language identification plate. The plate included a serial number and identified the device as U.S. Government Property. Someone had stamped USS Louisiana SSBN 743 on the side of the device so there would be no doubt where it had come from.
“What is it?” one of the agents asked.
“It’s a reentry vehicle,” the weapons expert answered. “It’s the part of an intercontinental ballistic missile that carries the nuclear warhead. But in this instance, the warhead has been removed.”
“Why would they do that?”
“It’s a message,” said the commander as he walked up behind the two men. “The maniacs who have stolen the American submarine are sending us a message. If they had wanted, the device could have still contained the nuclear warhead, and they could have destroyed Islam’s most holy city and shrine. They are telling us that if they can get a warhead to the Ka‘abah during the hajj, they can strike any Muslim target whenever and wherever they want.”
“If they seek to avenge the strike on Washington DC, why did they not destroy us today?”
“I don’t know. Hopefully because they are more compassionate than al-Qaeda.” Turning to his aide, the commander continued, “Call the director’s office. Have them wake him up. I need to speak to him, now!” The commander thought carefully of how to choose his words for this call. He was worried about his own fate, but even more, the fate of his cousin whom he had placed in charge of security at Mecca.
* * *
On the road to Jeddah, Ahmed drove in silence as Angel dozed next to him and Juan slept in the backseat. They were three quarters of the way back to Jeddah, and there had not been any sign of increased patrols on the highway. Thankfully, it looked as though they had made it in and out without a hitch. Just ahead was a turnoff to the right for a dirt road.
“Hey you two, wake up!”
“What’s the matter?” Angel groggily asked.
“We’re here at the dirt road where we are meeting Amal with the van. In case we were spotted in Mecca, we’re going to exchange this SUV and drive the rest of the way in the van.”
Ahmed slowed and turned onto the dirt road.
* * *
In the trailing helicopter, the pilot reported the SUV’s maneuver to the ground controller.
“Roger. See where they go. They may lead us to accomplices.”
Instead, the SUV pulled up next to a non-descript van. Three occupants got out of the SUV and walked over to the van. The helicopter’s gyrostabilized telescopic night-vision scope enabled the pilot to monitor every move by the suspects while staying well outside of hearing range. With his lights off, he was completely undetectable from their position. He watched and waited.
* * *
Ahmed approached the driver’s window and asked, “Amal, did we wake you?”
The driver jumped out and gave Ahmed a big hug. “No, no, little brother. Yuusuf and I were just talking. We note that you are right on time. Things must have gone well in Mecca!”
“Yes, they did. We believe we were entirely successful, but as planned, I want to make sure we were not followed on the road to Jeddah.”
“Of course, of course. Let’s trade vehicles. You take the van and continue on to Jeddah. Yuusuf and I will take the Land Cruiser and drive back toward Mecca. If the authorities stop us, they will only find two cranky old men who happened to have an ironclad alibi. We have just ended our night shift working in the GenCon equipment staging area. We have been seen by at least twenty-five other people during the time period you were in Mecca.”
“Good. Then let’s go!”
Ahmed, Angel, and Juan started to get into the van when Ahmed stopped. “Oh wait,” he said. “Amal, my dirty laundry is piled high in the back of the Land Cruiser. Let’s put it in the van so I can get it washed when I get back to Jeddah.”
Ahmed and Amal transferred armloads of dirty laundry into the back of the van, got in their vehicles, and then drove back to the main road. Ahmed turned right in the van and continued toward Jeddah while Amal turned left in the Land Cruiser toward Mecca.
* * *
“Ground, this is Makkah One.”
“Go ahead, Makkah One.”
“The suspects have exchanged vehicles and split up. The SUV is now headed back toward Mecca with two occupants, and our three original occupants are now in a van headed toward Jeddah. I can’t follow both. They are separating rapidly. Which one do you want me to follow?”
“Stand by.”
“Also, they transferred some massive objects from the back of the SUV to the van. I could not tell what they were.”
“Roger, stand by.” After a few moments the ground controller ordered, “Follow the van. We’ll have ground forces stop the SUV. Command is concerned about the objects they transferred to the van. They could be other components of the warhead. We don’t want them to have the opportunity to assemble them.”
“Ground, there are no distinguishing features of the van. It’s like many others on the highway and in Jeddah. It will be difficult to keep track of them once they get to Jeddah.”
“Roger, stand by.” There was a short delay, and then the order, “Makkah One, Command says take them out. Weapons free.”
“Roger that. Understand weapons free?”
“That’s affirmative, Makkah One. Weapons free.”
The attack helicopter maneuvered to a position behind the van as it neared the outskirts of Jeddah in the pre-dawn darkness. The pilot locked the missile onto the target and fired. In an instant, the van and its occupants were obliterated. There was nothing but scrap metal strewn across the road and the surrounding desert sand. Ahmed, Angel, and Juan never knew what hit them.

Chapter 33

USS Louisiana
“I know, Captain, it’s a great plan, but it’s getting harder and harder to operate this boat with so few crewmembers,” complained the XO.
“Well, it’s going to get a lot harder, XO. You have to find ways to cross-train and rotate personnel. I know it’s not the way we were taught to do it, but these are extraordinary circumstances. We have to rely to a much greater extent on the automated capabilities of the boat. Remember, it’s just for a few weeks.”
“But Captain, we normally have a complement of a hundred and fifty-five crewmembers. We’re down to less than thirty!”
“On a normal patrol, with the full ship’s complement, we have a great many people routinely checking equipment just to make sure it’s operating normally. Others are performing preventative maintenance on redundant systems, which we’re not doing. Others are administrative people tending to necessary paperwork, and we’re not doing that either. Still others are mess-cooking for a hundred and fifty-five people, running the ship’s laundry, cleaning compartments, and performing other services necessary for supporting a hundred and fifty-five human beings living in a tube under the water. We don’t have those luxuries or the demands of that many people on this mission.”
“Still, sir, this is an extremely complex boat. I’m not talking about not having people to mess-cook or clean compartments — I’m talking about not having essential personnel to man the ship’s vital systems!”
“I understand, XO. To a great extent, we have to rely on the quality of the USS Louisiana to perform well and on her automated capabilities to operate without human intervention.”
“I’ll see what I can do, Captain.”
“I know you will, and I know you’ll do a great job. That’s why I selected you for this mission. Remember, though, we’re now headed down the east coast of South America, and several of our Spanish-speaking crewmembers are ready to obtain new identities in Argentina and other South American countries. That means another six teams, twelve more crewmembers, will be offloaded in the next two weeks before we round Cape Horn. By my calculation, that should leave us with a complement of fourteen people. We’re going to need those fourteen at battle stations. We’re bound to have a welcoming committee when we get to the Cape. The main ASW forces are deployed around Africa to block our exit around the Cape of Good Hope. But Cape Horn is the only other chokepoint for getting out of the south Atlantic. They would be totally remiss if it was left unguarded.”
“Captain,” said the XO incredulously, “I can’t imagine how we could possibly run this boat at general quarters with only fourteen people!”
“Well, XO,” said the captain, “you better think of how we’re going to do it with twelve because at any one time at least one of our fighters will be on patrol.”

Chapter 34

“Control, we have a problem here!”
The panicked call had come from the Missile Command Center on the main deck just forward of the missile compartment where the extracted nuclear warheads were being stored. Within the missile compartment, the boomer’s twenty-four ballistic missiles were housed in two parallel rows of twelve missile silos, which ran fore and aft down either side of the large, open compartment. At the level of the main deck, there was a system of suspended, open-grid, metal walkways. A central walkway enabled crewmembers to travel through the missile compartment, a distance of 125 feet from the forward to the rear hatch. Three-foot wide arms of the elevated walkways also extended laterally between the silos, where they joined up with exterior walkways, which ran along each side of the submarine, between the silos and the hull.
“Missile Command, what’s the nature of your problem?” asked the captain.
“Captain, this is Seaman O’Connor. The problem is John Ellis, sir. He’s gone insane! Petty Officer MacKenzie and I were making our rounds, and when we got here to the missile compartment, Mr. Ellis threatened us and screamed at us to get out. He was holding one of the peanuts, sir, and two of the three arming lights were RED!”
“I’ll be right there! XO, you have the conn!”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
* * *
By the time the captain reached the forward hatch to the missile compartment, a small crowd had gathered there. Sergeant Ramirez stood at the hatch, armed with a .45 caliber pistol and an M-16 assault rifle.
“All right, who can tell me what’s going on here?” the captain asked as the crowd made a hole for him to get through. “Where’s John Ellis?”
Petty Officer MacKenzie stepped forward and said, “He’s still in the missile compartment, Captain, and he has a warhead… I mean peanut… that he is apparently arming. We don’t know why. The way he was screaming, sir, we didn’t want to provoke him. When he said ‘get out,’ we got out!”
“That was good thinking, Mac. You did the right thing. Where was he when you last saw him?”
“He was aft, on the main deck on the starboard side. Captain, he looked and sounded pretty crazed when we saw him.”
“How far aft?”
“I’d say just one or two silos from the aft bulkhead, sir.”
“Sergeant Ramirez,” the captain said.
“Yes, sir?”
“I may need your and Corporal Williams’s special talents. However, you won’t be needing that M-16. The quarters are too close in the missile compartment for a rifle. It’s like Sherwood Forest in there — no opportunity for a long-range shot. Besides that, even though we took the warheads off, we’ve still got missiles in those tubes and they’re loaded with highly volatile rocket fuel. If the situation deteriorates to shooting, we can’t afford to have any missile silo hit by a stray bullet. We might as well let John Ellis blow us up — either way, we’d be just as dead. Understood?”
“Yes, sir!”
“Where’s Corporal Williams?”
“He’s aft, sir. He was making rounds in the engine room and reactor compartment.”
“Good. If Ellis is still in the same position, he’s ten or twenty feet from the aft hatch. Sergeant, get Williams on the horn and tell him to stand by at the aft hatch—pistol only. I’m going to try to find out what’s bugging Ellis and see if I can get him to disarm that warhead. If I’m unsuccessful, we’re going to have to take him out.”
After quickly briefing Corporal Williams, the captain stated, “All right, I’m going in to talk to him. Sergeant, step in with me, but stay here at this end of the compartment, concealed behind a missile silo until we determine Ellis’s current location and state of mind.”
“Yes, sir,” the marine replied.
The captain opened the hatch and looked into a seemingly empty missile compartment. With Ellis nowhere in sight, the captain and Sergeant Ramirez stepped quickly but quietly onto the elevated walkway and closed the hatch behind them. Once the sergeant had concealed himself behind the first missile silo, Captain Adams began to walk slowly along the central elevated walkway through the compartment toward the aft hatch. At each intersection between silos, he nervously checked right and left for any sign of Ellis, but there was none. About halfway through the compartment, the captain stopped and called in a loud voice, “John Ellis, it’s George Adams.”
“Don’t come any closer, Captain. I’ve got an armed peanut, and I’ll blow us all to quarks and bosons!” Ellis shouted.
He was still aft, at least three or four more missile silos from where the captain stood, and still on the starboard side.
“John, don’t be rash; I’m just here to talk to you. I need you to tell me what’s wrong. What is it that you want?”
“I want to take this peanut and get off of this sub, immediately!” Ellis screamed back.
“But John, that’s not part of the plan. Back on Platform Alpha, you said you fully supported the plan.”
“Screw your plan, Captain. I said that when I thought your plan included blowing up Mecca as a sign of our determination and capabilities. No one ever explained to me that you were just delivering an unarmed RV. I won’t have it; I won’t go along with that!”
The captain could hear Ellis sobbing in despair. He took a few more steps through the compartment hoping to get where he could talk to Ellis face-to-face.
“But John, we can’t do that. If we blow up Mecca, we’ll be killing hundreds of thousands, maybe millions of innocent people. That makes us no better than the terrorists.”
“That’s easy for you to say!” John screamed back. “You didn’t lose everyone you loved, everyone who meant anything to you in DC.”
George stopped. How could they have missed that in John’s background investigation? There had been nothing about John Ellis losing relatives in the attack on Washington DC.
“John, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had family in DC. While it’s true I had no relatives there, I lost some very good friends. And many of the other members of this crew did lose relatives. The XO lost his wife and daughter, and even he agrees revenge is not the right answer.”
Ellis, still out of sight, continued to sob.
“John, if we target a single nuke against Islam’s most holy city, the number of radicals will expand beyond our wildest dreams. We will have opened up a can of worms that no one will be able to control. With that many radicals, it would be a virtual certainty they would strike us again with another nuclear weapon. Then we would be forced to retaliate.”
There was no reply.
“We’re not trying to cause a nuclear holocaust,” the captain continued, “we’re trying to prevent one!”
“Those assholes destroyed Washington DC, the capital of the free world. In return, Mecca, the capital of the Islamic world, should be destroyed as an example!”
“John, in this game, revenge doesn’t work. The Israelis and the Palestinians have demonstrated that time and time again. If we hit Mecca in revenge for DC, they will just hit us again in revenge for Mecca. I don’t want to get into a high-stakes pissing contest like that.”
“So then your plan doesn’t work at all!”
“Yes it does. First of all, we hope that by showing restraint and compassion, we will win over the hearts of the majority of Muslims in the world. To date, only a handful of Islamic nations have put forth even a halfhearted attempt to locate and capture terrorists. We intend to provide them with incentive to take on this task with all their heart and soul.”
“You’re just planning to hit them tit for tat, Captain. Sounds like a high-stakes pissing contest to me!”
“No, we’re not promising to hit them tit for tat. Our message to the world is that if there is another terrorist attack with a weapon of mass destruction, we will respond with our full force. In other words, if they strike again with a single nuclear weapon, we will respond by striking Islamic targets throughout the world with our one hundred and twenty nuclear weapons. Every Muslim holy site and major city will be destroyed. Our response will not be limited or measured; we will raze Islam from the face of the earth.”
George took a few more steps, until there were only four missile silos between him and the aft hatch. He still could not see Ellis, concealed further aft and somewhere off to George’s left side. George looked at the aft hatch where he could see the eyes of Corporal Williams watching him intently through the small glass porthole.
“John, our plan to re-introduce the doctrine of Mutually Assured Destruction is the best response—”
Ellis burst out onto the walkway, just two missile silos in front of the captain!
“Bullshit!” he yelled. “I’ve got my own plan, and it’s pure revenge! This timer is set for thirty seconds, and I’m engaging it NOW! If Mecca is not going to blow, then we are! It’s peanuts for you — Ha! Ha! Ha!”
The captain raised both hands over his head in a prearranged signal. Ellis looked momentarily confused, as if he thought the captain was surrendering, until he heard both the forward and aft hatches crash open. Heavy footsteps behind the captain were approaching from the forward hatch, and Corporal Williams rushed in through the aft hatch with his pistol at the ready. Ellis quickly ducked back behind the missile silo.
“Don’t shoot the silo!” yelled the captain as he hit the deck. He immediately heard two shots ring out in rapid succession followed by a thud and the crash of the warhead hitting the deck. The captain was momentarily dazed and confused. There was no way Corporal Williams could have gotten around the silo and made those shots. So who did?
“Target is down!” the captain heard. It was Sergeant Ramirez’s voice. He had apparently used the starboard outboard walkway to make his way aft along with the captain. When Ellis ducked behind the silo to escape Corporal Williams, he had come face-to-face with Ramirez, who had not hesitated to take him out.
“Get the warhead!” the captain yelled as he scrambled to his feet. “We’ve only got about ten seconds!”
“Already on it, Captain,” responded MacKenzie, whose footsteps the captain had heard behind him. MacKenzie had run straight for the warhead when the captain gave the signal. “Should have it in… DONE! She’s safe, sir!”
“Verified!” confirmed Ramirez as he looked over MacKenzie’s shoulder at the warhead.
Ellis’s training had been good. Very good.

Chapter 35

“John Ellis was a pretty weird guy… what are quarks and bosons, anyway?” Leona rubbed George’s shoulders and neck as he sat back and enjoyed a scotch taken from the medical officer’s stock used for “medicinal purposes.” After today’s events, George needed some strong medicine!
“Sub-atomic particles. I guess it was just a nuclear engineer’s way of saying he was going to vaporize us with that warhead.”
“George, you could have been killed in there.”
“About three more seconds, Leona, and we all would have been killed.”
“That’s really scary.”
“I know… and it was an odd, almost other-worldly experience. I have enough faith in God to know that the death of my physical body is not the end of me. My soul will live on. Still, when I came face-to-face with death, I was really shaken. Once Mac safed the warhead, all I could do was lean back against the nearest missile silo to keep from falling over. I tried to hide it, but I felt pretty useless at that point.”
“Well, that’s understandable. You were probably in shock. It’s just a good thing you and the others were able to stop him in time. I don’t like the idea of being reduced to a quark or a boson!”
George laughed. “Yeah, me neither, although I guess that’s where we all started.”
“Well, I don’t have much recollection of that phase of my existence, so I don’t really want to go back there,” Leona joked.
George began to relax a little as Leona continued her soothing neck rub.
“So it sounds like Ellis just wanted to seek revenge,” said Leona. “He didn’t buy into your deterrence plan.”
“It’s awfully difficult to accept it at first,” George responded. “It took quite a while, but I finally have the rest of the crew convinced it’s the right way to go. They finally realize that Rambo-style revenge should stay in the movies. It doesn’t work in the real world.”
“But it sure would be nice to strike back at someone, George. They destroyed our capital. Just look at all the people they killed!”
“I know, I know. Believe me, I know better than most! But there’s no identifiable target for us to strike back at, and even if there was, it wouldn’t be the right thing to do.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Well let’s just say, hypothetically, that all of the al-Qaeda leadership decided to hold a major terrorist gathering in some remote location. All of the senior leaders show up and each one brings a thousand or more dedicated murderers with them. There are, say, two hundred thousand terrorists all in one spot, including all of the ones who planned the Washington, DC attack.”
“Okay, that would be a nice target!”
“Agreed. We could wipe them out with a single one of our warheads. But should we do it?”
“Heck yeah! It’s the perfect opportunity!”
“It’s a great opportunity with conventional thinking, Leona. But you have to think of the bigger picture. There are not just thousands of these radicals out there — there are millions of them. If we kill their leaders, someone else will just take their place. And those new leaders will seek revenge for the deaths of their old leaders. And then we’re back in the vicious cycle. It’s the Israeli-Palestinian situation on a much larger, nuclear scale.”
Leona sighed. “It sure would feel good to get those bastards, though!”
George laughed. “I know, Leona. It would feel great, but we have to maintain the higher moral ground. Our actions have to indicate to both sides and to people who have been neutral so far that ours is the correct and just path. Otherwise, we risk radicalizing millions more Muslims.”
Leona stood thoughtfully. “You know, George, if the U.S. wanted to appear to be the good guys, we should take the lead pursuing peace rather then being so confrontational.”
George turned and looked at her. “What do you mean?”
“Well, I think if you look at it from the perspective of other countries, it appears the U.S. is trying to bully and intimidate everyone. I mean the Cold War is over, and we still have enough nuclear weapons to destroy the whole world. And we continue to do research on making even more powerful warheads. Other countries, like Muslim countries, must be wondering what we’re planning to do with all those warheads.”
“We’re not planning to do anything with them — they’re for defense. They’re supposed to be a deterrent.”
“Yeah, that’s what we say, but I bet Muslim countries don’t see it that way.”
“So what would you do, Leona, get rid of them all?”
“Yeah, why not? The U.S. could say that we’ve determined that these things are too dangerous for anyone to have, and we’re making the first move by destroying ours. If other countries saw that, I’m sure they would follow suit and then nuclear weapons would be totally banned. We’d all be a lot safer without them than we are with them!”
George looked at her in amazement. “If they outlaw nukes, only outlaws will have nukes.”
Leona stepped back across the small stateroom. “Oh, George, don’t turn ultra conservative on me! I’m not talking about gun control. I’m talking about weapons that can kill us all! And if someone doesn’t do something to get rid of them, a lot of people are going to die.”
“Leona, I agree with you a hundred percent that these things are too dangerous for mankind to have. As a species, we’re just not advanced enough to be able to handle that much energy safely. We’re still very primitive in the way we resolve disputes, and nukes are like a ticking time bomb. Sooner or later, a country with a total maniac as a leader is going to develop the capability to manufacture nukes, or a country that’s already nuclear-capable is going to be taken over by a maniac or Islamic extremists. And then who knows what will happen.”
“So I’m right — the only solution is to get rid of them all…”
“Ultimately, yes. But to unilaterally disarm, hoping that others will follow suit, is just crazy. It’s like the stories your parents read to you when you were little — it’s a fairy tale.”
“Well you don’t have to be insulting about it.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be insulting, but it’s just wishful thinking. It’s the same dream the flower children of the Sixties had — let’s just disarm and give peace a chance.”
“So why wouldn’t it work? It’s the rational thing for other countries to do if we disarm first. We all realize nukes are too dangerous for mankind to control. Someone just has to be first.”
“The fault in your logic, Leona, is that you’re expecting others to act rationally. But they won’t. They’re too distrusting; they’re too scared; they think it’s a trick; they won’t believe we really did it; and so on. And fanatical Muslims will see it only as an opportunity to finally crush the infidels and establish strict Islamic law over the whole world. You have to remember, they view the confrontation with the West as a jihad— a holy war that can have only one outcome. And that outcome is not peaceful coexistence.”
Leona stepped back across the stateroom and put her arms around George. “Oh George, it’s just so irritating! Mankind is just hell-bent on destroying itself!”
“I know, Leona, but if our little group can establish a deterrent, without seeking revenge for Washington, DC, then we have a chance. By doing that, I think we can convince the rest of the world to work together to stop radical Islam. And after years of working together to achieve a common goal, who knows? Maybe there will be enough mutual trust to disarm and get rid of all the nukes.”
“That would be wonderful!’
“Yeah, and if terrorism has been defeated, it would mean that our team members could come out of hiding and turn in their nukes for destruction. That’s the ultimate goal of our mission.”
“Deep down, I know you’re right, George. But Washington was so awful. I have to pass through these layers of hatred and desire for revenge. It’s really hard.”
George shook his head in agreement. “It’s very hard, Leona. You just have to keep working on it. And don’t hesitate to talk about it and ask for help. Every one of these crewmembers has had to go through the same process, and they are more than willing to share their own personal experience. The XO and the chaplain and I have talked to them about it for months. I should have known better than to bring John Ellis aboard without providing more indoctrination. That was my mistake.”
George sat down and Leona resumed her massage of his knotted neck and shoulders. “Yeah, speaking of John,” she asked, “there’s one thing I don’t understand about what happened in the missile compartment.”
“What’s that?”
“How did Sergeant Ramirez get in position to shoot him so quickly? Didn’t you say you ordered the sergeant to stay back and hide behind the first missile silo?”
George laughed. “It’s a funny thing about marines. They’re very literal with their orders, so you have to be very careful about the way you word things. After the warhead was safed and I collapsed back against the silo, I looked at Ramirez and said, jokingly of course, ‘Sergeant Ramirez, didn’t I order you to stay at the forward end of the missile compartment, concealed behind a missile silo, until we determined Ellis’s location and state of mind?’”
“Oh, you didn’t really say that, did you?”
“Yes, I did — not really expecting an answer since he had just saved all our asses. But the sergeant looked at me very seriously and said, ‘As soon as Ellis began to talk to you, I determined his position, sir! Since he was screaming and defiant, I quickly determined his state of mind, sir! Both conditions had been met, so I moved out, sir!’”
Leona laughed. “Was he really serious? Or was that just marine puffery? Did he really say ‘sir’ like that — like he was answering a drill sergeant in basic training?”
“Oh, yes, and he was serious all right. But then he showed a little sense of humor, in a twisted sort of way.”
“How’s that?” Leona asked as she intensified the pressure on George’s tensely knotted neck and shoulder muscles.
“Ooh… aah…” George responded.
“Hey, come on, I’m going to stop unless you keep talking!”
“Okay, okay… After I studied Ellis’s lifeless body, I asked the sergeant why he shot him twice. After all, I had told them to be careful in the missile compartment because we didn’t want any stray bullets hitting any of the missiles. Anyway, he looked at me with a perfectly straight face and said, ‘Because we don’t have a doctor onboard.’”
“What?” asked Leona, puzzled about the response.
“Yeah, it took me a few seconds, too.”
Then as the realization hit her, she stammered, “You mean he didn’t want to just wound him? He wanted to make sure he killed him?”
George nodded.
“That’s sick!”
“Well, I thought so too, but as soon as I realized what he meant and looked at him with the same stunned look you’re giving me right now, he burst into laughter! Then he regained his composure and said, ‘Just kidding, sir. The man was holding an armed nuclear warhead set to go off in twenty seconds or less. I couldn’t afford to wound him and then have to waste precious time wrestling it away from him. I did what I had to do.’”
Silence filled the room for several minutes as Leona continued to work on George’s neck and shoulders.
Finally, George continued, “Sergeant Ramirez and Petty Officer MacKenzie both did great jobs under extremely trying circumstances. I think the joke about the doctor was just the sergeant’s way of releasing the tension of the moment. We were all pretty shaken, and believe it or not, I think we felt a little better after the laugh.”
“Speaking of feeling better, how have your dreams been? Are you still having your nightmare disaster dreams?”
“No. As a matter of fact, I haven’t had a single one since we left Kings Bay.”
“Hmm, so all you had to do to get rid of them was hijack a ballistic missile submarine and steal all the nuclear warheads! Not exactly the kind of therapy that just anyone could do!”
They both laughed. “You’re right. It was effective, but not very reproducible. It might come with a warning: ‘Don’t try this at home!’”
Leona laughed and moved around to the front of the chair so she could give George a hug and a long, lingering kiss.
“Hmm…” George moaned as she finished the kiss. “That kind of therapy I could try at home! What would I do without you, Leona?”
“You’d probably go blind,” she said as she pulled George over to the bed.
“Amen to that!”

Chapter 36

The Louisiana made her way down the east coast of Brazil and Argentina, headed for Cape Horn at the southern tip of South America, and from there, the Pacific Ocean. She dispatched several teams with their warheads along the way. While rounding Cape Horn, sub-fighters on patrol from the Louisiana detected a task force of fast attack submarines, apparently deployed in a line to form a barrier between the Cape and Antarctica.
“How many are there?” the captain asked the pilot upon his return.
“As far as we could tell, there are at least four of them, sir. There may be more farther south.”
“Could you tell what type or class?”
“We classified them as two Virginia-class U.S. attack boats, one Russian Alpha-class, and one older Soviet-era attack boat — probably a Chinese Kilo-class.”
“A pretty formidable force, and we have no choice but to get through them,” said the captain. “What order were they in?”
“The northernmost boat nearest the cape was a Virginia-class. The Kilo was next, followed by the other Virginia-class. The Russian Alpha was the southernmost boat in the line.”
“They’re pretty smart,” noted the captain. “They’re alternating the boats so that no two boats of the same class are adjacent each other. That way, if one class has a weakness that we could exploit, it’s not spread out over half the line. Run your sonar tape through the computer and see if we can identify particular hulls for those Virginia-class boats.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
“This could be serious trouble,” said the XO, standing nearby. “Those are extremely capable attack boats, and the crews are highly trained and highly experienced.”
“That’s true, but they’re used to working against each other, not together. I’d feel more threatened by three ASW helicopters with dipping sonars, but thanks to the gale force winds up there, that’s not going to happen.”
“I’m glad you’re so optimistic, Captain, but I don’t see how we’re going to get through this one.”
“Well, I’ve got a little escape plan that just might work. Let’s go to the wardroom and brief this mission. Petty Officer MacKenzie?”
“Yes, sir?”
“You’re with us — in the wardroom for a briefing.
“Aye-aye, sir.”
* * *
Once they settled in the wardroom, the captain explained the escape plan. “I want you two to man SF-1 and prepare for launch. We’ll prepare SF-2 to provide propulsion, but keep it mounted on the deck.”
“Mounted on the deck, sir?” asked the XO.
“That’s right. Mounted on the deck.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
The captain unrolled an undersea chart of the waters south of Cape Horn. “We are going to make our passage as quietly as possible along this line — here.” The captain pointed to an east-west line extending from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean. The enemy attack boats are lined up in a north-south line approximately — here. There’s no way we can get through that line without eliminating at least two of them. You know what to do — any attack boat that moves into firing range of the Louisiana gets its screw tied in a knot, courtesy of SF-1, and earns an all-expense-paid trip to the surface. Got it?”
The XO glanced nervously at MacKenzie. “You up for this, Mac?”
“Yes, sir! I’m pumped — ready to go!”
Just then Seaman Olsen stuck his head in the doorway. “Excuse me, Captain.”
“Yes?”
“We have the identities on the two Virginia-class attack boats: the northernmost boat is the Texas and the third boat in the line is the Hawaii, sir.”
“Thank-you, Seaman Olsen.”
Olsen disappeared back down the passageway toward the control room.
The XO looked up from the chart and noticed a strange look on George’s face. “Something wrong, Captain?”
“No, no, just wondering about the crews of the Texas and the Hawaii.”
“Well, it brings up a good question about the Rules of Engagement, sir. Any of the attack boats are fair game?”
The captain thought for a few moments. “It raises some interesting issues, doesn’t it?”
“I’ll say!”
“I hate to have to attack fellow Americans. We may know some of them and may have served with them in the past. We may consider some of them as friends. But at this point, they’re our most capable adversary — so tactically, it makes sense to take them out.”
“Well, at least we’re not really ‘taking them out,’ Captain. We’re just rendering them ineffective.”
“That’s true. In reality, who we take out — I mean render ineffective — depends on where they are positioned in the defensive line. You need to create a hole wide enough for us to get through undetected.” Pointing to the chart, the captain continued, “Based on our intended track, we’ll probably pass between the Kilo to our north and the Hawaii to our south. The Texas is positioned north of the Kilo, somewhere up here, and the Alpha is down here south of the Hawaii. I would recommend hitting the Kilo first. It would be the quietest while submerged, so it would do us the most good to have it out of the picture. After you hit the Kilo, one or both of the Americans may reposition to narrow the gap. You’ll need to hit whoever moves closest to our track.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
“Pappy, here’s that chance you’ve been waiting for to be a fighter pilot!”
“Yes, sir! I won’t let you down, Captain.”
“We’re in SF-1, Mac,” said the XO. “Let’s man up!”
* * *
The captain returned to the control room. “All stop. General quarters. Rig the ship for silent running.” The captain grabbed the intercom switch, “Engineering, Captain.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Shut down the reactor and switch to emergency battery power — we’re going to eliminate all noise from the primary and secondary coolant pumps.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
“Shut down all nonessential electronic equipment,” ordered the captain. “We’ll be running on emergency battery power for the next eighteen hours or so. SF-1, are you ready to go?”
“We’re manning up now, sir,” came the response over the intercom.
“Then launch and arc way from our track. When you hit twenty thousand yards, start intermittently going to full SQID mode. You know, do it as if you’re fishing and trying to get a bite. Hopefully the cavitation will lead these attack boats away from us. I’m passing coordinates to you for our rendezvous point. See you there in six hours.”
“Aye-aye, sir. How did you know I like to fish?”
“Just a wild guess, XO.” The captain turned back to the conn. “Start SF-2. Go to maximum thrust without cavitating. Let’s keep her mounted to the deck and see how fast she can move us along.”
SF-1
After closing all hatches, Pappy settled into the pilot’s seat next to MacKenzie as they started the preflight checklist.
“Sonar power — on.”
“Check.”
“Weapons systems — armed.”
“Check.”
“Navigation — on.”
“Check.”
“Propulsion system — operational.”
“Check.”
“Speed — five knots. Disengage locking lever.”
MacKenzie grabbed the locking lever and pulled it to its upright position. “Disengaged, sir.”
“Applying power,” Pappy said as he eased the throttle forward and the impeller, with a slightly increasing but almost imperceptible hum, started to move SF-1 forward. The fighter gently lifted off the Louisiana and as they rose above the deck, Pappy began a banking turn to the port side away from the conning tower and increased the power. The surge of the propulsion system pushed both Mac and Pappy into their seats, yet there was hardly any increase in noise. The balance of the impeller was almost perfect.
“Man, what an incredible machine!”
MacKenzie already had his headset on, and was tweaking various sonar dials.
“Mac, our targets were about ninety thousand yards west-southwest of our position ten minutes ago. Let’s head south until we’re twenty thousand yards from the Louisiana, and then we’ll hit the SQID drive a few times to see if we can get a bite from any of those bastards. I’m pushing her up to fifty knots, which means we’ll hit that twenty thousand yard point in about four more minutes.”
“Yes, sir. I’ve already started listening, and so far I have several contacts. I’ll continue to monitor.”
Pappy was all business now. Like the mind of every fighter pilot coming in for a night landing on a carrier, his brain had shifted to a higher level of concentration. The next few hours would be decisive. He would either eliminate the threat, thereby enabling the Louisiana to pass through the defensive line, or he would fail, and the future of mankind would be placed in jeopardy. You could call it superconcentration or being in the zone, but whatever you called it, Pappy and the machine he was flying had become ONE.
The fighter was moving with virtually no noise at fifty knots due south. After four minutes, the XO warned MacKenzie, “SQID drive — watch your ears!” MacKenzie pulled the sonar headphones off while the XO hit the SQID drive for two seconds.
“Wow!” MacKenzie exclaimed. “Without these ear cups sealing against your head, that SQID drive is deafening! I think I’ll leave them on next time and just turn down the volume on the sonar!”
“Hey, live and learn.”
After several activations of the SQID drive on a southerly heading, SF-1 turned west toward the defensive line of attack boats blocking the path of the Louisiana.
“Mac, what have you got?”
“I have good positions on three of them, sir, but I can’t find the Kilo yet.”
“Let me see what you’ve got.”
The XO looked at the plot. “Look, Mac, you’ve got two of them over here, then a big gap and one more. I would bet my ass the Kilo is in that gap, we just can’t hear her yet.”
The Chinese Kilo-class submarine was the only one in the defensive line that was not nuclear powered. The Kilo was a diesel-electric boat, which ran on batteries while submerged. Although she had a limited time she could remain submerged, she was quieter and harder to detect.
“I’m heading for the gap, Mac. Keep listening. I’m going to hit the SQID drive a couple more short bursts and see if we get any reaction.”
The Chinese Kilo
The Chinese captain called to his sonar operator, “Sonar, Captain. Do you have any contacts?”
“Captain, I had nothing, and then there were a series of intermittent cavitations. No engine noises, no coolant pumps, just cavitations.”
“Hmm… what do you think? A decoy noisemaker?”
“I would say so Captain, but obviously not a very good one — cheap American copy!”
“Ha! Very good, Comrade. But I will tell you something truer: where there is noisemaker, there is submarine! Helm, steer toward the noisemaker, all ahead one-third.”
SF-1
“XO, I’ve got her now,” MacKenzie reported. “Kilo-class, bearing two-four-zero degrees. No range information, unless we want to do some S-turns. I could figure out a range with some changing bearing lines.”
“Mac, the other three appear to be in a line. If the Kilo is in line with the others, the range must be about twelve thousand yards — a little close in for S-turns. Let’s make one sweep to port and see if we move that bearing line enough to get a range.”
“Sir, the bearing is sweeping pretty rapidly, so I think we’re pretty close. What do you want to do?”
“Ping her.”
“Sir?”
“You heard me, Mac. Go active on the sonar. One ping.”
“Aye-aye, sir. One ping, coming up!”
Pinnnnnnng.
“Got her, sir — eleven thousand yards. Neutral Doppler.”
The term “Doppler” referred to the Doppler effect in which sound waves in the sonar echo were compressed by a target moving toward the sonar or were expanded by a target moving away from the sonar. The sonar equipment detected the compression or expansion of the sound waves as a change in the frequency or pitch of the received echo as compared to the frequency that was transmitted. A neutral Doppler indicated the received frequency was the same as what was transmitted. So this target was not moving either toward SF-1 or away from SF-1. Therefore they had either pinged the Kilo broadside as she moved through the water, or she wasn’t moving at all, which was not likely.
“All right, we’ll head toward her. Tell me if she drifts right or left. Arm ‘em up. We’re going in, and I want you to have a ‘hot pickle,’” ordered the XO.
“Aye-aye, sir. Master Arm — On.”
The Chinese Kilo
Panic! No submarine pinged another except to refine their ranging information for a final fire-control solution. So a torpedo launch was imminent! The ping had come from their starboard beam. “Right full rudder! All ahead FLANK!” ordered the Chinese captain. The Kilo accelerated and turned toward the origin of the ping to reduce her cross section and bring her own torpedo tubes to bear on the enemy. By rapidly closing the range to the enemy, the Kilo could also possibly avoid destruction by reducing the range to less than the minimum arming distance of the American Mark 48 torpedo, the suspected weapon they were facing. In such a case, the torpedo would not arm until it was past the Kilo.
SF-1
“Mac, what have you got now?”
“Sir, the Kilo is cavitating, but there’s not much change of bearing. The screw noise seems a bit muffled now. If I had to guess, I’d say she might have turned into us.”
“If you’re right, we need to move out of her path. We have the advantage in maneuverability — let’s use it. Turn on the spotlight — they can’t see us anyway.”
MacKenzie reached forward to the control panel, flipped on the switch for the spotlight, and flooded the area in front of SF-1 with bright light.
Directly in front of SF-1, not more than one hundred feet away and perhaps five feet below them at the most, was the massive bow of the Chinese Kilo— on course for a head-on collision! Both men automatically drew back in their seats trying to avoid the massive nose of the submarine.
“Shit!!!” shouted Pappy and Mac in unison as Pappy rolled left so that their right wing just missed the conning tower of the Kilo as it sped under them. Pappy leveled the wings as they passed the conning tower, and SF-1 skimmed along the top surface of the Kilo toward the stern, with barely two to three feet of clearance. Then, directly ahead was the gigantic seven-bladed screw, with its huge blades chopping furiously through the water, creating a torrent of cavitation bubbles.
“Shit!!!” Pappy and Mac again shouted in unison. Pappy yanked back on the stick, and as he did so, the inertial G-force caused MacKenzie’s thumb to push the “pickle” button on the top of his weapons control stick. SF-1 fired a single rocket, which struck the front of the massive screw at almost point-blank range. Instinctively, Pappy hit the SQID drive and rapidly accelerated away from the Kilo.
Although SF-1 was extremely close to the blast, she was aft of the screw by the time the shock wave was generated, and the screw itself shielded them from the blast. The screw did not fare so well. The rocket impacted near the center of the screw, where it mounted to the Kilo’s engine shaft. The momentum of the rocket, combined with the rearward force of the blast, blew the screw completely off the shaft. The angular momentum of the screw kept it turning, and the screw flew forward, careening up the deck of the Kilo and crashing into the conning tower before falling into the depths of the sea.
The Chinese Kilo
The Chinese captain was completely bewildered. Strange whooshing sounds reported by sonar, an explosion, and tremendous crashing noises down the length of the deck, but no hull damage. No station reported any flooding. Meanwhile, their speed dropped even though the shaft accelerated wildly and they still had full engine power! Finally, although there was no internal damage, they were dead in the water. The captain did the only thing he could do and blew ballast tanks. The Chinese Kilo bobbed to the surface like a fishing cork — out of action.
USS Texas
Captain Buffalo Sewell called to his sonar operator, “Sonar, conn. What’s going on out there?”
“I don’t know, sir. There was a sonar ping in the direction of the Chinese Kilo, and the Kilo started cavitating heavily. Then there was an explosion, but it wasn’t near big enough to be a Mark 48 or any other known torpedo. I don’t know what it was…”
“Who…”
The sonar operator held up a finger as he listened intently to his headphones. “Sir, the Kilo is blowing ballast. They’re surfacing — dead in the water!”
“Any sign of the Louisiana?”
“No sir. Nothing resembling an Ohio-class boomer.”
“Maybe it was a minisub or someone else working with the Louisiana,” said Buffalo. “After working with George Adams for three years on the SUBLANT staff, I wouldn’t put it past him to have recruited other help with this little venture of his.”
“The Russian Alpha is moving away, sir. Apparently too much action for her.”
“Where’s the Hawaii?”
“She seems to be moving in to fill the gap, but still some sixty thousand yards out of position.”
“Good. At least somebody’s got some balls around here.”
Pinnnnnnng.
“Where did that come from?” Buffalo asked incredulously.
“Near the Hawaii, sir.”
“Well that can’t be any kind of minisub! There’s no way any known minisub could travel that far in such a short period of time. Or maybe there’s more than one…”
Pinnnnnnng.
“Again?!?”
Pinnnnnnng.
“What the hell? This is ridiculous!” said Buffalo. “I haven’t heard this many active pings in my entire career! Now I’ve heard four in less than half an hour — three within a minute!” Blam! “What the hell was that?” demanded Buffalo.
SF-1
After their near-miss with the Chinese Kilo, Pappy and Mac laid off a ways, let their hearts stop pounding in their ears, and had a talk about their tactics.
“We have a steep learning curve here, Mac. We learned our lesson on that one not to rely on passive ranging, especially at close quarters. It’s hard to overcome ten years worth of training that taught us to never use active sonar unless absolutely necessary to stay alive. But in this sub-fighter, all the old rules are out the window. Since no one can defend against us anyway, let’s ping the hell out them!”
“I imagine they’re all going crazy trying to figure out who we are, what we are, how we’re doing this, and what we’re going to do next!” said MacKenzie, reveling in the moment.
“Yeah, well they can fret and think all they want, but the truth is, even if they knew exactly who, what, and how we’re doing what we’re doing, and even if they knew exactly what we intend to do next, they are powerless to stop us. So let’s make this gap a little wider — we want the Louisiana to have plenty of room to slip through. Who’s the next one down the line?”
“There’s a pretty good gap, XO, but it sounds like the Hawaii may be moving into it from the south.”
“All right! A worthy adversary! Top of the line U.S. attack boat… think we can, uh, render her ineffective?”
“Absolutely, sir!”
“So do I. I’m accelerating to fifty knots… let’s close this gap in a hurry. We’ll slow down when we get closer, but I want to move right in on her — inside minimum torpedo range — before we go active. It shouldn’t be a problem. We could fly circles, or even loops, around her completely undetected.”
After ten minutes on a course toward the Hawaii, the XO slowed to twenty-five knots and began a series of sweeping S-turns to generate changing bearing angles to the contact so MacKenzie could get a passive ranging solution.
“XO, aren’t you concerned about a repeat of our Kilo near-miss?” asked Mac nervously.
Pappy felt his heart race and noticed the palms of his hands were wet. However, he needed to keep an air of calm for the sake of the mission. “No. The reason we closed that gap quicker than expected was because the Kilo panicked after we pinged her and turned into us at flank speed. We’re not going to make that mistake this time. We’ll ping the Hawaii all right, but not until we’re practically in firing position. I just need to get a final ranging to know when we might be in visual range with the spotlight.”
“Okay, XO. I’m showing the Hawaii at about ten thousand yards on a heading of approximately zero-three-zero degrees.”
“All right, we’re headed west, directly for her. We’ll swing around to the south and circle in behind her… no wait… I think I have a better idea. What’s her depth, Mac?”
“I can’t really tell, sir. We have a single, horizontal row of sonar transducers mounted around the bow. So we can get pretty good azimuth information, but I can’t really tell whether they’re above or below us.”
Pappy appeared lost in thought for several seconds and then it was like a light bulb came on. “By Jove, I’ve got it!” he exclaimed.
“Sir?”
“Tighten your harness, Mac. I’m going to roll this baby into a ninety-degree angle-of-bank to the left. With a little top rudder and forward stick, I can hold the nose level and keep us pointed at the Hawaii. You get an angle-off reading on that sonar, and because we’re banked at ninety degrees, it will convert into a “depth-off” angle. By that, I mean it will indicate how much the Hawaii is above us or below us or whether she’s level with us. Since we know the range — probably about eight thousand yards by now — with a little quick trigonometry, we can calculate the difference in depth.”
After the maneuver, Mac determined the Hawaii was running at a depth about two to three hundred feet above SF-1. SF-1 was currently at eight hundred feet, so that put the Hawaii at five to six hundred feet.
“Okay, Mac, I’m descending to nine hundred feet. Give me a mark when we pass under the Hawaii. At that point, we’ll turn to a reciprocal heading of two-one-zero degrees for thirty seconds and then do an Immelman.”
“A what, sir?”
“It’s a maneuver like doing the first half of a loop and then rolling to an upright position at the top of the loop. I’ll go to full power and start raising the nose. We’ll pull about three Gs until we reach the top of the loop in an inverted position. Then we’ll level off and roll upright. We should be about three hundred feet higher than we are now, on a reciprocal heading, somewhere behind the Hawaii. At that point, we’ll give her the first ping. Got it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“All right, Mac. Double-check Master Arm — On.”
“Master Arm — On, XO… Weapons Hot!”
“I’ll slow us down some during the Immelman so we come out of it somewhere around five or ten knots. The Hawaii is basically station-holding now, so she’ll be doing about five knots.”
The maneuver went as planned, and they finished the Immelman on a heading of 030 degrees.
“Nice move, XO. I’ve got her dead ahead. We’re somewhere inside a thousand yards, but I can’t tell you exactly.”
“Ping her.”
Pinnnnnnng.
“She’s six hundred yards ahead, sir.”
“Thanks Mac. Pappy accelerated slightly to close the gap. Give her another ping.”
Pinnnnnnng.
“Two hundred yards, dead ahead, sir,” announced Mac.
“Spotlight — On. We’re moving in. How about one last ping for good measure and to really ring their bell!”
“Aye-aye, sir!”
Pinnnnnnng.
“Position confirmed, sir… one hundred yards and closing. We should pick her up visually any moment.”
Then, out of the gloom, there she was — a monstrous machine lumbering along like the Hindenburg. “I’ve got her, Mac. Slight angle off, she’s started a port turn and that screw is starting to cavitate. Looks like we surprised her and she’s gone to flank speed and is trying to maneuver. I’ll just slide over behind her and line you up for the shot.”
“I’d stay out of that wake if I was you, XO. She’s bound to be creating a lot of turbulence back there. It could probably throw us for quite a loop!”
“Good thinking, Mac. I’ll line you up from just outside the wake.”
With the giant screw directly ahead, MacKenzie fired a bull’s-eye, with the rocket striking one of the seven blades about halfway out from the shaft. The blade shattered, and the entire submarine began to oscillate in the water as the unbalanced screw wreaked havoc on the shaft and its mountings within the hull.
The Hawaii went all stop, and then apparently realizing they had no choice, blew ballast, and floated to the surface, joining the Kilo like a couple of useless fishing bobbers.
USS Texas
Captain Buffalo Sewell again asked his sonar operator what the hell that noise was.
“I don’t know, sir. It came from the direction of the Hawaii. Same thing we heard with the Kilo— a ping, or pings in this case, and then a small explosion.” Concentrating again on the headphones, the sonar operator continued, “Sir, the Hawaii is blowing ballast. They’re surfacing, too — dead in the water!”
“Dang it! It seems like we’re in the middle of a minefield! Where are these things coming from?”
“It can’t be the Louisiana, sir. I’d know an Ohio-class boomer anywhere, and there’s not one out there.”
“Oh, he’s out there all right. I don’t know what George Adams is pulling, but he’s definitely out there. My guess would be he’s gone silent, reduced power, and is lying on the bottom somewhere waiting for us to get spooked by these minisubs and hightail it out of here.”
“He obviously knows we’re here, Captain,” said the Texas XO. “Why don’t we ping him to make sure he’s not sneaking by?”
“No, if he had power to make headway, we would hear him. His coolant pumps would give him away. He can’t go anywhere without power, and there’s no way he would just drift with the current — not here at the Cape. The currents down here would dash him on the rocks in a matter of minutes. So he’s got to be sitting on the bottom, and in that case, a ping would do no good. We wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between him and the bottom. It would only confirm our position. We’ll just wait for him… he’s got to come up eventually. Keep clearing the baffles and listening with everything you’ve got. If there are minisubs out there, they have to make some noise.”
“Aye-aye, Captain.”

Chapter 37

While the Texas waited for the Louisiana at her last suspected position, the Louisiana continued to move away at approximately five knots, powered by the SF-2 sub-fighter. When the internal batteries in SF-2 were exhausted, cables were attached from the Louisiana’s batteries, and the fighter continued to provide silent propulsion.
“Captain, Engineering,” the intercom reported.
“This is the captain.”
“I have a suggestion, sir. Our batteries are being drained more quickly than expected. I suggest turning off the air scrubbers — they draw a lot of power. Since we only have fourteen people on board, instead of the usual hundred and fifty-five, we ought to be able to go for at least eighteen hours without using the scrubbers.”
“Do it, Engineering. And keep thinking about what else we can shut down. Those batteries are going to have to last, even if we have to shut down everything in here and walk around with flashlights.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
Six hours, and some thirty nautical miles later, the Louisiana rendezvoused with the XO and MacKenzie in SF-1 at the prearranged location. After mounting the fighter and plugging it into ship’s power, SF-1’s electric drive was started and added to the thrust of SF-2. The Louisiana continued to move away, totally silent, at a comfortable eight knots.
* * *
Twelve hours and another one hundred nautical miles later, the crew increased reactor power and brought the Louisiana’s engines back online.
“All ahead, one-third,” ordered Captain Adams. He turned to the XO and with a wink of the eye said, “Ace, you have the conn. In two hours, go to all ahead full.”
The XO chuckled at the fighter pilot nickname. He also recognized it was an extreme compliment from the captain — recognition of the captain’s full confidence in him, and recognition of a truly meaningful accomplishment — a single sub-fighter disabling numerous top-of-the-line fully armed attack boats in live combat. A revolution in submarine warfare!
“All ahead full, sir? That will be a bit noisy…” “I know,” said the captain, “but we have a long way to go, and we need to make up for lost time.”
* * *
Back at SUBLANT headquarters in Norfolk, Commander Lannis Wayne noted that the Texas had waited at the last known position of the Louisiana for twenty-four hours. He began to suspect the captain of the Texas had been buffaloed by his old friend, George Adams. Lannis talked to the admiral and suggested that P-3 antisubmarine warfare patrol planes deployed to southern Chile should search an area west of Cape Horn. The admiral agreed, and the P-3s dropped several hundred floating sonobuoys in an arc approximately 150 miles west of the Texas’s current location. The sonobuoys contained passive sonar receivers and radio transmitters for transmitting their readings to the patrolling P-3s. Nothing conclusive was found, although one sonobuoy reported faint intermittent contacts. Lannis ordered further computer analysis of the readings, and the results came back: possible biologics, noise, or possible Ohio-class SSBN.
The admiral ordered the Texas to investigate.

Chapter 38

“All ahead FLANK! Heading two-eight-zero degrees.”
Captain Buffalo Sewell had his orders. He had his navigator plot a track from their position to the position of the sonobuoy that had reported the intermittent contacts. Those contacts, Buffalo now agreed, were not biologics or noise; they were faint echoes of the USS Louisiana.
“I don’t know how he did it, but he got through our defensive line!”
“Why the hurry, Captain?” asked the Texas’s XO. “At this speed we’ll be cavitating like crazy! If the Louisiana is out there, she’ll hear us long before we hear her.”
“I know, but I’m afraid she’s got such a head start, that we’ll need to be at flank for at least a day to have any hope of getting within torpedo range before it’s too late.”
“Too late for what?”
“The Louisiana is obviously headed for the southwestern Pacific. There are two possible reasons. First, George Adams might intend to go island hopping, using the islands as cover to avoid detection, while intending to move on into the Indian Ocean and toward the Middle East. That wouldn’t surprise me. George would surely know the short route from the Atlantic to the Middle East, around Africa, would be heavily guarded. So he’s taking the long way, across the Pacific, to get to the Indian Ocean. From there, with his Trident D-5 missiles, he can reach any Muslim target in the Middle East.”
“That should take a long time. So why flank speed?”
“Well, the second reason he might be headed for the southwestern Pacific, and the biggest concern right now, is that he may be headed toward Southeast Asia. If so, we need to catch up as quickly as possible.”
“And what’s the concern there, Captain?”
“Indonesia — by population, the largest Muslim country in the world. That may be his first target. If so, we’ve got to stop him before he gets within four thousand miles — the range of his D-5 missiles. That doesn’t leave us much time.”
The Texas’s navigator was carefully studying an undersea chart of the Pacific Ocean. “Captain, a four-thousand mile arc from Indonesia would put them right along a line running north-northeast from New Zealand to American Samoa. That’s pretty much directly along the Tonga and Kermandec Trenches.”
“Very well,” replied Captain Sewell. “That’s our line in the sand. If the Louisiana crosses that line or makes any strange moves in that area, we’re putting her down.”

Chapter 39

USS Louisiana
“So we’re slightly behind schedule. Shall I order the helm to increase speed?” asked Pappy.
“No need,” George responded. “By my calculations, we’ll make up the deficit within a day at our current speed.”
The Louisiana had run for a day and a half in the Pacific, and the captain and XO had just finished a review of their current state. Leona was carefully taking notes of the conversation for the ship’s log. In the more relaxed and casual atmosphere of the captain’s cabin, Pappy ventured, “You know, it’s a real shame world affairs have led to this.”
“Would you like me to leave now, Captain?” asked Leona.
“No, no. Stick around for a few minutes.” Then, addressing Pappy, George continued, “It certainly is. It’s the old ‘man’s inhumanity to man.’ You would think that as the stakes got higher, we would have learned we had to change our ways.”
“I guess it isn’t going to happen — not voluntarily at any rate.”
“Well hopefully,” said the captain, “we’ll provide the incentive people need.”
“I hope you’re right, because if you’re not, mankind is going to be starting all over again.”
“Have either of you ever seen pictures of the Earth taken from deep space?” asked the captain.
“Of course.”
“There’s one picture taken from so far away that the Earth just looks like a little dot in the midst of all the vast blackness of space. A tiny little jewel of life in an ocean of nothingness. When you look at that little speck of dust, it’s even harder to believe we have killed and maimed and tortured each other for thousands of years — probably hundreds of thousands of years — so that we could control some little part of that speck for a few fleeting moments.”
“It’s pretty ridiculous, isn’t it?” responded Pappy.
“I’ll say,” said Leona.
Pappy paused for a few moments and then ventured, “You would think we could stop that if the goal was just to control a fraction of the speck. But how do you stop it when you have fanatical Muslims who believe they should conquer the world in the name of Allah? In their minds they’re not doing it for themselves, they’re doing it for Allah.”
George sat back down and took a deep breath. “That’s an excellent question, Pappy. I’ve thought a lot about myself, because it’s kind of the essence of the problem we have to overcome — if mankind is ever going to break out of this routine of killing each other in the name of religion.”
“So have you come up with anything?” asked Leona.
“Well, I think I’ve come up with a better explanation of the problem.”
“At least that’s a start, Captain,” said Pappy. “We have to understand the problem before we can find a solution.”
“That’s true,” said George, “and to get at the root of the problem, you have to understand what motivates the other side. We may have different value systems, but we’re all human, and we have the same basic fears.”
“Fears?” asked Pappy.
“Yes, fears, because every negative emotion we experience is actually based on fear. In every example of emotions like hatred, greed, and envy, the real basis of those emotions is fear. Look at your typical radical Islamic terrorist for example. Why do you suppose he hates the West so much?”
“I don’t know… because we hinder the spread of Islam, or because modern communications have brought the influence of the West into Islamic countries? Or maybe because we seem to be there just for their oil?”
“It could be any of those, and the basis for the hatred would still be fear. Deep down, the terrorist fears change. He fears Western influence will change his way of life. It’s exactly the same kind of fear that drives the West to resist him. The West fears being overtaken by Islam. It’s a never-ending cycle, and it’s one we are always caught up in.”
Pappy and Leona both nodded.
“Just look in the newspaper any given day and you can see it over and over. When Muslims are demonstrating in the streets, for example, and calling for attacks on European countries because someone published a cartoon in a newspaper depicting Mohammed, you know these people have been totally overcome by the realm of fear.”
“So going back to my original question, how does this relate to radical Muslims believing they should take over the world in the name of Allah?” asked Pappy.
“Well first of all, I don’t think God has instructed anyone to conquer the world. All of those beliefs reflect man’s attempt to create God in man’s image, not the other way around. Radical Muslims — and let me emphasize I’m talking about radical Muslims, not your ordinary everyday Muslims — is that they have taken all of the wrong verses of the Qur’an and made them central to their religion. They have accepted all of the verses of the Qur’an that relate to fear — in other words, the verses that were corrupted by Mohammed’s worldly interpretations — and have rejected God’s verses — the verses relating to love and compassion.”
“So why do so many people follow these militant radical leaders?” asked Pappy.
“Because it’s easy,” responded George. “What the radical leaders are preaching makes sense to their followers in the context of the lives they’re living. It’s easy for people to believe in a God who is just like us — one with the same sense of justice. One who rewards the ‘righteous’ and punishes the ‘bad.’ But what these people ignore is that by accepting a God who is just like us, you have to accept a God who is flawed. One who is judgmental, quick to anger, vengeful, and full of hatred of anyone who is not just like him.”
“Not the kind of God I want to believe in,” said Leona.
“Me neither,” said George. “But because these radicals believe that God has laid down these laws and instructions, and because they believe in a judgmental and vengeful God, they live in fear that God will punish them if they fail to carry out his instructions.”
“So they have a fear-based religion instead of a love-based religion, is that it?” asked Pappy.
“Yes. If you remember, the Qur’an was written during a thirty-year war against an alliance of Arab tribes, so it’s full of stories designed to encourage the people to fight. The basic message is, ‘Do it my way or you will go to hell.’”
“You know, George, I think you’re right in your conclusion that the key to stopping radical Islam is to get the rest of the world’s Muslims involved in stopping them,” said Pappy. “But it just doesn’t seem to be happening. Look at Palestine. For years, Hamas sponsored the bombings of Jewish buses, restaurants, and nightclubs because of their fanatical belief that Israel must be destroyed. In response, the Jews counterattacked and imposed stricter and stricter limitations on the Palestinians. It was clear to any objective viewer that Hamas was driving the Palestinian people into total ruin. So what happened? Hamas won the elections in Palestine and became the majority party!”
“That’s true, Pappy. It’s a sad day when people let hate overcome love of their fellow man. Like Sagan said, we’re all on this little insignificant speck of dust together, and all we can think about is killing each other.”
“Anyway, after the Palestinian elections, Hamas leaders made a tour of Muslim countries, and they were welcomed everywhere as if they were respectable national leaders. All I could think was that if the leaders of any of those Muslim countries had had any guts at all, they would have arrested them on the spot as terrorists and made a statement to the world that radical Islam must stop.”
“Without some prodding, though, that isn’t likely to happen,” said George. “That’s why we’re establishing a deterrent to future terrorism that also provides a real incentive for mainstream Muslims to get involved.”
“Well, it’s absolutely needed,” said Leona. “But either way, you know both sides will do their utmost to stop us. If they don’t sink us, they’ll have spies and intelligence agents searching for us everywhere.”
George shook his head in agreement. “I know. They’re afraid of change even though the path they are on is the path of suicide. But in all fairness, they don’t know our intentions yet. They’ve probably seen too many James Bond movies, and they think we’re about to hold the world at ransom.”
“Hey, now there’s an idea. A little extra cash wouldn’t hurt!” joked Pappy.
“Very funny, Pappy.”
“Well if we told them our intentions, do you think it would take some of the heat off?” asked Leona.
“I doubt it,” George responded. “I think it’s going to take them years to get used to the idea. But we’ll let them know soon enough — at the time and in the manner of our choosing.”

Chapter 40

Moving at twenty knots, the Louisiana could not safely launch fighters. She needed to slow below ten knots to ensure a stable takeoff and landing. But even if they could launch, surveillance operations were not practical with the submarine moving at this speed because any fighter searching well astern of the Louisiana would have to engage its SQID drive to catch up. Although they were in the wide-open South Pacific, the captain did not want to risk making that much noise.
At the Kermandec Trench—10,047 meters (32,962 feet) deep — a subterranean ridge rises on the western side, breaks the surface, and forms a series of islands. About twelve hours out, the Louisiana slowed to eight knots and sent two fighters out on patrol, one westward to clear the way ahead and one eastward to clear their baffles astern.
“Captain, we’ve got trouble!” The words were spoken by Lieutenant Johnson, the pilot of the sub-fighter sent eastward to clear their baffles.
“What’s the problem, Lieutenant?”
“Sir, we searched back along our track, and at a maximum range we heard a submarine to the east cavitating heavily. It was definitely a nuke-powered attack boat, probably a Virginia- class SSN. She’s on our tail, sir!”
The captain smiled a faint smile. “Must be the Texas. How far out is she?”
“Based on our distance at the time and the faintness of the signal, I would say about ten hours.”
“Good job,” said the captain. Turning to the XO, he ordered, “All ahead flank.”
“Flank, sir?” asked the XO. “We’ll be cavitating…”
“You heard me, XO.”
“Navigator,” the captain continued, “when you get to the Kermandec Trench, turn north and follow the trench. The Kermandec Islands, just to the west of the trench, are thirteen small, uninhabited islands. When we get abeam the ninth island from the south, we’ll stop and go silent. I’ll give you the coordinates. We’ll offload the remaining warheads and teams. Further transportation has been prearranged. We’ve got six more teams and thirty more warheads to get off of here as quickly as possible. From the sounds of it, our friends are no more than ten hours behind us. I want everybody off in four hours. Understood?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good, let’s go. I want everything pre-positioned.”

Chapter 41

George sat alone in his small, cramped stateroom reading excerpts from the world’s news broadcasts. The world’s Muslim nations, particularly Arab nations, were lashing out at the United States and other Western powers. They accused them of complicity and intentionally allowing the Louisiana to remain at large. In response, the U.S., Britain, Russia, and China were redeploying their forces to cover additional areas of the globe.
A knock came at the door.
“Yes?”
“It’s Petty Officer Harris, Captain. I have your reports.” George and Leona were very careful to maintain a formal relationship when other crewmembers could be within easy earshot. They were proud that they had been able to pull it off. No one seemed the slightest bit suspicious.
“Certainly,” George responded as he opened the door.
Leona came in and closed the door behind her. “George, may I talk to you?”
George gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek as he whispered in her ear, “You certainly know how to communicate with me, but I wouldn’t exactly call it talking.”
“No, silly, I’m not talking about that. I want to talk to you about our mission. There’s something that’s bothering me.”
“Sure. What’s on your mind?” George looked at her intently trying to discern whether she was having second thoughts about signing on for the mission. A nervous knot began to form in the pit of his stomach.
“Well first, let me say this has nothing to do with the basic premise of the mission itself. I’m still glad we’re doing it, and I am still glad I’m here.”
“I’m certainly glad to hear that!” The knot was starting to loosen in George’s stomach.
“My question is not whether we are doing the right thing, it’s more like, are we doing enough?”
“You want to do more?”
“Well, we say we will carry out our mission if radical Muslims carry out another terrorist attack with a weapon of mass destruction. So what happens if, instead, they carry out thousands and thousands of bombings with conventional explosives? It seems to me that when a suicide bomber straps on a belt loaded with explosives, walks into a crowded restaurant or nightclub, and blows himself up, the people who die in that explosion are just as innocent as the people who died in Washington, and they’re just as dead.”
“That’s true.”
“You know, I hear the terrorists take impressionable young teenagers, fill their heads with all sorts of propaganda, promise their families financial support, and maybe even drug these kids up and provide them with a prostitute their last night before sending them to their deaths. That’s wrong, too, but we’re not doing anything about that sort of attack.”
“You’re right. Our plan does not call for retaliation against any type of conventional attack. And there are several reasons.”
George paced the small stateroom looking for the right words to explain this policy to Leona. “First of all, I don’t think our plan would work to stop conventional attacks. Al-Qaeda is a dispersed, decentralized organization when it comes to attacks at that level. I don’t think there is any way the central leadership could prevent some local cell from carrying out a conventional attack. By stating that we would retaliate for a conventional attack we would pretty much be guaranteeing we would have to make the ultimate attack. I won’t put our people in a position of having to kill hundreds of thousands or even millions of people in retaliation for someone blowing himself up in a restaurant.”
“Okay, yeah, that makes sense. But couldn’t we just threaten it?”
“No, because when we failed to retaliate, we would lose our credibility in deterring the real thing.”
“That’s true. But I guess I just wish there was something we could do to stop these other attacks. So what other reasons are there for limiting the plan to nonconventional attacks?”
“Well, obviously the converse of what I just said about conventional attacks being decentralized is that I believe a strike with a weapon of mass destruction would require the participation of al-Qaeda’s central leadership. Therefore, they control whether it happens or not. It may also require the cooperation of at least one of the more fanatical Muslim nations to obtain the materials and the know-how to construct a weapon. So far, those nations have not participated in the War on Terrorism. We want and need their cooperation to bring this nightmare to an end.”
“So in all likelihood, things will just continue as normal with the usual number of bombings, murders, and assassinations by terrorist groups.”
“Yeah, they probably will. Muslims will continue to lash out at the West. They’ll continue to riot when they hear a rumor that the Qur’an has been flushed down a toilet, or when cartoonists draw a caricature of Mohammed with a bomb in his turban. Nothing in the near term is going to stop that. You have to understand the mindset of the Muslim world.”
“And what is that?”
“Muslims look around and they see that their society has been left behind. The cultural, scientific, and economic progress of the West stands out in stark contrast to the poverty and mediocrity of most Muslim countries. We have a wonderful standard of living, and quite frankly, theirs sucks.”
“Lots of people live in poverty, but they don’t go around murdering everybody who doesn’t.”
“That’s true, but let me finish. Because of their lowly position in the world, they have a kind of inferiority complex. If you look around, there’s no real cutting edge technology or scientific advancements being made in Muslim countries. There’s nothing recognized by the rest of the world as being ‘best-in-class’ that young Muslims can point to with pride and say, ‘That was invented here,’ or ‘We make that here.’”
“Oh come on, George, there must be something. Besides, you’re judging them based on your criteria. They may not care about your criteria; they may be very proud of the things they make and do.”
“Hey look. Back in the Dark Ages, the Muslim world was the epitome of world civilization. Today, they’re unquestionably the bottom. Although there are lots of tremendously intelligent individuals who happen to be Muslim, Muslim nations are not known for great universities; you don’t hear of Muslim countries doing cutting-edge research to cure diseases; there are no great Muslim astronomers discovering new worlds; no Muslim physicists discovering the true nature of physical matter. On the economic side, there are no great Muslim financial institutions; no great Muslim manufacturers — there are no great cars, airplanes, computers, TVs, or goods of any type coming out of Muslim countries, except maybe rugs. Most Muslim countries don’t even have patent offices or recognize international treaties guaranteeing inventors the rights to their inventions. Personal ingenuity and economic opportunity are what made the West great. Without education and a system for promoting individual ingenuity, Muslims are stuck in a cycle of poverty.”
“Well whose fault is that?” Leona asked. “My impression is that there are so many things the Qur’an prohibits, they will never get out of that cycle. You know they can’t even set up a financial system that provides loans for businesses because it’s against Islamic law to charge interest. It seems as if the Qur’an tries to keep them in the sixth century, when it was written.”
“They do have some cultural hurdles to overcome, but like most people at the bottom end of the social ladder, instead of looking inward, they blame their condition on others. In this case, they blame the West. To them, colonial Western powers invaded and ruled over Muslim countries for a hundred years, and today those same powers bring all their military might to Muslim lands to guarantee their access to oil. The Muslim people receive a mere pittance in exchange for what is rapidly becoming the world’s most valuable commodity. So sure, they strike out at the West.”
“You make a good argument for their anger,” said Leona.
“They are in much the same position that African-Americans were in back in the nineteen fifties and sixties when angry blacks rioted and burned large portions of American cities. But in America, we worked through it. It took a while, and things aren’t perfect yet, but they are certainly a lot better. Many African-Americans are at parity with whites in their jobs and social level in American society.”
“I don’t know about Muslims, though.” Leona mused. “It seems right now like the Muslim world is in a death spiral — a spiral of poverty and rage, which is just sinking them lower and lower. More and more of them seem to be getting sucked into it. How do they end it?”
“They’ll end the death spiral in one of two ways: the same way African-Americans ended it, or in total destruction. It’s their choice. African-Americans ended it one small step at a time, through education and through leaders like Martin Luther King, Jr., who preached nonviolent resolution of conflicts. Young Muslims have a choice. The peaceful ones just have to get involved.”
“I haven’t seen anybody like Martin Luther King, Jr. in the Muslim world.”
“I haven’t either,” said George. “But I’m confident there’s one out there. Like I said, there are many highly intelligent Muslims, and some of them must realize that new leadership is needed. It doesn’t take much of a genius to see that the strategy of militant leaders calling for attacks on the West has been a dismal failure. Great leaders do not display leadership by continuing to follow failed tactics just because their predecessors did.”
George walked over to his bookcase and began searching for a book.
“What are you looking for?”
“I remember Mark Twain said something once that is appropriate here, and he said it much better than I can.”
“Mark Twain wrote about Muslims?”
George laughed. “Not specifically, but he did write about humanity, and you know, we’re all human, even Muslims! Ah! Here it is.” George pulled a well-worn paperback from the case and leafed through it until he found the quotation. He read it to Leona: “Loyalty to petrified opinion never yet broke a chain or freed a human soul.”
“Yeah, well they’re pretty loyal to the petrified strategy of militancy,” said Leona. “Something serious has to came along and wake them up.”
“That’s true, and I would have hoped an event as devastating as the attack on Washington would have made everybody stop and think. But unfortunately it hasn’t. However, there must be those among the Muslim population who realize how fortunate they are that Jonathon Thornton inherited the presidency. I’m sure you remember there was a sizable contingent in the Philadelphia Congress who wanted to nuke the entire Muslim world back to the Stone Age.”
“Oh yeah, and for a while it looked like they would prevail. Emotions were understandably running pretty high.”
“Well, I don’t agree with a lot of Thornton’s policies, but he was very effective at countering the nuclear contingent. Can you imagine what would’ve happened to the Muslim world if someone like George W. Bush had been the next president?”
“I doubt there would be much left of it.”
“I doubt there would be anything left of it!” said George. “At any rate, even if a great ‘Muslim Martin’ emerges tomorrow, it’s going to take a lot of years before Muslims and the West reach a level of parity similar to what African-Americans have achieved with whites. The process just has to run its course. I just hope our little mission can help get us there without things having to get worse first.”
“I hope so, too. George…?”
“Yes?”
“Can I communicate with you now?”
“What do you think we’re doing?”
“No, silly, not like that!”
“Oh.”

Chapter 42

“Captain, we’ve got trouble!”
Not again. George looked up from the navigation plot.
Lieutenant Johnson had just returned from another reconnaissance mission. George had slowed the Louisiana as they approached the ninth island in the Kermandec chain to launch Johnson’s reconnaissance mission toward the island and into the region beyond.
“What have you got, Lieutenant?”
Lieutenant Johnson, usually quiet and reserved, was bursting with excitement. Words tumbled out of his mouth almost too fast to understand. “Sir, we searched ahead all the way to the ninth island. We were there just about dawn, and we heard it clear as a bell!”
“Slow down, Lieutenant. You heard what?”
“Oh, sorry, Captain. Seaman Teague was on the sonar, and he heard a diesel boat that had been running on the surface during the night, and then they dived and went quiet. Well, pretty quiet… but not quiet enough! We were close enough to record the entire transition. As soon as Seaman Teague gets down here with the tape, we can analyze it in the Louisiana’s sonar computer. We should be able to get a positive ID on her, sir.”
“Good job, Lieutenant. Remind me to put in a good word for you next time I see the admiral.”
They all laughed. “Thank you, sir,” Lieutenant Johnson joked. “But at this point, I don’t think any number of good words would put me in good stead with any admiral!”
Just then, Seaman Teague ran into the control room with the tape. The XO grabbed the tape and handed it over to Petty Officer MacKenzie. “Run this through for analysis, Mac. We need an answer right now.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
MacKenzie loaded the tape into the sonar computer and began to run it through for audio analysis. It didn’t take long. Within a minute the computer display showed, “Kilo-class SS.”
“Whoa,” said the captain. “Who could that be way out here? Chinese? North Korean?”
“Those would be my guesses,” said the XO. “Most likely another Chinese boat coming to take the place of the one we disabled.”
Within another minute the type class had been narrowed down to a specific submarine: “Yunes. Nationality: Iran.”
The crew was stunned.
The captain and XO stood side-by-side studying the computer display. “What’s an Iranian Kilo doing way out here in the middle of the Pacific?” mused the captain. “This makes no sense. Iranian submarines rarely leave port, and when they do, they’re almost always used for coastal patrol in the Persian Gulf. What do you make of it, XO?”
“It’s highly unusual, but certainly not impossible for an Iranian Kilo to be out here,” responded the XO. They do have transoceanic range. I’m just surprised the Iranians would have the training and the logistics necessary to pull this off.”
“Let’s say that they do. You know, there is a theory that an Iranian Kilo, in fact the Yunes, has made a transoceanic voyage once before. The question, then, is why is she out here now?”
The XO looked at George, well aware of the evidence pointing to the Yunes as the submarine that delivered the nuclear warhead used in Washington DC. “Maybe they were sent out to stop us. If they believe we’re headed for the Indian Ocean to wipe out the Muslim world, that puts them squarely in the crosshairs.”
“Could be,” replied the captain thoughtfully. “It would make sense to send out their most capable submarine and crew as a first line of defense. Right?”
“Right.”
The captain met eyes with the XO, and in that instant they could read each other’s minds.
George made his decision. “Well they’re sitting between us and Kermandec Number Nine, so we’ve got to take them out. XO, this one is yours. You and MacKenzie are launching at midnight! That will give us a few more hours to close on their position, and the shorter range will give you more loiter time on station.”
“Aye-aye, sir. We’ll brief and make the preparations!”
The XO and MacKenzie started out of the control room. The captain called after them down the passageway, “XO, load the sub-fighter with armor-piercing rockets. We can’t afford to have the Yunes bobbing on the surface radioing our position to the world. She’s too close to the final transfer point. I want the Yunes put on the bottom. Understood?”
“Yes, sir! Perfectly clear!”

Chapter 43

The Yunes
The captain and XO stood in the Yunes’s tiny, cramped control room. The captain was putting on a foul weather jacket and raising the hood in preparation for going aloft to join the officer of the deck (OOD) and the lookout on the bridge at the top of the Iranian submarine’s sail.
“Captain, we are halfway across the Pacific. We are making good time. In another week, we will reach the coast of South America. We can then sail north in shallower waters until we reach our rendezvous point off Southern California.”
“That is good. Has there been any indication that the Americans are aware of our deployment?”
“They know that we deployed, Captain. But there is no indication they know where we are. By deviating to the south we have avoided their underwater listening posts. We should be able to deliver the nuclear weapon to the al-Qaeda operatives on schedule for the destruction of Los Angeles.”
“It is a privilege to serve Allah in this glorious way. It was quite frustrating to serve merely as a decoy when the North Koreans delivered the weapon used in Washington DC. Now we have the opportunity to show that Allah will crush the unbelievers.”
“Yes, Captain, it is truly an honor.”
“I must go aloft to supervise preparations for the dive. Make preparations below.”
“Yes, Captain.”
SF-1
The XO and MacKenzie glided silently through the South Pacific waters in SF-1.
“How are your systems working, Mac?”
“Excellent, XO. Everything is up.”
“Good. Keep an ear out for the Yunes. They’re probably the bastards that delivered the DC nuke. I’m planning a little special treat for her.”
“Special treat, sir?”
“Well, based on our calculations, we should find her just before dawn. She’ll still be running on the surface using her diesels, so she shouldn’t be very difficult to find.”
“Yes, sir. I expect to pick her up from twenty or more miles away.”
“True, and that makes our job very easy. The thing I don’t like about this scenario is that most of her crew will still be asleep. Now you can call me twisted or anything else you want, but I don’t like the fact that that these bastards are going to die in their sleep. I’d rather they die all tensed up.”
“I am with you on that one, XO. Either you’re not twisted or we both are!”
“Good man, MacKenzie.”
“So what’s the plan?”
“Have you ever heard of thumping someone?”
“No, sir.”
“Well it’s a fighter-pilot practical joke, and it goes something like this. Many times when flying off the carrier, a fighter — we’ll just call him Mad Dog — has to conserve fuel in order to stay airborne until his designated landing time. To conserve fuel he slows down and flies at max conserve airspeed — let’s just say about two hundred and fifty knots.”
“Okay.”
“Now when one of Mad Dog’s buddies with plenty of fuel looks down from above and spots him flying at max conserve airspeed, he decides, ‘Hey, there’s Mad Dog down there at max conserve. I gonna go thump him!’ The buddy then dives from high and behind poor Mad Dog to achieve five hundred knots or more, and he flies directly under Mad Dog — just a few feet below him. Once past the nose of Mad Dog’s aircraft, the buddy pulls back hard on the stick, blasting up in front of Mad Dog just in front of his windscreen. Mad Dog, flying along at max boredom, suddenly sees nothing but jet for an instant and then flies through his buddy’s jet wash and gets tossed around in his cockpit. He just got thumped!”
“That’s cool! So what do you have in mind, XO?”
“I want to do something that will wake up everybody on the
Yunes and give the OOD a heart attack. And then I want to kill them all.”
The Yunes
The captain climbed up through the hatch and joined the OOD and lookout on the bridge. In the east, the dawn, rosy fingered, was upon them. In the increasing light, the stars were disappearing and the horizon was becoming visible.
“All is well, Captain. We have not spotted any traffic this night. In fact, no traffic has been seen since we passed the Kermandec Islands yesterday.”
“Good. We should be able to make this passage undetected, Allah willing. It is now time to make preparations to dive. I have the conn.”
“Yes, Captain.” The OOD called below, “The captain has the conn.”
“You two go ahead and start down, I will follow.”
The lookout started down when suddenly, there was a tremendous roar! Just beyond the bow of the submarine an object arose from the depths at tremendous speed and flew into the air! A jet of water spewed from its tail deafening the captain and the OOD. As the object nosed over and reentered the water, the waterjet blasted the bridge, knocking the astonished captain and OOD off their feet!
Regaining his composure, the captain grabbed the nearest headset and shouted, “General Quarters! General Quarters! All hands man your battle stations!”
Alarms began ringing throughout the Yunes.
“Get below!” the captain ordered the dazed OOD, who immediately scrambled down the ladder.
“Dive! Dive! Emergency dive!” the captain yelled into the headset. He scanned the sea around the Yunes, but there was no sign of the roaring object that had blasted its way into their otherwise boring morning. The captain closed the hatch to the sail and climbed down the ladder to the control room.
When the captain arrived below, the control room was in total chaos! In a state of panic, the OOD was excitedly telling everyone Allah had cursed this mission and had sent a giant dragon from the deep to destroy them.
“Believe me,” the OOD was telling them. “I saw it with my own eyes. It spewed us with water and knocked us down!”
People shouted, “The vengeance of Allah is upon us!” and dropped to the deck in submission.
“Stop! Listen to me!” the captain shouted. “It was not a dragon. It was a machine. It was an enemy submarine contrived by the infidels. We must dive and attack it. Everyone get to your battle stations!”
The crew began to rise and return to their stations.
“No!” yelled the OOD. “It was not like a submarine. It was too small for a submarine and it was too fast. And it flew through the air! Submarines do not fly! It was evil and it will destroy us! Allah is angry!”
Once again the crew began to panic. The captain reached under his foul weather jacket and pulled out the pistol he always carried. Taking aim, he shot the OOD through the heart!
The chaos and panic immediately stopped.
“We are on a mission ordained by Allah. That does not mean there will not be obstacles. We have an enemy to defeat. Man your battle stations and we will defeat the infidels.”
Solemnly, the crew returned to their battle stations, stepping over the lifeless body of the OOD.
“Dive! Dive!” the captain ordered.
The Yunes began to submerge.
“Load torpedo tubes one and two.”
“Passing two hundred feet, Captain,” reported the diving officer.
The Yunes shuddered as an explosion was heard aft.
“Damage Control, report!” yelled the captain.
“Flooding in the battery compartment, port side!” came the answer.
“Damage control team to the battery compartment!” ordered the captain.
The XO turned to the captain. “Shall we continue our dive, Captain? If the batteries become flooded we will have no power. We should return to the surface so that we can use the diesels.”
The captain was uncertain. Continuing the dive could be fatal, but returning to the surface would make them useless against the enemy submarine.
The Yunes shuddered again as another explosion was heard aft.
This time, the call came without asking. “Flooding in the battery compartment, starboard side!”
“Surface!” yelled the captain.
“We have lost power to the engines, Captain! The batteries have shorted out!” reported the XO.
“Blow emergency ballast!”
“The port and starboard ballast tanks have been destroyed!”
A tremendous explosion in the control room knocked everyone to the deck. Once again, there was total panic. Water blasted in through a gaping hole on the starboard side. The lights went out.

Chapter 44

The Louisiana ran north along the eastern side of the Kermandec Islands.
“Captain,” the Navigator reported, “We’re abeam the ninth island.”
“Very well. Helm, come left heading two-seven-zero. All ahead one-third. Make your depth, periscope depth.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
“Rig the ship for silent running.”
“Aye-aye, sir. Level at periscope depth, sir.”
“Very well. Raise scope.”
Once the scope broke the water, Captain Adams made a rapid 360-degree sweep in all directions. Having satisfied himself they were in no immediate danger from undetected surface targets, he focused his search on the northern coast of the island. A solitary cargo ship was anchored there. The Nuku’alofa was a typical, small, interisland cargo ship — the type used for transporting mail, spare parts, and machinery from New Zealand up to American Samoa and the other inhabited islands. Proportionally, she had a rather large hull compared to her small superstructure, which made her look more like a barge than an oceangoing cargo ship. Rust stains ran down her sides over the faded green and white paint.
“Raise the UHF antenna.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
“Comm, signal the Nuku’alofa on the encrypted channel and let me know when they respond.”
“Aye-aye, sir.” Within thirty seconds, the communications petty officer reported, “Authenticated response received, sir.”
“Very well. Maintain current course and speed. We should rendezvous with the Nuku in approximately ten minutes. I want the remaining teams ready to transfer over with their warheads on the double. We’ve got to get them off of here as quickly as possible.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
The warheads were pre-positioned for the offload, so the XO made the announcement throughout the boat for the teams to assemble and prepare to go topside. The captain continued to monitor their approach to the Nuku. She was perfect for their needs because she would not raise any suspicions as she cruised back to Auckland — just a typical old South Pacific rust bucket. Once aboard her, the teams would be hidden until ready to disperse to their selected safe locations.
“All ahead slow. Prepare to surface.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
“Surface, surface, surface.”
The Louisiana blew main ballast and surfaced approximately one hundred yards from the Nuku. A team of deckhands went topside to catch and secure the lines, which would be thrown over from the cargo ship. Captain Adams made his way up the conning tower to the topside bridge. As the Louisiana pulled up beside the Nuku, the captain reversed the screw momentarily to stop the submarine’s momentum and bring them to rest a few feet away.
From his height at the top of the sail, George looked across at the deck of the Nuku. Dwight stood at the rail.
“Welcome to Kermandec Number Nine,” said Dwight. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, Cuz.”
“I never thought I’d see the day I said you looked good, but it’s good to see you, Dwight. But what are you doing here?”
“I’m joinin’ your team in hiding, George. I can’t go back to GenCon.”
“Why not? What happened?”
“After my men delivered the RV to the Ka‘abah in Mecca, the Saudis tracked their vehicle and blew it up with a missile. Killed three of my men. Then they analyzed the pieces of the van and managed to link it back to GenCon. The FBI was startin’ a full blown investigation, so I got out of Dodge while the gettin’ was good!”
“Wow! It’s good to have you, but sorry to hear about your men. They died in a good cause, though. Hopefully their deaths will help to save millions. I assume they successfully planted the RV before the bastards got them?”
“Yeah, they did — at the Ka‘abah right in the middle of the tight security surrounding the hajj. It scared the pants off the Saudis. In fact, it scared them so much they executed the head of security in Mecca, and his cousin, too!”
“I’m glad it was successful. All of the world’s Muslim nations now know we can hit them whenever and wherever we want. The point has been well made, and we have your men to thank for it.”
A stairway had been lowered along the side of the Nuku from the deck to a floating platform at the bottom. While George and Dwight talked, the crew had already started the transfer.
“George! What are you doing up there? Come on!”
George looked down to the Louisiana’s deck below where Leona stood looking at him in exasperation. “I’ll be right down.”
George climbed down the ladder from the bridge. Apparently, Leona had forgotten all formalities during this hectic transfer, and she was calling him by his first name in front of all the crew! As he arrived on the deck, ready to quietly admonish her, she grabbed him by the arm and said, “Come on, George. We’ve got to go!”
The captain looked around at the crewmembers on the deck, expecting to see astonishment on their faces at this revelation, but only seeing knowing smiles. Apparently everyone knew his well-kept secret all along! Seeing Sergeant Ramirez, the captain motioned for him to stay close and stand by.
George pulled Leona aside. “You have to go aboard the Nuku, Leona. I’m not leaving yet, but I’ll join you later.”
“Later? What do you mean later?”
“A few of us have to take the Louisiana back out for one quick trip. Then we’ll be back.”
“A quick trip? What do you need to go back out for? We’ve got everything we need off the boat. Just leave it. What are you going to do?”
“Leona, there’s at least one fast attack boat that’s been chasing us from Cape Horn. If they’ve alerted the Pacific Fleet of our whereabouts, there may be a half dozen more attack boats closing in. We don’t want the trail of the Louisiana to lead them right to the Nuku. So I have to create a diversion, that’s all. As soon as that’s done, I’ll join you.”
The captain indicated to Sergeant Ramirez to come over. “Sergeant, please take care of Petty Officer Harris and see that she gets safely onto the Nuku.”
“Yes, sir!”
Leona was in tears. “George, you can’t do this. You can’t leave me here and go back out again. I believe in this mission, but I also joined because it meant we were going to be together.”
“Leona, nothing has changed. We will be together. Trust me. I’ll be back before you know it.”

Chapter 45

USS Louisiana
The last team and warhead had been offloaded. The captain, the XO, Petty Officer MacKenzie, and the bull nuke (the senior enlisted nuclear-trained crewmember) remained onboard the Louisiana. The two sub-fighters were docked topside.
“XO, get SF-2 ready — you and the bull nuke are leaving.”
The captain turned to the bull nuke. “Get back to engineering and set turns for all ahead full. That should be sufficiently noisy for the Texas to hear us. Then get back up here on the double. You and the XO have to launch before our speed gets over ten knots.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
“But Captain,” responded the XO, “this is a critical operation. I think I should stay here with you.”
“No, you’re needed ashore, XO. Petty Officer MacKenzie, you’re with me.”
“Aye-aye, sir,” they both answered.
The XO hurried down the passageway to the escape hatch. He climbed into SF-2 and started the launch procedure. As soon as the bull nuke returned from the engine room, they closed the hatch and lifted off the deck of the Louisiana. The captain and Petty Officer MacKenzie were the only two souls left onboard.
The captain set the sonar so that the audio was broadcast over the loudspeaker in the control room. “Take the rudder and stern planes, Mac. I’ve got the dive planes.”
“Aye-aye, sir!”
“Twenty minutes or so at heading zero-niner-zero should get us back over the center of the trench.”
USS Texas
“Captain Sewell!” shouted the sonar operator. “I’ve got him! He’s north of track, but by the angle off and distance, I estimate he must have turned north within the last two hours or so.”
“Captain, aye!” The Texas had finally caught up with the Louisiana and Buffalo’s old friend, George Adams.
“What’s he doing, Navigator?” Buffalo asked as he turned around from the conning station to look at the navigator’s plot.
“Sir, his track would indicate he’s running north-northeast, right along the Kermandec Trench.”
“Interesting.” Buffalo noted. “Right along the line in the sand. I think that pretty much confirms his target. Operations, I want a firing solution as soon as you have it.”
“Captain, he’s well beyond wire-guided range,” the ops officer responded. “On a rendezvous course at flank speed, it will probably be another twenty minutes before we’re in range. We have six Mark 48 advanced capability, ADCAP torpedoes aboard, and we could fire one now in autonomous mode. We can set it to use its own active or passive sensors to execute a programmed target search, acquisition, and attack procedure. If we set it to run at top speed, it may not quite have the range, but we can program it at a slower speed, and it will probably get there.”
“Go ahead and program it for high speed.”
“Sir?”
“Program it for high speed, autonomous search and destroy.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
Two minutes later, the ops officer responded, “Torpedo programmed and loaded in torpedo bay number one, Captain.”
Captain Buffalo Sewell checked his watch. “Very well. Stand by.”
The ops officer and XO exchanged puzzled glances. A minute later, Buffalo checked his watch again. “Open outer door, torpedo bay number one.”
“Outer door opened, sir.”
“Fire one!”
“Torpedo one away!”
“Load a second Mark 48 ADCAP in torpedo bay number two,” the captain ordered. “Program it for low-speed autonomous search and destroy. And stand by.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
About twenty minutes later, Buffalo asked sonar for an update.
“Torpedo one running smoothly, sir. Estimate fifty thousand yards to target. Our range — approximately ninety thousand yards to target.”
“Very well. Open outer door, torpedo bay number two.”
“Outer door opened, sir.”
“Fire two!”
“Torpedo two away!”
USS Louisiana
After ten minutes on an easterly heading of 090 degrees, Captain Adams and MacKenzie both heard the faint telltale signature of a torpedo in the water. Ominous… its high-pitched whine indicating it was traveling at high speed.
“You hear that, Captain?”
“I do. We’ll maintain course for another ten minutes.”
“But Captain, with a heading of zero-niner-zero we’re headed right back into it.”
“Roger that, Mac. We’ve got a little over nine and a half minutes until we turn north.”
Those nine and a half minutes seemed like an eternity. The torpedo noise grew louder and louder, and each minute on the clock seemed to take an hour.
“Captain, I hear a second torpedo in the water — fainter, so farther away.”
“Roger that. Maintain your heading.”
Finally, when MacKenzie could barely stand it any longer, Captain Adams ordered, “Come left to zero-one-zero. I’m making our depth fifteen hundred feet.”
“Fifteen hundred, sir? That’s below max operating depth!”
“I know that, Mac.”
“Sir, that isn’t going to help much if those are Mark 48 ADCAPs! They can easily get us at fifteen hundred feet!”
“You’re right, but they’re still a long way away. I don’t plan to be here when they arrive.”
“Well, how do you plan to get out of here, sir? We’re at twenty-five knots, and not getting any slower. If we keep going down, we’re going to hit forty or forty-five knots by the time we get to fifteen hundred feet. Max speed for fighter launch is only ten knots!”
“We’re going to take care of that right now, Mac. I want you to make your way to SF-1 and get her fired up. Since we don’t have engine control, we’re going to pull about twenty degrees up-bubble and bleed off this excess speed. When we hit about three knots, which by my calculations should be at about five hundred feet, I’m going to nose her over into a dive. Keep the hatch open and ready to go, because I’m going to be flying your way!”
“Aye-aye, sir!”
MacKenzie dashed to SF-1 and started the pre-launch checklist. He would have her ready to go by the time the captain pulled off his crazy maneuver and made it to the fighter. He felt the nose of the fighter go up as the captain maneuvered the Louisiana to twenty degrees up-bubble, and the fighter rode along with her. That should certainly be sufficient to bleed off that excess speed. He knew, too, that once the captain nosed her over into a steep dive, there was no way to pull out before hitting crush depth.
MacKenzie felt the Louisiana level off, and he knew the captain would be there any second. Everything was ready to go. Suddenly, the captain was scrambling through the lower hatch.
“All right, Mac, let’s go!” The captain ordered as he squeezed into the fighter and closed the hatch.
“Aye-aye, sir. She’s all fired up and ready to go!”
“I’ve got the controls. Release the latch.”
“Aye-aye, sir!”
MacKenzie struggled with the large release bar attached to the latching mechanism holding the fighter securely to the deck of the Louisiana. But while it usually swung up freely, this time it didn’t budge.
“Sir, I’m trying, but it seems to be stuck!”
“Stuck?! We’ve got to release that latch, Mac. This boat’s going down, and there’s no stopping her!”
“I know, but I’m pulling as hard as I can. It’s stuck, Captain… IT’S STUCK!”
USS Texas
About ten minutes after firing their second torpedo, the silence of the Texas control room was broken by the sonar operator. “Captain, Sonar.”
“Go ahead, Sonar,” responded Captain Sewell.
“Strange sounds, sir, coming from the target — lots of creaking and buckling noises. Sounds like she may be trying to run deep, too deep!”
“Where are our torpedoes?”
“The closest is still at least twenty thousand yards out.”
“So what’s going on here? Is this another one of Adams’s tricks?”
“No sir,” responded the sonar operator excitedly pulling his earphones off his head and then replacing them. “Sir! Total hull failure! She’s gone below crush depth, and the pressure hull has failed! You can’t fake this noise, Captain, this is total destruction!”
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USS Louisiana
The captain and MacKenzie continued to struggle with the latch holding SF-1 securely to the deck. Meanwhile, the Louisiana began to nose over into an unrecoverable dive into the depths of the Kermandec Trench. Her speed built quickly.
“Captain, we’re at ten knots and the latch is still STUCK!” MacKenzie screamed.
“I know, Mac. We have to get it loose or we’re dead!” In the cramped cockpit of the sub- fighter, George reached across MacKenzie’s lap and grabbed the lever. “On the count of three, pull with everything you’ve got! One… two… three… PULL!”
Together, the two men pulled with all their might… Nothing! The lever didn’t budge. They were still latched firmly to the deck.
“Captain, we’re at two hundred and fifty feet, ten degrees down-bubble. Speed accelerating through twenty knots!”
At this accelerating speed and rate of descent, the captain and MacKenzie had only a few seconds remaining to get the sub-fighter off the deck of the Louisiana.
“All right, Mac. Cinch your harness belts tight. I’m going all ahead full on the impeller. Stand by to engage the SQID drive!”
“While we are still latched, Captain?” MacKenzie asked incredulously.
“Desperate times call for desperate measures. It’s now or never. The SQID drive will put a hundred times more pressure on that latch than we can ourselves.”
George put the impeller throttle full forward, and SF-1 began to strain against the latch, trying in vain to move the sub-fighter at fifty knots while the Louisiana accelerated through twenty-five. But George knew this would not be enough — this was the same setup they had used to silently propel the powerless Louisiana around Cape Horn, right under the noses of the world’s premier attack boats. If the sub-fighter hadn’t broken free then, there was not much reason to think it would now.
“SQID drive charged… Engaged!”
The squid drive roared to life, and almost immediately there was the sound of wrenching metal as SF-1 lurched forward, stopped momentarily, and then finally broke free of the Louisiana with a violent jerk.
“Hooray! Thank God!” MacKenzie shouted. “We did it — we’re free!”
The sub-fighter soared away from the Louisiana as the lumbering giant disappeared into the murky depths below. They celebrated as George turned west toward Kermandec Number Nine and started to climb back toward the surface.
Their elation, however, was short-lived.
“We have a problem here, Captain.”
“What’s that?”
“Flooding! We’ve got water rising through the deck plates!”
“Holy cow! We must have ruptured the hull when we broke loose. We have to get to the surface NOW! That water will short out the batteries, and without juice we have no propulsion. And in a sub-fighter, you know what that means…”
“Yes, sir. No propulsion means ‘Hello Davy Jones’!”
As the cockpit continued to fill with water, George pulled up the nose of SF-1 and hit the SQID drive again, rapidly propelling SF-1 toward the surface. Just then, the rising water inside the fighter shorted out the batteries. Luckily for the two occupants, the fighter’s momentum carried them to the surface, and George was able to hold it there because of their forward velocity… at least momentarily.
“Get that topside hatch open, Mac. We’ve got to bail out!”
“I’ve got it, sir. She’s swinging open!”
Water began splashing in the open hatch as waves broke over the top of SF-1. They had to hurry. When SF-1 slowed to less than five knots, George would no longer be able to hold her on the surface.
“Get your ass out, Mac. I’m right behind you!”
“Sir, you should go first. I’m just a lowly petty officer…”
“There’s no time for arguing — Go! That’s an order!”
MacKenzie unlatched his harness, reached up, and placed both hands on the lip of the open hatch. He pulled himself up so that both feet were in his seat. In one swift movement, he jumped through the opening while guiding himself out with his hands. He rolled off of the top of the sub-fighter into the sea.
Just then, SF-1 slid below the waterline and a torrent of water plunged though the hatch into the cockpit. There was no way George could fight his way out through that torrent. As the cockpit rapidly filled with water, George took a deep breath and waited, knowing that the torrent would stop once the cockpit was full. When he felt the current subside, he repeated MacKenzie’s actions and propelled himself through the hatch, approximately twenty feet under the surface of the water. George swam to the surface, arriving only ten feet away from where MacKenzie treaded water, dazed and shocked.
“Captain!” MacKenzie shouted as George surfaced, facing the opposite direction. “Over here! Are you all right?”
“Yes, yes, I’m fine,” George coughed. “I just need to catch my breath and get my bearings.” It was late afternoon, so the sun was starting to set in the western sky.
They were alone in the shark-infested waters of the South Pacific, dressed only in their submariner’s blue poopie suit uniforms and sneakers. They had no floatation gear and were treading water twenty miles from the nearest land. Even worse, an international armada was about to descend on their location and start an exhaustive search for survivors of the Louisiana. George and MacKenzie knew very well the dire consequences that awaited them if they were captured. Public humiliation… a sham trial for treason… a media circus… and probable execution. And they floated at the mercy of the South Pacific current.
“I figure we’re about twenty miles east of Kermandec Number Nine, sir. That’s the closest land. How are we going to get there?”
“We’ll get there slowly but surely. The current is in our favor. It’s pretty strong, and it flows east to west in this area. So it should help carry us back toward the island. Even if we just float, we should get there in eighteen hours or so.”
“Eighteen hours! I don’t think I can swim that long, Captain.”
“We need to conserve our strength.”
“In water survival school, they taught us a drown-proofing technique where you take a breath and just relax face down in the water until you need another breath. Then with just a gentle kick, you raise your head and take another breath. It’s supposed to minimize your energy usage. Do you remember that class, Captain?”
“Yes I do, but that technique is really designed for a situation in which you’re shipwrecked and waiting for rescue forces to pick you up. We’re not in that situation. We don’t want to be found, so we need to put as much distance between this location and ourselves as quickly as we can. Which means we need to do some swimming.”
“Well, we’ll get tired pretty quickly if we try to do the crawl, Captain.”
“Yes I know. I recommend doing the backstroke with a frog kick. Take your sneakers off and put them inside your poopie suit. That will make it easier to swim, and we’ll need those shoes when we get to the island.”
“Yeah, if we get there.”
“Positive thinking, Mac — it works wonders.”
“Yes, sir — I meant when we get there.”
“We want to move toward that setting sun as quickly as possible, but without a lot of splashing around.”
MacKenzie chuckled. “Captain, I don’t think those subs out there are going to hear a couple guys splashing on the surface.”
“It’s not the subs I’m concerned about — it’s the sharks.”
“Sharks! Holy crap!”
“Now don’t get too excited. We shouldn’t have a problem if we don’t attract their attention. People have this false image that sharks are always swimming around on the surface with their dorsal fins sticking out of the water. But in reality, sharks in the open ocean rarely come to the surface. They’re usually swimming around a couple of hundred feet down. That’s where their normal food supply is. They only come to the surface when one of their prey is wounded and is bleeding or splashing around up here.”
“Okay, Captain. You won’t hear a single splash from me!”
George and MacKenzie swam and rested and swam some more throughout the evening, using the setting sun to guide them westward. Once darkness came, it was more difficult to tell from the southern hemisphere sky which direction was west. So they floated with the current throughout the long night, which seemed like it would never end. Off and on through the night, MacKenzie used the drown-proofing technique they had learned in water survival school, but George had never been comfortable with his face in the water. So he floated on his back where he could breathe freely. At first light the next morning, they began to swim away from the rising sun. By midmorning, Kermandec Number Nine was in sight, and they wearily let the surf wash them ashore.
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The Nuku’alofa had stayed at the rendezvous point for an hour beyond the appointed time, but could not stay in the area any longer due to the expected arrival of forces searching for the Louisiana. By the time George and MacKenzie washed ashore, the Nuku had long ago moved to its normal cargo route west of the island and proceeded back to Auckland.
“We have to hide on this island,” said George. “This whole area will be swarming with search crews and salvage ships from all over the world. For the first couple of days, they will probably fly some reconnaissance flights over these islands, too. We can’t let them find us.”
“But how long can we stay here? How are we going to get off this island? And how are we going to get back to our two-man teams?”
“All good questions, Mac. We need to scout around and see if we can find a source of fresh water. Water will be the critical factor for survival. If we can’t find any, our time on this island may be very short.”
“Well, I see lots of palm trees, so we can get plenty of coconut milk. And there may be pools of rainwater collected in the rocks further up on the island. Hey, if Tom Hanks can survive as a castaway for four or five years, we ought to be able to survive four or five days, don’t you think?”
George laughed. “That’s true, but that was Hollywood, and this is real life. Still, if we find water, I don’t think we’ll have any problem. And if the XO did his job, SF-2 is hidden in a little cove on the west side of the island. We should be able to use it to get out of here when the time is right. I’d like to make it to Auckland within a week.”
“But what then, Captain? I know where my teammate was supposed to go, but he can’t do it alone, so he’s probably changed his plan now and joined with another team. I have no idea where they would be going. All of the locations are secret, and even you don’t know where anyone else is going. And what about Leona? Isn’t she your teammate?”
George shook his head. He and Leona had thought they were being so clever in hiding their relationship. He still couldn’t believe everyone on the Louisiana knew their secret!
“I truly hope I can find her, Mac,” George said with a lonely sadness in his voice. “It would be a tremendous loss if I never see her again. And it would be even worse for her, because she has no way of knowing whether we’re dead or alive. We’ll just have to see what we find when we get to Auckland. Right now, we need to find some shelter and get a little sleep. We will both be thinking more clearly when we’ve had some rest.”
George and MacKenzie hid out over the next couple of days surviving on coconuts and papayas. Several times, aircraft from a U.S. aircraft carrier flew search missions over the island. The second day, a U.S. Navy helicopter slowly circled the entire island. George and McKenzie hid behind a rock outcropping to avoid detection.
“Keep solid rock between your body and that helicopter at all times,” George had warned MacKenzie. “The infrared sensors they have these days can detect body heat right through foliage. But solid rock will shield us.”
On the third day, they located SF-2 in a small cove on the west side of the island. The XO had done his job well. The fighter was hidden under some low-hanging tree branches in water shallow enough to allow George and MacKenzie to enter the fighter through the top hatch. They checked out the fighter’s systems and, to their dismay, found the batteries almost totally depleted.
“What now, Captain? We can’t get far on this charge. And we surely don’t want to get out into the ocean and run out of power.”
“You’re right. On this charge we can run for maybe half an hour. That means we have a maximum range of about twenty miles.”
“Twenty miles? There’s nothing within a twenty-mile range!” said MacKenzie despondently.
George sat thoughtfully looking through his porthole at the beautiful little South Pacific cove. On a different day, under different circumstances, it would be an ideal spot for a romantic getaway with Leona. Now it seemed it might be the last place he ever saw in his life.
George turned to MacKenzie. “Okay… Plan B, Mac.”
“Only B, sir?”
“Okay, okay, you’re right — with the way this mission has gone, let’s call it Plan Z.”
MacKenzie laughed, starting to perk up a little. “All right, Plan Zebra. What did you have in mind?”
“There’s a daily freighter that runs between Auckland and Tonga. They use several old freighters similar to the Nuku since the trip takes several days. The trade route runs just west of the Kermandec Island chain. I’m not sure how far out from the islands they run, but if we climb up that hill next to the cove, we may be able to spot one of the freighters as it passes by.”
“And then what?”
“From the height of that hill, we should be able to see about twenty or twenty-five miles — pretty much our max range.”
“Ah… so if we can see a freighter, we should be able to reach it.”
“Exactly. Let’s get up that hill today so we can see if anything passes within range. If so, we can estimate how far out they are and how fast they’re moving. Then we can plan our rendezvous for tomorrow.”
“We’re going to have to plan it carefully, Captain. We’ll have to see the freighter early enough to run down the hill, launch the fighter, and get out to their track before they pass us by. If we fall behind, we may run out of power before we can catch up.”
“That’s true. The problem is like a quarterback throwing a pass to a wide receiver running a crossing route. The quarterback has to make sure he leads the receiver enough so that the ball and the receiver arrive at the same point at the same time.”
“That’s right, Captain.”
“The only thing is we only have one shot at it. If we miss and have to bail out again, we’ll be west of the islands and the current will carry us away. We’ll never make it back.”
“Understood, Captain. We’ll just have to throw a touchdown!”
* * *
George and MacKenzie climbed to the top of the small hill overlooking the cove. Around three o’clock that afternoon, they spotted a freighter moving south toward Auckland. By their estimates, it was about ten miles out.
“They probably keep in sight of the islands as they make their way back and forth,” said George. “It makes their navigation a lot easier.”
“Get a good fix on where they are right now, Captain, and I’ll run down to the fighter. When I get there, get another fix so that we can see how far they move in that time period. That will help us determine how much we have to lead them in order to effect the rendezvous.”
“Good thinking, Mac. Let me get a time hack, too, so we know how long it takes to run from here to the fighter.”
After MacKenzie made his run, George came down to the cove and with sticks picked up from the beach, they drew out the situation in the sand. Using an estimate of the angle that the freighter traversed during MacKenzie’s run, and the estimated distance from the island to the freighter, they were able to use basic trigonometry to calculate how far the freighter traveled. Knowing the elapsed time, they were able to calculate the freighter’s speed. Finally, knowing the speed at which they intended to fly the fighter, they were able to calculate a lead angle by which they would have to lead the freighter in order to keep from falling behind. Armed with this information, they were ready to go and settled into their shelter for the night.
“Enjoy this hearty meal of coconut and papaya, Mac. Hopefully, it will be our last.”
“And the condemned man ate a hearty meal…”
“There you go again.”
“Sorry, Captain. I know—positive thinking. Our next meal will be a hamburger, fries, and a shake. I’m getting tired of this low-carb, low-fat diet!”
“Let’s get some sleep. We’re going to need to be thinking clearly tomorrow.”
* * *
The next morning, George instructed MacKenzie to remove his name tag and all other insignia from his poopie suit uniform. “We don’t want anyone to be able to identify us or trace us to the Louisiana,” he said. “We’ll tell these guys on the freighter we’re… uh… oceanographers, and our research vessel had a ballast tank failure.”
“Roger that, sir. I guess that’s as good a story as any as to why two guys are all alone in a minisub in the middle of the Pacific!”
With that, George positioned himself next to SF-2 in the cove while MacKenzie climbed the hill to their lookout position. By midmorning, MacKenzie spotted a ship coming into view. He signaled to George and started down the hill. George got into SF-2 and brought its systems online, and by the time MacKenzie arrived, SF-2 was ready to go.
“Lock the hatch and strap yourself in,” said George, as MacKenzie lowered himself into the cockpit.
“Aye-aye, sir. I’m ready to go!”
George advanced the throttle, and SF-2 smoothly glided out of the cove and into the open ocean.
“Just head due west, sir. As soon as we get a little distance from the island I should be able to get a good sonar bearing on the freighter. Then we can adjust the heading to hold the lead angle we calculated yesterday.”
“Roger that. We’re headed two-seven-zero degrees, speed twenty-five knots to conserve battery power.”
Once they picked up the sonar bearing, George drove SF-2 to a position approximately two hundred yards ahead of the freighter. Battery power was extremely low, so he drove the fighter to the surface at minimum speed and held it there.
“Open the hatch and stand up through it and start yelling for help,” he ordered. “Let me know when they see you, and we’ll bail out.”
MacKenzie opened the hatch and stood up, with his head and shoulders extending out of the fighter. He began waving and yelling for help. Suddenly, MacKenzie ducked his head inside and exclaimed, “Captain! It’s not the freighter!”
“What? What is it?” Surely they hadn’t been suckered out of hiding to surrender to a naval patrol boat! Had they?
MacKenzie stood up to look again. “It looks like a deepsea fishing charter boat of some sort. It has a big banner on the side. They’re turning… I think it says… Greenpeace! They’re slowing down and turning toward us. They’ve seen me, Captain. One of the crewmembers is waving, and he has a life ring in his hand.”
“Okay, bail out, Mac! I’m right behind you — I’m getting out this time before the flooding starts!”
The two of them bailed out, and as George jumped from the deck of SF-2, the momentum was just enough to push the open hatch under the surface of the water. The water rushed in, and with a burst of bubbles, the fighter immediately sank from view.
The Greenpeace boat pulled up next to the two men, and three or four of their crew members hauled them safely aboard.
George flopped on the deck, exhausted from the exertion. Turning to the nearest crew member, he said, “Thank God you guys were here! We barely made it to the surface. We’d be goners without you!”
“Who are you guys?” asked the Greenpeace captain. “And what are you doing way out here? What was that vessel you were in?”
“We’re oceanographers. We were trying to document the damage being done to the environment by this submarine wreckage and the armada of navy ships east of the island. Unfortunately, our small research submarine cracked a seal, and we started to take on water. We had to bail out — I couldn’t hold it on the surface any longer!”
“Well, you two are real lucky,” said one of the crew members. “The current around here is real strong to the west. Even if you’re strong swimmers, you never would have made it to that island to the east.”
“Yeah, probably not,” said George. “We’ve been fighting against that current for a couple of days. I just wish we hadn’t lost all the evidence we had gathered about how those navy guys are polluting the sea. We had a couple hundred water samples that would have made them look real bad.”
“Oh yeah?” responded the Greenpeace captain. “I like the sounds of this — maybe we can use your testimony when we get back to Auckland.”
George and MacKenzie exchanged a quick glance before George coolly responded, “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Without the water samples, the testimony would be useless. It’ll just make Greenpeace look like idiots. Besides, my colleague and I are going to be in enough trouble as it is for losing our research sub. I don’t want repercussions from the authorities on top of that! Can we please keep this whole thing confidential?”
George found a very sympathetic audience in the Greenpeace crew members. They fully understood the kinds of pressures the military-industrial complex could put on people trying to save the planet. George and MacKenzie had nothing to worry about — the Greenpeace crew members would never tell anyone about this rescue.
* * *
Two days later, the Greenpeace boat arrived in Auckland. Their Greenpeace friends gave George and MacKenzie some fresh clothes and a few dollars to tide them over since they had lost everything when their research sub went down. After a fond farewell and vows to continue the fight to save Earth, George and MacKenzie left the boat and walked down the seaside pier into the bustle of the city.
“Where to now, Captain?”
“I don’t know for sure, but I have a hunch. Let’s head down to the office of the shipping company that runs those freighters. That’s probably where the Nuku came from anyway. We may get some leads there.”
“This is certainly not the best part of town… or the best smelling… I hope.” The smell of dead and rotting fish rose from the bay and pervaded the air.
“No, the area in any seaport around the docks is usually rundown and dangerous. Watch our backs, Mac. I’d hate to have gone through all we have, just to get mugged and stabbed at the Auckland docks.”
“Likewise, Captain.”
“And stop calling me captain. Let’s use… Brad for now.”
“Okay, Brad.”
The office was in an old, dilapidated, three-story red brick building, which appeared to be part offices and part warehouse. Many years of abuse by the South Pacific weather had taken its toll. Next to the door was a small, freshly painted plaque that read, “Able Bros. Shipping, Ltd.”
George pushed open the door and walked in. A number of wooden chairs were scattered around the dimly lit room as if the room was used as a waiting area by crewmembers or passengers while waiting for the next boat to Tonga. The far wall was covered by a blackboard with schedules for each freighter drawn in with chalk. In front of the blackboard, a young man sat behind a desk facing them. He was busy writing in a ledger. Without looking up, he said, “The boat’s already left for today. You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”
“We weren’t really interested in going anywhere,” said George. “We’re looking for some information.”
The young man looked up from his ledger. “What kind of information?”
“Do you ever lease your boats?”
“No.”
“Never?”
“Not that I know of.”
George was about to give up, figuring he had been wrong and this was not where Dwight had leased the Nuku. As he turned to leave, he suddenly saw a small detail in the room that he had not noticed before. Along the top and the bottom of the blackboard were narrow strips of cork. Their shiny frames indicated they had been recently added. Stretching across the blackboard from top to bottom, and tied to tacks stuck into the cork strips, was a string. The string indicated present time for the chalkboard schedules. George’s heart practically skipped a beat!
“Are you under new management?” he asked.
“Yeah. The company was purchased by a new owner just this week.”
“I’d like to talk to the manager.”
The young man stood up. “Can I tell him what it’s about?”
“I think we’re old friends.”
The young man scoffed skeptically. “What’s your name, mate?”
“Uh… Brad. Brad Land.”
The young man left the room to fetch the manager.
George turned to MacKenzie. “There can’t be more than one person in the world that still tracks schedules like that. It’s so oldfashioned and low tech…”
Just then behind him, George heard a familiar voice ask, “So where the heck have you been, Brad?”
He whirled around and there was Dwight, with a huge smile on his face and his arms spread wide ready to give George the hug of his life!
“Well, glad to see you, too!” George exclaimed as the cousins shared a long bear hug.
MacKenzie stood patiently by, and then was surprised when Dwight turned and hugged him, too! “Good to see you, too, young man. Glad you could make it.”
“Thanks!” MacKenzie stammered.
“Both of you come on back to my office where we can have a little privacy,” said Dwight. “I want to hear all about how you got here. And by the way, Brad, the DVD has already been sent by your old… assistant. We didn’t know whether you were coming or not.”
They walked down a narrow hallway with offices on each side to Dwight’s office in the back of the building. As they approached the office, Dwight turned to George and gave him a wink. “You probably remember my secretary,” he said, letting George go ahead. Dwight stopped MacKenzie in the hallway and said, “Let’s wait here for a few minutes. We can talk about getting you back on a team.”
George entered the room, and there was Leona with her arms full of files standing next to Dwight’s desk. Her eyes were red from crying, but they still sparkled like no one else’s. She was as devastatingly beautiful as ever. She saw George and immediately dropped everything she was carrying, screamed, and rushed into his arms! As they hugged and kissed, Leona sobbed, “Oh George, I thought you were dead! It’s been so awful. I didn’t know how I was going to go on. I’ve just been dying inside.”
“I’m sorry, Leona. I got here as fast as I could. I missed you terribly, too, and it was killing me knowing that you didn’t know whether I was dead or alive. I knew it was hard for you.”
“I’m just so glad you’re here,” said Leona as she continued to cling to George, not letting him out of her grasp.
“Well, from now on, we will always be together. I’m never going to leave you again.”

Chapter 48

The President’s Office, Philadelphia, PA
“Mister President,” the chairman of the Joint Chiefs explained, “the Louisiana went down in the Kermandec Trench, in over twenty-eight thousand feet of water. There’s absolutely no way to raise her.”
“Jeezum Crow, General Daramus! The international community demands proof the Louisiana actually went down. Muslim nations, in particular, are concerned. From their perspective, we had an American ballistic missile submarine run amok, with a crazy man at the helm! The only witness to the sub’s alleged destruction is another American sub commander — a friend— who cannot say for certain it went down, only that they heard noises from a distance of over ten miles that indicated the Louisiana had probably imploded. Now when we’re faced with the fact that we had a madman in control of twenty-four long-range ballistic missiles, with a total of one hundred and twenty nuclear warheads, we need better proof than that. We need absolute proof the threat has been eliminated!”
“I agree, Mister President. That’s why we are preparing an automated robotic camera platform, which can be lowered to the bottom of the trench. Photographic evidence of the wreckage will be the best we can provide at that depth.”
“Well, let’s get it done as quickly as possible. The entire Muslim world is still sitting on pins and needles, not sure whether to breathe a sigh of relief or run for cover.”
“Understood, Mister President. If the weather cooperates, and our expected location of the wreckage is accurate, we should have your photographic evidence within a week to ten days.”
“Good. Now what’s this item on the agenda about the battle action report from the Texas?
“Well, Mister President, there are some peculiarities in the report that I think you should be aware of.”
“What kind of peculiarities?”
“First of all, the navigator reports that when they departed Cape Horn and began pursuing the Louisiana, they were at least two days behind her. She was well out of sonar range. Nevertheless, Captain Sewell gave the navigator a heading, from which they deviated only slightly over the next four days.”
“So?”
“That heading took them directly to the Louisiana. Captain Sewell did not provide any explanation of how he apparently knew where the Louisiana would be located four days later.”
“Hmm. What else?” asked the president.
“The XO and the operations officer of the Texas report that when it came time to fire on the Louisiana, Captain Sewell’s choice of torpedoes was questionable at best. He elected to fire a high-speed torpedo first, knowing that the Louisiana was out of range. He then waited a full twenty minutes before firing a longer range slow-speed torpedo.”
“And…”
“Well, sir, the first torpedo could have been fired to alert the Louisiana to the presence of the Texas while still not putting the Louisiana in any danger because the torpedo didn’t have the necessary range. The second, slow-speed torpedo had the range, but Captain Sewell may have waited for twenty minutes to give the Louisiana time to take evasive action.
“So, Admiral, are you suggesting that Captain Sewell was in on this plot somehow?”
“It’s possible, Mister President. It requires further investigation. But after all, they were good friends—“
The president interrupted. “What does Captain Sewell’s report say about the torpedoes?”
“Captain Sewell points out that when the two versions of the torpedo are running in the water, they have distinctively different sounds. In high-speed mode, the sound is an ominous high-pitched whine, which is very frightening to submariners. Since the Texas had apparently not been detected by the Louisiana, Captain Sewell surmised the crew of the Louisiana would not know the range to the high-speed torpedo, and they would panic when they heard it. They would dive in an attempt to hide beneath a thermal layer. Then upon hearing the second, low-speed torpedo, they would realize they were doomed even at that depth. They would likely go deeper, even to crush depth, hoping their hull integrity would hold out.”
“Well, it appears Captain Sewell was correct, doesn’t it?” “Yes, sir, but I still think an investigation is warranted.” “Well, you will do no such thing, General. The last thing this country needs right now is an investigation suggesting a broader conspiracy to steal this submarine! The international community demands closure on this issue, and we need to lay the blame squarely at the feet of a single madman. Besides that, our own citizens need a hero right now. And that hero is Captain Robert Sewell, commanding officer of the USS Texas— the man who defeated George Adams and brought the world back from the brink of disaster! There will be no investigation. Instead, I want awards of valor for the entire Texas crew and the highest possible award for Captain Sewell. Is that understood?”
“Yes, sir.”
Kermandec Trench, South Pacific
A recovery ship was dispatched to the Kermandec Trench with a deep submergence vehicle equipped with a robotic camera platform. An accompanying flotilla of warships, sent under the auspices of the United Nations, provided assistance using their sonar systems to locate possible targets on the floor of the trench. After a week of searching, the wreckage was finally located.
The photographic evidence clearly showed an Ohio-class fleet ballistic missile submarine crushed and totally destroyed on the bottom of the ocean. The hull had fractured in several places, and the topside team had controlled the robotic camera to peer into these large rifts to determine what had happened to the crew and their lethal cargo. Several ruptures in the forward compartment were inspected, but there was no sign of any bodies in the wreckage. Ruptures along the missile compartment were of particular interest, and the topside team controlled the robotic camera to carefully inspect this area. The photographs revealed the missiles were intact inside their silos. A UN team onboard the recovery ship verified the authenticity of the photographs to the world. Even so, fanatical Muslims denounced the photographs as more American trickery. Tensions ran high, as more radical Muslim nations began to align themselves against the U.S.
On the third day of photographing the wreckage, the control team moved the camera to a rupture in the missile compartment, which had not been previously inspected. This rupture was aft, near the junction with the reactor compartment. To their great surprise, the photographs revealed a large pile of conical reentry vehicles in the aft portion of the missile compartment. Experts poured over the photographs for days. There was great arguing among the UN team members about what it meant, but to the experts, the meaning was clear. Finally, the U.S. was forced to make the announcement to the world: although the Louisiana went down, the renegade crew apparently managed to dismantle the nuclear warheads and abandon ship before it went down.

Chapter 49

The President’s Office, Philadelphia, PA
William Craig, the president’s chief of staff rushed into the president’s office, interrupting a meeting with Senator Lawrence McCutchin, the Senate Majority Leader.
“I know this is highly unusual, Mister President,” William said excitedly. “Please excuse my interruption, but you have to see this,” he said, turning on the television in the big corner cabinet by the window. “I think Senator McCutchin should see it, too.”
The president received news channels from around the world in his office, and William tuned it in to the English-language Al Jazzera channel.
“We have just received this video message from an anonymous source,” the commentator was saying. “And we think all Muslims should see it and heed its warning.”
“Jeezum Crow, here we go again!” said the president.
“Now what?” said Senator McCutchin, echoing the president’s sentiment.
The message began with a great deal of static and the picture was almost indiscernible. They all strained to see and hear what it had to say when it suddenly cleared up and there was the image of a cleanshaven Caucasian male, standing beside a silver, conical object about four feet high.
“That guy doesn’t look like al-Qaeda to me,” said the president.
“Me neither,” said Senator McCutchin. “And what’s that thing he’s got there?”
The man began:
For those of you who don’t know me, my name is William Boyington. I formerly served on the USS Louisiana, a fleet ballistic missile submarine missing since last August. Today, I am formally announcing a new policy of assured destruction. We mean no one any harm. However, we have one hundred twenty nuclear weapons just like this one beside me. We are counterpoised to negate Islamic terrorists with weapons of mass destruction.
Our policy is simple: If Islamic terrorists use another weapon of mass destruction in their misguided efforts to achieve world domination, our group, ‘The Adams Group,’ will retaliate with all our force. Muslim holy sites and cities around the world, including Mecca, Medina, Mashhad, Qom, Al Najef, and others will be destroyed. Let me reiterate — The Adams Group will not respond one-for-one. Any single future terrorist attack with a weapon of mass destruction will result in our total response and the complete razing of Islam from the face of the earth.
We are highly trained and highly motivated individuals. If the time comes, we will perform our duty.
We know the world’s powers will try to find us in a misguided effort to return the world to the status quo. However, reasonable minds will understand that the status quo is unstable, dangerous, and unacceptable. The future of mankind depends on changing that dynamic.
No single member of our group knows where all the warheads are. So capturing any single member of our group, or even large numbers, will not eliminate the threat.
To al-Qaeda leaders, I state the following: your strategy of militancy has done nothing except bring suffering and destruction to everyone, especially your own people. If you continue with your current policies, you will cause the total destruction of everything you hold sacred. Surely one of you has the strength and wisdom to change course when your ship is headed for the rocks.
To the leaders of Muslim nations around the world, I state the following: To date, your efforts at combating terrorism have been laughable. It is time for you to join the community of nations and put forth your utmost efforts to locate and capture terrorist suspects. If al-Qaeda leaders fail to see the wisdom in changing their ways, you must change their ways for them. Your very survival now depends on it.
To peaceful Muslims, it is time for you to get involved. If the radicals have truly hijacked your peaceful religion, then you must demand that your governments find and eliminate these criminals. Do everything you can to stop the spread of the dangerous and misguided Wahhabi/Salafi ideology. Teach your children that the future lies in God’s undying love for all, and in the nonviolent resolution of conflicts.
For Muslims everywhere, you may rest assured you are safe from attack so long as radical Muslims turn their efforts toward peaceful coexistence. However, the failure to end terrorism is not an option. If radical Islamists repeat the type of attack carried out in Washington DC, anywhere in the world, such attack will result in the assured complete and total destruction of Islam. May God, or Allah, be with you in your efforts.


OEBPS/images/img00002.jpg
i

ecr
patrirt






OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
A
JOHN
SPIKENARD

NOVEL





