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Аннотация
The US has launched secret weapons of mass destruction on other countries. And awaits what might be cataclysmic retaliation…

China is devastated by an 8.0M earthquake that leaves 70,000 people dead with hundreds of thousands injured and untold property destroyed. The Chinese government soon learns that it was no natural disaster, but rather an orchestrated attack by the American government using their High Frequency Active Auroral Research Program (HAARP) weapon. China ceases foreign relations with America and creates their own version of the weapon in retaliation. They plan to attack the US by sending a submarine with mini nuke mines to create a massive rupture of the Cascadia Subduction Zone.
But what neither China nor the US knows is that the attack on China was an unauthorized assault perpetrated by a US Navy Vice Admiral. Because of his arrogance and pride, more innocent people may have to pay with their lives.
One of the many coastal towns in peril is Dolphin Beach, Oregon. The new mayor, Willa McBride, tries to protect her townspeople while her sister, the Senator Elizabeth Bechtel, tries to uncover who engineered the attack on China. What is unclear is whether the Senator’s goal is aimed toward the greater good or for her own political gain.
To protect the US coast, the government sends out the submarine USS Massachusetts to locate and destroy the Chinese sub. Now it seems the only protection for the American coast is one US submarine and its heroic crew against a truly catastrophic event…


David F. Capps
Tsunami Storm


DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to all those
who selflessly put their life on the line
so that others might live.
Thank you.

CHAPTER 1

Eastern Sichuan Province, China
Guang Xi sat with his legs dangling into the concrete box that housed the new generation earthquake sensors. Meili. He sighed and then smiled, his mind drifting through the memories of her beautiful face, her gentle touch and the softness of her skin. She was initially opposed to him taking this assignment in the remote region of Sichuan Province since he would be away from her for two months. Once he explained that his successful completion of this task would guarantee a teaching position at the prestigious Peking University in Beijing and a substantial bump in pay and social status, she had become excited at the prospects for their future.
Guang Xi was a little shorter than average but he was good looking and just a bit thinner than average for men in China. He dressed well and attracted many admiring glances from the young women at the University. He imagined himself as the center of attention at his first faculty party with his gorgeous fiancé at his side. Meili was very attractive with long black hair pulled back in a long braid. She was very graceful and quite adept in social situations.
He reveled in the envy he imagined the other instructors would be feeling as they looked upon him and Meili, the new social stars of the University. I deserve the notoriety and respect of the faculty, he thought. The day will come when I take the place of my mentor, Dr. Huang, as the head of the Earth Sciences Department. One day, even the Premier will know my name. Fame and fortune will both be mine.
Guang Xi shook the vision of Meili from his mind and stood up. He slid the metal lid that covered the concrete box into place and secured it with screws. The satellite antenna and the solar panel protruded from the top of the metal cover. He looked around to fix the memory of this part of his life in his mind. Far from the halls of academia, this remote location was his gateway into the coveted faculty of Peking University.
The Longmenshan fault ran through a low mountain pass that was commonly used by goat herders to get their flocks to more fertile grazing pastures on the other side of the mountain ridge. The ground sloped gently up to the pass and down the other side. Guang Xi had placed 24 sensors, each a mile apart, twelve on each side of the pass. The altitude was over 9,000 feet, so the air was still easily breathable, but the foliage was limited to shrubs, grass and moss in most places. There were some trees in the area, but they tended to thrive more in the small recesses where water collected, rather than out on the slopes where the sun dried out the generally rocky soil.
His professor and mentor, Dr. Huang, believed a substantial amount of tension had built up along the fault line running through Sichuan Province. Dr. Huang believed that electromagnetic emissions from the fault line could be used as a predictor of major earthquakes. The emissions would appear several days before the actual quake and increase in strength as the earthquake built up even more tension along the fault line. The new sensors would monitor both ground movement and electromagnetic emissions, sending the recorded data by satellite link directly to the University in Beijing on ten minute intervals to conserve power. Each sensor had its own solar panel to recharge the Lithium-ion batteries that powered the sensors and the radio burst transmitters that sent the data back to the Earth Sciences Lab. The new sensors were all functioning properly and communicating with the server at Peking University.
It was mid-May and Guang Xi’s last day on the fault line. Just an hour and a half walk back to the small village where he would catch the afternoon train to Beijing and his time away from Meili would be over. He smiled, remembering her beautiful face, as he packed his remaining equipment into a canvas bag.
Suddenly, without warning, an intense burning flared on his right cheek and right ear. Guang Xi instinctively ran to his left, trying to escape the intense heat and pain. As he glanced back he stumbled and fell, landing on his left side, and rolling onto his back. Above him a shimmering curtain of bluish-green light formed above the fault line undulating and intensifying. Guang Xi screamed in pain as the searing heat spread across his face and chest. He scrambled to his feet and tried to run, only to stumble and fall to his hands and knees. He rose again and hobbled away as his back began to burn, his skin sticking to his clothes. He glanced once more at the curtain of light, which had now turned reddish-orange.
Guang Xi heard the low rumble from the earth just before the ground trembled beneath his feet. The ground split along the fault line. The side opposite the crack in the earth erupted vertically thirty feet and sent a wave of dirt and rocks surging around him, sweeping him up in the flow of the tumbling stones and soil. He screamed as he was twisted and pushed backwards by the flow of earth. His right foot became crushed between several large rocks moving in the debris. When the surge of soil slowed and came to a stop, Guang Xi was buried up to his chest, with only his shoulders, arms and head poking out of the ground.
The shimmering curtain of reddish-orange light extended up over a thousand feet into the sky above him, the heat searing the flesh of his face and hands. Just as suddenly as it had all started, the curtain of light vanished and the rumbling slowed until it finally stopped. Deathly quiet remained. All Guang Xi could hear was the overpowering ringing in his ears and the pounding of his own heart. He looked around and tried to wriggle free of the dirt, but his legs wouldn’t move.
“That’s it?” he screamed at the thirty-foot high rock wall. “That’s all you can do?” He waved his arms in the air. “I’m right here! All that power, and still you can’t kill me. I will beat you. I will conquer you. You can’t win against me!” He folded his arms across his chest and angrily stared at the wall of stone. Hours passed and his energy waned, causing his mind to wander and lose focus.
An aftershock roused him from his daze. A few more tremors and then darkness gradually shrouded him as night settled in, the throbbing pain in his right foot his only companion. He drifted in and out of consciousness as the parade of stars slowly marched across the cloudless sky. The night air was cold, but the ground that covered his body held its heat and kept him from freezing. He was awakened several times during the night by additional aftershocks that shook the ground.
I am an important visitor to the village in the valley, Guang Xi thought to himself. Such a small village rarely saw anyone from a large city, let alone Beijing. Several people had followed him out to the fault line in the early days of his project and helped him dig the holes and build the forms for the concrete boxes that would house the sensitive electronic equipment. People know I’m out here. Soon they will come for me.

CHAPTER 2

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Willa McBride stood with her right hand raised and repeated the oath of office for Mayor of Dolphin Beach, Oregon in front of the local magistrate, the police chief, her locally famous sister, U.S. Senator Elizabeth Bechtel, her daughter, Chelsea, and fourteen-year-old granddaughter Dakota, plus a few admiring friends.
Willa was 52 years old, slightly overweight, but not fat. Certainly not fat, she reminded herself. Her medium length auburn hair had been turning gray slowly over the last few years. She had resisted getting her hair dyed, but now that she was mayor, maybe it was time to change that. Maybe put a little curl back in her hair, like it was when she and her husband raised their family. He had died from a sudden heart attack eight years ago. Her children had already been raised and on their own. Her husband’s life insurance had been enough that she could live comfortably, just no cruises or long vacations.
Willa still blamed the City Council for forcing her husband to lose his Lock and Key business with their excessive rules, taxes and endless inspections and unnecessary repairs. She particularly blamed them for the stress that precipitated his sudden heart attack. Even after eight years the sting of losing him stuck with her. After his death she had formed the Small Business Coalition to change the policies of the City Council. The council members proved to be resistant to change, so, during the last year, the coalition had refocused on replacing the mayor and the city council members in November.
The previous mayor of eighteen years, Ed Edwards, was forced into retirement after a massive stroke left him paralyzed and unable to talk. Frank Gillis, as the ranking member of the small financially elite clique in Dolphin Beach, was the heir apparent to Mayor Edwards.
The special election in late May had given Willa the opportunity to run for mayor before the regular November election and left the small ocean-side town both shocked and divided as Willa and Frank had squared off in a no-holds-barred fight for a political office that paid a whopping $600 a month.
Frank Gillis was also on hand but he wasn’t smiling. He glowered at Willa after a close and vicious race waged against her. She thought of Frank as a chiseled faced little weasel with a brush cut. He wore expensive clothes and drove a fancy car, but he would always be a weasel in Willa’s eyes.
Willa smiled and shook hands with the magistrate and Police Chief, Chuck Dolan, upon completion of her oath of office. She appreciated the beaming smile on her sister’s face and the obvious pride Elizabeth had for her. I wouldn’t have done this at all without her encouragement and support, she thought. Having a United States Senator in the family certainly has its advantages.
“You did great, sis,” Elizabeth said, giving Willa a strong hug. “This was a tough election with which to start into public service. I don’t think I could have won a first election like this.”
“Sure you could,” Willa replied. You would have done whatever you had to do to win.
“No,” Elizabeth replied. “I’m the pro here, remember? This took a huge amount of courage and tenacity to get through, let alone win. I’m so proud of you.”
“Thank you, can you stay for a bit or do you have to get back to Washington?”
Elizabeth glanced at her watch. “Got a three-thirty flight out of Portland to Dulles, so I’ve got to go, but I just couldn’t miss your swearing in today.”
Of course, Willa thought. “Thank you for being here; it really meant a lot to me.”
“You bet, sweetie, see you next time.”
Willa watched as her sister left and climbed into the black town car waiting for her. She’s always so busy. No wonder she never married and had a family. No time. Her career and political power were the only things that really mattered to her. She’s a lot like dad in that respect: Votes were always more important to him than his wife and his children. I wonder if she knows how much happiness and love she sacrificed to be like him.
She also saw Frank quickly exit the small City Hall building and light up a cigarette on the front porch. Frank took a long slow drag, blew the smoke up into the air and promptly walked off. Willa sighed, knowing the fight wasn’t over, since the regular election cycle would put her up against Frank again in November, barely five months away.
Tourists were arriving already as Memorial Day approached, marking the first breath of economic life of the season for the small town. Willa and Police Chief Dolan walked out of the city office and into the Village Center, where the bulk of the businesses were located.
“As Police Chief, it’s my duty to inform you of the crimes taking place here in Dolphin Beach,” he said somberly.
Willa looked at him with surprise. “I thought we didn’t have a crime problem here,” she replied.
“Well, we do,” Chief Dolan said. “We caught a young teenage girl shoplifting in Betty’s Gift Shoppe last week. Her parents paid for the item, a ceramic Pacific White-sided Dolphin, and promised to keep a close eye on her. Mrs. Wilkins’ cat attacked her neighbor’s Chihuahua again. The vet bill came to $112, which Mrs. Wilkins paid, again. I don’t see that one going away any time soon. And last night Ken Gruber’s dog got into Miss Jenkins trash can, again. Every time her trash gets dumped over, I tell her trash day is Wednesday, so she has to put it out on Tuesday night, not Sunday night, like she has been doing for the last two years. She doesn’t remember that we changed trash day two years ago. I guess at 82 she’s entitled to a little leeway.”
“Anything else?” Willa asked.
“Nope.”
“No littering on the beach?” she asked.
“A little early for that,” he replied.
They strolled over to the fountain, the focal point of Village Center, and sat on the ledge surrounding the fountain. The ledge formed a twenty-foot-diameter circle that enclosed the spraying fountain which cascaded over rocks in the center. Mounted above the fountain was a twelve-foot, stainless steel sculpture representing a pacific white-sided dolphin, for which the small town of 1,628 people had been named. The Village Center was open only to pedestrians.
Dolphin Beach was located in a small cove forty miles south of where the Columbia River emptied into the Pacific Ocean. During tourist season the population typically swelled to 4,500, and on a good year, to 5,000. Nearly every home doubled as a Bed and Breakfast for tourists.
“Next week I’ve got the two college students we hired last year coming in to start work as deputies for the summer,” Chief Dolan said. “Joe’s a Criminal Justice student from the Oregon Coast Community College in Newport and Mack is pre-law at Lewis and Clark in Portland. They’re dependable and understand the importance of tourists.”
Willa’s mind drifted to the November election, wondering just where Chief Dolan’s loyalty would be.
“Look,” Chief Dolan said. “I know this is a bit overwhelming, and I know you’re concerned about facing Frank again in November. You’re going to do fine. Just remember, this town is all about the money it makes from tourists during the summer. We have a good turnout, our people make their money, and November won’t be a problem. You’ll be in for the next four years, I promise.”
“Yes, but Frank owns the Ocean Grand Hotel,” Willa replied. “He’s the wealthiest person in Dolphin Beach. He influences a lot of people here.” The Ocean Grand Hotel was at the north end of the main beach at the end of Oceanside Drive with 862 rooms, 556 of which had an ocean view. It was built on the rise of the hill with two stories on the high section of the hill, three stories to the main hotel, and a third two-story section of rooms lower down, in front of the main structure. Behind the Ocean Grand Hotel on the north side rose Promontory Point, a single piece of rock that jutted out into the Pacific Ocean. The top of Promontory Point was flat, came to a sharp corner over the ocean, and provided a spectacular view of not only the seaside, but Dolphin Beach as well. Promontory Point’s flat area widened considerably as it neared Highway 101 and had been turned into a parking lot, providing easy access for the tourists. For those adventurous souls, a stairway had been carved into the side of Promontory Point over a hundred years ago. The steps showed signs of wear and the pipe railing had to be repaired from time to time, but the stairway was still used almost every day by both locals and tourists, especially due to its close proximity to the Ocean Grand Hotel. For people who lived on the north end of Dolphin Beach, it was either the stone stairs or a mile and a half drive through town, up to Highway 101 and over to Promontory Point.
“Don’t worry about Frank,” Chief Dolan said. “All his money and influence didn’t get him elected as mayor, now, did it?”
“No, I guess it didn’t,” she had to admit.
“Willa, you and your Small Business Coalition are good for this town,” Chief Dolan said. “You have a good heart and you care about the people of Dolphin Beach. That’s why they elected you as mayor. Frank cares only about himself and what his money can buy. People know that. Trust me. We have a good summer, and you and the people you back for city council will be in for the next four years.”
Willa looked around at the brightly colored businesses in the most picturesque setting she could imagine. Dolphin Beach captured that small town atmosphere and friendliness that seemed to have disappeared from the American landscape some fifty years ago. Dolphin Beach had all the modern luxuries: a theater, Wi-Fi hot spots all over town, and cell phone service, yet the feel of the town was homey and quaint. “It seems so simple when you look at it that way,” she said. “But it’s a big responsibility being mayor. If something goes wrong, I get the blame for it.”

CHAPTER 3

Staunton, Virginia
Tiffany Grimes bounded down the stairs, rounded the corner and headed into the kitchen. “Smells good, Mama.” Tiffany was African-American, five foot eight, medium build and attractive, with moderately dark skin. She was the youngest of four siblings, and the only girl.
“Mornin,’ baby girl. I’ve got ham in the skillet and the coffee’s ready. How many eggs would you like?” Joyce Grimes asked. Joyce was 56 years old, thin and full of energy. Her husband was a disabled Marine Major who knew enough to stay out of her way as she ran the family.
“Three eggs,” Tiffany replied. “I’ve got a long day on commercial airlines to get back to the sub base in Bangor, Washington.” She poured a cup of coffee and sat down at the kitchen table.
“I don’t see how you can stand being cooped up inside that thing and being under water all of the time,” Joyce said as she started scrambling the eggs.
“It’s not like that, Mama. The Massachusetts is one of the most advanced submarines in the world. I’m very lucky to have been assigned to it.”
“Lucky?” her father George commented as he entered the kitchen. “It’s not a matter of luck, Tiff. You graduated second in your class at Annapolis. Your ship is the lucky one — you earned the right to be there.” Joyce poured a cup of coffee for him as he shuffled over in his walker and joined Tiffany at the kitchen table. “In the Grimes family, we earn our way — always have, always will.”
“How do you feel today?” Tiffany asked.
George sighed, “Seems like good days are gettin’ further apart.”
“You have trouble sleeping again?” Tiffany asked.
George grunted.
“The medication’s not helping?”
“It’s like the last one. Works for a while, and then I need more of it just to do the same job. Then it stops workin’ altogether. Got to go back to the VA and see what else they have.”
“And the meds for the Gulf War Syndrome?”
He shook his head. “Same deal. They work and then they don’t.”
“I wish there was more I could do for you,” Tiffany said. She worried about her dad. His health had been in a slow decline ever since he served in the first Gulf War.
“You look worried, Tiff. Don’t be. This needs to be a happy time. You got your promotion to Lieutenant and your first command position — a proud time in this family, a proud time.”
“It’s just the torpedo room, dad; it’s not that big a deal.” She felt somewhat embarrassed by the attention her promotion had brought.
“It is a big deal,” he replied. “My first command was just an M1A1 Abrams Main Battle Tank. That’s where you earn your bones — your first command. That sets the stage for every promotion from then on. It’s critical that you earn the respect and loyalty of your crew. After that, you’ll be on your way up the chain of command, just like I was.”
“Exactly how do I earn their respect and loyalty?” Tiffany asked.
“You give and then you receive. Just like in real life, baby. First you stand firm in what you expect of your crew. Always, always treat each and every one of ‘em with respect. Acknowledge the things they do right and firmly correct what they do wrong. No place for anger or frustration. Always remain calm, firm and respectful, and in time, they will follow you anywhere. That method led to me commanding a mechanized division in the Gulf. Damn, with all the smoke, the chemicals and the Depleted Uranium shells flyin’ it was hell-on-wheels.”
“George, she doesn’t need that right now,” Joyce interrupted.
He grumbled. “We were just happy to be alive,” he said quietly. “We didn’t know all that stuff was going to make us so sick.”
“George,” Joyce repeated.
“It’s okay, Mama. I understand,” Tiffany said.
“It’s not like she’s going into combat, for cryin’ out loud. We’ve got some ground action goin’ on, but we haven’t had a naval battle since World War Two,” he replied.
“So when does your ship leave?” Joyce asked, trying to change the subject.
“Not for another two weeks,” Tiffany replied. “I’ve got a Damage Control class to go through first.”
“Damage control?” Joyce asked. “Isn’t that what they do for politicians?”
Tiffany chuckled. “It’s not that kind of damage control. This is about putting out fires and stopping leaks and water from coming inside the sub that could cause it to sink.”
“Sounds serious,” Joyce said.
“It is,” Tiffany replied. “On the ground you can retreat, you can run. On a ship there’s nowhere to run. You either put the fire out and stop the leaks or it’s over.”
“See,” George said. “It’s safer in an Abrams Tank.”
“George,” Joyce said more sternly.
“Just sayin’”
Tiffany and her dad shared a glance and a smile.
After breakfast Tiffany packed her small travel bag and joined her mother in the car.
“The military’s a hard place, baby girl, especially for a woman. You’ve got to work hard to earn their respect,” Joyce said.
“I know,” Tiffany replied. “Captain Jacobs sets the standard for respect and performance on the sub, Mama. He’s a good man and a good officer. A great mentor, too. I’m learning a lot from him. He’s always teaching us about how people think and act and how that determines how they fight. He’s spent his career developing new tactics for submarine warfare and confrontations. He’s one of the best the Navy has. It’s an honor to serve with him.”
“I just worry about you, baby girl, that’s all,” Joyce replied.
I’m fine, Mama. Things are going really well.”
“I know, baby. It’s a mother’s job to worry. I just want you to be safe.”
With the car parked, Tiffany and her mom walked into the airport. Tiffany hugged her mother, who kissed her on the forehead.
“Take care, baby girl, and make me proud.” Joyce said.
“I will, Mama. I will.”

CHAPTER 4

Eastern Sichuan Province, China
Quietly the morning light appeared, and with it, other than the aftershocks, the first sound Guang Xi had heard since the earthquake. The sound of copper goat bells gradually woke him. Three goats approached, the smallest one licking his face. He struggled to get the small animal away from him. That’s when he noticed a goat herder standing twenty feet away examining the massive rock wall, which stood like the Great Wall of China, solid, formidable and impenetrable.
“Over here,” Guang Xi yelled.
The goat herder turned and looked at Guang Xi with a shocked expression on his face. He paused and stepped back, uncertain of what he should do.
“Get me out of here,” Guang Xi screamed.
The man slowly approached. “How long have you been stuck here?” he asked.
“Since it happened,” Guang Xi answered.
The goat herder knelt down and brushed some of the dirt from around Guang Xi, stopping when he encountered a large rock. “This rock is on top of you?”
“Yes, of course it is,” Guang Xi answered. “My right foot is pinned underneath it.”
The goat herder stood up, considering what to do. “I am going to need help, and tools.” He gave Guang Xi a container of water to drink and some dried meat from his pouch. “I will return,” He said, as he turned and left.
Guang Xi quickly drank the water and devoured the dried meat. Strength and hope rose once more within him. I’m getting out of here! Three hours later the goat herder reappeared with two other men Guang Xi recognized as the ones who had helped dig the holes for his instruments. They used wooden shovels to remove the dirt from around the side of the large rock.
Guang Xi felt the large rock shift as the men completed digging the other side free of dirt. The three of them put their tools down and braced themselves against the large rock. As they heaved together the large rock rolled and Guang Xi’s pinned foot came free. He was lifted from the hole and laid on a stretcher. The journey back to the small village was rough with each bounce and shift generating stabbing pains in his right foot and shin. The men carrying him kept watching his face as they appeared more and more concerned.
It was mid-afternoon as they entered the village. “What is that smell?” Guang Xi demanded. The men carrying him nodded over to the left. Twenty people used wooden hoes and wooden shovels to dig a mass grave for the people who had died in the earthquake. The odor of decomposing flesh permeated the air. More than a hundred of the dead were lined up in rows on the ground as Guang Xi was carried past them and into what remained of the village. Not a single building remained standing.
Guang Xi spent the night in a make-shift shelter. He worried about Meili. She knows I’m out here. She must have heard about the earthquake. She may think I’m dead. He wondered how long it would take to get back to Beijing and let her know he was okay.
As the early light of dawn arrived, Guang Xi was placed on a litter as were the other injured people from the village. Men and women took turns dragging the litters along the side of the train tracks. They headed single file to the southeast toward the first city on their way to Chengdu, the provincial capital, more than 60 miles away.
The train track they were following had hundreds of broken sections. At one place the ground had lifted over four feet, leaving bent pieces of train track hanging in the air. Later that afternoon, they climbed over a landslide that covered the train track to a depth of over fifty feet and extended for half a mile. That evening they shared what little food they had left and drank sparingly of the small amount of water they carried. The night was cold and exhausting without shelter. At first light they began their trek again, slowly working their way to the nearest city and the hope of food and water. That evening they reached Yingxiu.
All throughout their travels to Yingxiu, Guang Xi couldn’t shake the memory of the curtain of light over the fault. What caused the light? It was so intense, so burning. He searched his memory for any reference to lights around earthquakes. Once in a great while there was a mention of light in the area close to an earthquake, but only at night. Nothing in the daylight. What caused the light?
Arriving in darkness, it was difficult to see how much damage the city had sustained, but the large amount of scattered bricks and cement blocks spewed over the streets was not encouraging. Guang Xi and the villagers were welcomed into the community and immediately provided with food and water. What little shelter there was was reserved for the injured, and there Guang Xi and the other villagers on litters were housed.
In the light of oil lanterns a doctor squatted down and examined Guang Xi. The doctor was short, medium build, almost bald with thick-rimmed glasses. His white lab coat was soiled and wrinkled. He removed the wrappings from Guang Xi’s hands and feet and examined them in detail. He used a pair of scissors to cut Guang Xi’s right pant leg from the bottom cuff to mid-thigh. Spreading the cloth wide the doctor poked and examined the extent of damage. Guang Xi looked down at his leg. The entire foot had turned black and was badly twisted. The black extended three inches above his ankle, gradually becoming dark red, and finally bright red around the knee. Guang Xi fell back, his mind racing and his breath quickening.
“How bad?” Guang Xi asked the doctor who studied Guang Xi’s face and hands, ignoring the question.
“Where did you get these burns?” the doctor asked.
“The light over the fault line,” he replied.
“What light?” the doctor asked. “It was an earthquake. You’re the only one I’ve seen with burns like this. Where did you get these burns?”
“My leg,” Guang Xi said. “Antibiotics.”
“We don’t have any,” the doctor replied. “We ran out of supplies two days ago. Where were you?”
“I was at the fault line,” Guang Xi replied. “I’ve been working there for the last two months. Contact Dr. Huang, Peking University in Beijing. I work for him. Am I going to lose my foot?”
The doctor stood and walked out of the shelter.
* * *
Guang Xi woke to the rhythmic thumping of helicopter blades. People ran toward the sound excited at the first arrival of outside help. Several minutes later the doctor walked into the shelter with a tall, thin man in an army uniform.
“This is the patient I told you about.”
The man in the army uniform was an officer and a doctor, based on what Guang Xi could see of the insignia and bars. The officer looked him over quickly and then focused on Guang Xi’s right ear and face. The officer pulled at the skin and closely examined a piece that broke off in his hand. Guang Xi didn’t feel any pain but was horrified at the darkened piece of his ear in the officer’s hand.
“Where were you?” the officer asked.
“The fault line,” Guang Xi said.
“During or after the earthquake?”
“Before and during,” Guang Xi replied.
“Before?”
“Yes.”
“And you work for Dr. Huang?”
“Yes. I’m his top graduate student.”
“He’s coming with us,” the officer said.

CHAPTER 5

Bremerton, Washington
U.S. Navy Captain Paul Jacobs wore his civilian attire, a tailored light gray suit with a light blue tie. He was five-foot ten, a lean 175 pounds with short dark hair and a hint of gray around the temples. His facial features were firm and moderately muscular with gentle blue eyes and a quick smile. At 44 years old, he considered himself to be in the prime of his life.
His girlfriend of four years, Lynn Waggoner, opened the door to her apartment and motioned for him to enter. She was five-six, slim, with red hair and green eyes and a complexion that tended to freckle in the summer sun. She was a legal assistant in a large law firm in Seattle, but lived on the western side of Puget Sound, choosing to take the ferry back and forth to work rather than stand the expense of living in the city.
Jacobs noted that she had been un-customarily quiet during their dinner at DeLuca’s Italian Restaurant. “So what’s going on?”
She set her purse down on the kitchen counter and turned to face him. “I need more. I need things to change and I want you to be part of that change.” She approached him, sliding her hands up his chest and around his neck. He responded by putting his hands around her waist. She looked up into his eyes. “You’ve put your time into the Navy. You could retire. You would have a nice pension and if you want to work there are major military contractors who would give you an executive position, a good salary and benefits. We could get married, start a family. We could be together all of the time, not just one month out of every six to eight months. We could have a real life.”
“Look, you knew who I was when we first met. I’m a submarine captain. My life is at sea, protecting our country. I love you, you’re a wonderful woman, and I don’t want to lose what we have, but don’t ask me to choose between you and my country. I can’t do that.” Is she concerned about getting too old to have children? He’d been concerned about that for some time; it just hadn’t come into the conversation until now. “There’s nothing stopping us from getting married. I’d really like that. I’d like a family too. In two to four years the Navy may rotate me into a desk job, and then we can be together, just like you want.”
“They’ll transfer you far away from here. You know that,” she said in an irritated voice. “My family is here, my roots are here. I don’t want to have to pull up stakes and move to some strange place just so we can be together. I want to be here, so our kids can grow up with their grandparents and not be bounced all over the world. I’m ready to make that commitment to you — to be your wife, the mother of your children, but it has to be here, and it needs to be now. I need to know you can make the same commitment to me, here and now.” He pulled back and removed his hands from her waist. Her arms slid down and hung loosely at her side. Her expression shifted from hopeful to fearful. “Paul, if you really love me, you’ll do this for me. You’ll retire. Just put in your notice. They’ll find someone else to command the sub. Do this for me.”
Jacobs slowly backed away from her, staring down at the floor. Panic filled his heart and his mind felt like it was spinning. “I can’t… I…”
“You don’t have to decide tonight, Paul,” she said. “But it has to be soon. We can be a family; we can be happy. Just focus on that.”
Jacobs slowly turned and went to the door and opened it. He turned to face her and opened his mouth to speak, but there were no words that came. He closed his mouth, walked into the hallway and gently closed the door behind him.
* * *
Jacobs woke at 4:30 AM in his room in the Officers’ Quarters on the Bangor Submarine Base. He pulled his sweats on, tied his running shoes, draped a towel around his neck and headed to the athletic track. He pushed himself through a hard twenty laps on the quarter-mile oval, trying to force his conversation with Lynn out of his mind. It wasn’t working. Images of a baby and a toddler forced their way into his brain: a son, a daughter, a legacy in my life other than a rounded piece of hardened steel, a submarine that would someday be scrapped and forgotten. This was the first day the concept of leaving a legacy had come to him. Every day before now was simply about serving his country, leading his crew, doing his best. Only now did deeper thoughts and longer spans of time entangle his mind.
He walked back to the Officers’ Quarters, showered, changed and entered the Officers’ Mess Hall for breakfast. Commander John Silverton waved him over to a table. Silverton was his Executive Officer on the Massachusetts. Silverton was six feet tall, the maximum height for a submariner, due to the size of the water-tight doors that separate the rooms, known as compartments. He had sandy hair cut short with a slightly reddish face and an infectious smile. His blue eyes constantly moved from one place to another, quietly taking in every detail around him.
“You look down in the dumps,” Silverton commented. “What happened?”
“Lynn wants to get married, have a family.”
“Hey, congratulations! You guys set a date?”
Jacobs looked at him sadly. “But only if I retire.”
“Ahhh,” Silverton replied, the smile disappearing from his face. “Biological clock ticking?”
“I don’t know, maybe,” Jacobs replied. “Mostly, I think she has found a guy she loves and wants to create something more in her life. I think she’s tired of being left alone for months at a time. Honestly, I can’t blame her. I just don’t know if I can be that guy for her.”
Silverton sat back and studied him for a moment. “Damn. So what are you going to do?”
“I don’t know,” Jacobs said, his emotions vacillating at a rapid pace.
“Well, if you’re going to pull the plug and retire, the Squadron 5 Commander is going to need to know now. We’re due to deploy in ten days. He’s going to have to find a new captain.”
“I know,” Jacobs said. “I’ve got to figure this out today.”
“Well, if you need to talk this through, I’m here.”
* * *
As they left the Officers’ Mess Hall Jacobs paused to look at the Administration Building where the Squadron 5 Commander’s office was located. He tried to imagine himself walking in and handing his retirement request to the Admiral. It didn’t feel real. When they reached the sub, Jacobs walked slowly around the control room. He touched the tactical display, the periscope, and checked the familiar gauges mounted all around him. He tried to imagine walking away from the sub and having a family with Lynn. The image of a baby and a toddler pushed their way back into his mind along with thoughts of leaving a living legacy behind. He wandered the compartments of the sub imagining what it would be like to never see them again. By noon he knew what he had to do.

CHAPTER 6

Falls Church, Virginia
Vice Admiral James Billingsly, Deputy Director of Covert Operations at the Pentagon, and his beautiful wife, Jessica, hosted their monthly dinner party in their palatial estate in Falls Church Virginia. The 6,280 square foot mansion was centered in 28 acres of sprawling countryside with picturesque landscaping and manicured lawns. The paver brick driveway entered through two large stone and mortar pillars with a wrought iron gate, and swept into a large circle in front of the house. A spur led to a five-car garage, behind which was the office for the Vice Admiral’s security detail in the back, out of sight of the road. A wrought iron fence surrounded the entire 28 acres and was patrolled regularly by Navy Shore Patrol and guard dogs.
Billingsly smiled and nodded politely through the social conversation during dinner. Damn waste of time, he thought. I can’t see why women want to go through the whole social ritual, but at least I can get some work done at the same time. He had carefully sought out and groomed the friendship with the two other men present at the dinner. The fact that they were top level bureaucrats in Washington excited his wife’s social sense, but it was their positions of power that interested him. Elected politicians lack the long-term experience of dealing with other countries, which makes them unreliable. Besides, how dependable is the word of a political hack who will be doing something else in four years. No. You have to depend on the people who do the real work, decade after decade, just under the political veneer.
At the conclusion of the dinner, the three men retired to the study for cigars and Cognac. Billingsly slowly rolled the cigar in his mouth while he sucked the flame from the wood stick match into the flat end, igniting the tobacco. He had come up through the ranks of the Navy primarily through carefully planned political acumen. He had spent the minimum required time at sea, but his real strength was working people. He was 58 and in line for his fourth star, which would make him a full admiral and eligible for a position with the Joint Chiefs of Staff at the Pentagon. He was five-ten, broad in the shoulders and carried his success in a moderate pot belly. The hair on the top of his head had long since thinned to the point where he generally kept all of his hair cut short. He wore thin wire-rimmed glasses and had blue eyes that sometimes appeared gray.
Billingsly looked at the two men he had recruited. They had been quietly working together for years, helping to shape and steer America’s relationship with other countries. Billingsly was anxious to hear about China.
“You told them, right?” Billingsly asked.
“I told them exactly what you said,” Ralph Cummings replied. “But you know they don’t believe in God, right?” Ralph was the Assistant Secretary of the Treasury and spent most of his time flying to countries all over the globe, arranging for the sale of U.S Bonds and Treasury Notes. Cummings was thin and tall, just over six-four. His medium gray suit always seemed to be wrinkled, as if he slept in the only suit he had. At 37, he was near the height of his career in the Treasury Department. His experience and connections made him more of a permanent fixture at Treasury and less subject to replacement with the political change of the Secretary of the Treasury that often took place with the periodic change of the presidency.
“So who’d you talk to in China?”
“Minister Hu Gao Chen of the Ministry of Commerce,” Cummings said.
“Well,” Billingsly said, taking another puff on his cigar and blowing it into a smoke ring above him, “maybe he believes now.”
“Come on,” Ralph said. “It’s a different world out there now. The global economy is changing. Hell, with Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa collaborating to create a new banking system, it’s no surprise the Chinese don’t want to buy more U.S. debt. Yeah, we pay them good interest, but the Chinese are committed to buying up as much gold as they can. That message was loud and clear when I was there. And telling them the God of America would punish them for refusing to buy U.S. debt was a joke — a bad joke. But I told ‘em, James, I told ‘em.”
“Good,” Billingsly replied. “I think you will find them more cooperative on your next visit.”
“Look,” Ralph said, “I get the American Gung Ho thing, I really do. But you have to understand; the Chinese aren’t some dumb backward country anymore. They’re savvy, shrewd business people. They aren’t thinking about today, or tomorrow, or next year. They’re looking a hundred years down the road, and you know what they see? They see China where the U.S. is today, the single super power in the world. Do you know what the Chinese character for China is?”
“I can hardly wait,” Billingsly replied taking another puff of his cigar.
“It’s a rectangle with a line drawn down through the middle of it. It means the center. That’s how they see China, the center of the world, the only center and the only power that will prevail over everything. God, or no God, they intend to rule the world.”
Billingsly smiled. “They don’t know what real power is. You can’t become what you don’t understand. We wield the real power in this world. Just you remember that on your next trip to China. You’ll see. They’re smart enough to know who holds the power and who doesn’t. They’ll be happy to buy all the Bonds and Treasury Notes you offer them. Trust me, it’s a done deal.”
Billingsly looked over at Clive Bentonhouse, an Under Secretary in the Department of State. “So who’s not cooperating with you?” Bentonhouse was a career bureaucrat at State. He wore an immaculate dark-toned suit with a light gray shirt and a gold tie. He was 48, hair graying around the temples, well groomed, and at six feet tall with a medium build, he mixed well with diplomats from the Middle East. He spoke the local languages fluently, having grown up in Jordan, Saudi Arabia and Lebanon. His father was British and his mother American. The two had met during assignments in the Middle East and gradually arranged their placements to coincide with each other.
“The usual suspect,” Clive replied, “Iran has walked away from negotiations on limiting their nuclear ambitions, again.”
“When’s your next meeting with them?” Billingsly asked.
“Next week.”
“Send them a message,” Billingsly said. “Privately.” He checked the calendar on his phone and smiled. “Tell them that we will be sending them a warning on the thirteenth, at noon, their time.”
“What kind of warning?” Bentonhouse asked.
“Just leave it at that,” Billingsly replied. “They’ll figure it out.”
“Okay,” Bentonhouse replied, “the thirteenth at noon. You sure it’s okay to do things this way?”
“Which way is that?” Billingsly asked rhetorically. “Tell me, what did your Secretary of State know about foreign relations when he became your boss?”
“Nothing, really,” Bentonhouse replied.
“And how much experience do you have in foreign relations?”
“Twenty four years.”
“Look,” Billingsly said. “These political appointees will come and go. They can’t be trusted or depended on for anything approaching serious transactions. That requires our experience and collective wisdom. We serve a higher purpose than whatever political wind is blowing this week in Washington. We act in the interest of the world’s only superpower, to maintain and increase that superpower status and respect throughout the world. An elected politician can’t be expected to maintain that vision, always needing to be re-elected, that’s why we have to work beneath the surface, to continue the legacy that made us the one superpower of the world. That’s our purpose and our function. We make the politicians look good, and they never know the nitty-gritty details of how things are made to happen. That’s our job, and we do it well. Just remember, they may take the credit, but we are the ones who make things happen.”

CHAPTER 7

Beijing, China
Guang Xi was awakened by the doctor and a team of nurses.
“Wha — What are you doing?” Guang Xi asked.
“Your bandages have to be changed,” the nurse stated.
For the first time Guang Xi realized that there were bandages on his face, hands and chest. “Why do I have all of these bandages?” he asked.
“You were severely burned,” the doctor replied.
“But there’s no pain,” Guang Xi said. “Burns cause pain, and I don’t have any pain in my face and hands.”
“Severe burns, like you have, kill the nerves, so there is no pain,” the doctor said.
“Severe burns?” Guang Xi said. “How severe?”
The doctor looked him straight in the eyes. “I’m sorry. You have lost the skin on your face, the back of your hands and on your fore arms and chest. The damage has been extensive.”
“But, how?” Guang Xi asked.
“We don’t really know,” the doctor replied. “The army doctor that brought you in said he thought the burns were from very high levels of electromagnetic radiation, but we’ve never seen anything like your burns before. We’re really just guessing at this point.”
Guang Xi looked down at his hands as the nurse removed the last bandage. His hands looked bright red, and somewhat shiny. “I can’t feel my hands,” Guang Xi said. “What have you done to me?”
“During your surgery we replaced your burned skin with an artificial skin product. It will help your body regenerate skin tissue, but for now we have to keep it tight against the underlying tissue so it will bond.”
“And my face?”
The doctor glanced over at a nurse and nodded. She picked up a mirror and held it so Guang Xi could see. He quickly drew in a breath. This can’t be! His face was shiny bright red and boney in appearance. The artificial skin extended up over the top of his scalp. Where are my ears? His right ear was gone with only a small knobby protrusion remaining of his left ear. He felt nauseated by the sight of his own features. How is Meili going to react? He reached up and touched his face. He couldn’t feel the contact of his fingers, nor could he sense anything on his face.
“I can’t feel anything,” Guang Xi stated anxiously.
“I know,” the doctor replied. “You won’t have any nerves in the new skin that grows. Nerves won’t regenerate themselves.”
“How am I going to live like this? This is horrible!”
The doctor paused, breathed out slowly and continued, “We can start to rebuild the outer ears after six months to a year. You’re going to need a lot of medical care over the next two to three years, so we’re going to see a lot of each other. In order for this to work, we must base our communications on truth and trust. Rebuilding the damaged parts of your body is a long, slow ordeal. I’ve taken other severe burn patients through this same process. I will be completely honest with you during every step, but you have to trust me that in the end, you can have a reasonably normal life.”
Guang Xi’s mind was racing; jumping from one thought to another at hyper-speed. He couldn’t focus. His breathing was fast and shallow. A nurse checked his pulse and blood pressure.
She looked at the doctor. “High, but not dangerous.”
The doctor reached over and took ahold of Guang Xi’s shoulder. “Breathe deeply. Slow down. You’re alive, and you’re going to recover.”
Guang Xi took several deep breaths and tried to get his mind to focus. As he did so, his foot started to hurt. He looked down at the thin blanket that covered his body. He could see the pointed rise in the blanket where his left foot was, but on the right, the blanket fell flat to the bed below his knee. “What happened to my foot?”
“Gangrene,” the doctor replied. “There was nothing else we could do.”
Guang Xi fell back on the bed, tears flowing from his eyes, only he couldn’t feel them on his face. He realized he never would. He would never feel Meili’s gentle touch against his cheek, the feel of her against his chest or her stroking his arms. All of that was gone; gone forever.
“Why?” Guang Xi screamed. “Why me?”
The doctor and the nurses remained silent, staring at the floor instead of meeting his gaze. He looked frantically around the room, suddenly feeling as though he had become invisible.
“Why me?” he screamed again, as he fell into uncontrollable weeping.
The doctor immediately left the room, as did all but one nurse, who had to finish re-bandaging his face. Then, just as quietly, she left him as well. She returned within two minutes and injected something into his IV line. A few seconds later he felt warm and relaxed again.
* * *
“What happened at the fault?” Dr. Huang asked.
“The earthquake?” Guang Xi asked.
“Yes,” Dr. Huang replied. “What exactly did you see?”
Guang Xi felt spacey, but his mind seemed to be somewhat lucid. “This curtain of light formed over the fault. It was afternoon and the sun was out, but this curtain of light was brighter than the sunlight.”
“It was right over the fault?” Dr. Huang asked.
“Yes,” Guang Xi confirmed. “It was directly over the fault.”
“And it appeared before the earthquake?”
“Yes, about ten seconds before the quake erupted.”
Dr. Huang leaned back in his chair. “That’s exactly what the instruments showed. I expected something in the electromagnetic spectrum, but this was too high to measure. Every electromagnetic sensor was at maximum intensity. The signals went from zero to maximum, stayed there for exactly ninety seconds, and then dropped suddenly back to zero. The quake started, as you noted, ten seconds after the electromagnetic sensors hit maximum, and continued for eighty seconds, after which the quake began to diminish. By the time the quake had spread out and traveled through the rock strata, the total time of the quake was around two minutes.”
“What magnitude?” Guang Xi asked, the clinical portion of his mind taking over.
“Initial analysis indicates a 7.9, but it looks more like an 8.0 to me.”
Guang Xi breathed out quickly. “That’s massive. How extensive was the damage?”
“Still gathering data, but from the aerial survey, it looks like we’re in the range of 12 million buildings damaged or destroyed. The army has been working to clear landslides from the roads 24 hours a day, but with all of the damage to the roads and infrastructure, we’re two to three weeks from reaching the outer sections of the provinces.”
“How many dead?” Guang Xi asked.
Dr. Huang lowered his head and paused. “We don’t know. Based on what we have found so far, we’re guessing at 50,000 to 100,000 dead, 200,000 to 400,000 injured.”
“I’m lucky to be alive.”
“Yes, you are,” Dr. Huang replied. “And that’s exactly what I want you to concentrate on. You’re lucky to be alive.”
“Meili?”
“I have spoken to her. She was visiting her family in Yantai. She will be here tomorrow.”
Guang Xi stared off into the corner of the room, his mind drifting deeper into the dream state.
“You need to rest,” Dr. Huang said. “I’ll be back to visit later.”
Guang Xi closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.
* * *
The next day Guang Xi saw Dr. Huang waiting as the nurses removed the bandages from his face and arms. Once all of the bandages were gone the attending doctor bent forward and examined Guang Xi intently.
“So far, so good,” the doctor said. “No sign of infection.”
Guang Xi looked up. Meili stood in the doorway staring at him. Shock and horror firmly etched in her face.
“Meili?” Guang Xi said.
She turned and bolted down the hall.
“Meili,” he shouted. “Meili, come back! Meili!”
Dr. Huang immediately got up and ran after Meili. Ten minutes later he returned — alone. The look on Dr. Huang’s face told Guang Xi everything he needed to know. Meili was gone, and she wouldn’t be coming back. Guang Xi stared down at the bed and his missing right leg.
“Look,” Dr. Huang said quietly. “This was a great shock for her. She’s going to need time to adjust. Right now the artificial skin doesn’t look very good, but in a year, it’ll look just like normal skin. You’ll see. Your life will get better, much better. Then she may reconsider.”
Guang Xi looked at him and shook his head. “No, she won’t. She’s very social. She can’t be seen with someone like I am now. A year or two years will not change what she wants. It’s over. She’s gone, just like the rest of my life.” He returned to staring at his missing right leg.
“You’re a very smart and very valuable person, Guang Xi. Your position at the University is secure. Your life will be good again, I promise.” Guang Xi didn’t look at anything other than his missing leg. After half an hour of Guang Xi’s continued silence and lack of eye contact, Dr. Huang stood up. “Perhaps tomorrow will be better,” he said from the doorway, and then he left.
* * *
The nurse gently shook Guang Xi awake.
“You have visitors,” she said quietly.
Guang Xi saw Dr. Huang and two other men standing in his room. The first man wore the typical University attire, matching shirt and slacks. He was short and squat in stature with a bald head and a chubby face. He wore thin wire-rimmed glasses over intense dark eyes.
“Guang Xi,” Dr. Huang said. “This is Dr. Zheng from the University Department of Experimental Physics.
The other man wore an Army uniform with a number of medals on his chest. The applet on his shoulder bore one gold star.
“This is Junior General Fong,” Dr. Huang said. “He is from the CNSA, China’s Space Agency.” Dr. Huang leaned closer to Guang Xi and whispered, “He’s also a member of the Ministry of State Security.”
“How can I help you?” Guang Xi said, looking at Junior General Fong.
“I just need to confirm a few facts,” Fong replied. “The curtain of light was several miles long — over a thousand feet high and bright enough to be seen in direct sunlight?”
“Yes,” Guang Xi answered.
“We have calculated the energy requirements to create a light curtain of that description,” Dr. Zheng said. “We are in the range of two terajoules.”
Guang Xi ran the numbers in his mind. “That’s the equivalent of… 480 metric tons of TNT. No wonder the earthquake was so massive. You’re saying… That’s not natural. That couldn’t happen by itself.”
Dr. Zheng nodded.
“I told you,” Dr. Huang added. “He’s the brightest grad student at the University.”
“Somebody did this,” Guang Xi said firmly. “Somebody did this to me!” Anger exploded from Guang Xi. “This was no accident. This was not fate. This was deliberate!”
“Yes,” Fong replied.
“Who did this to me?” Guang Xi screamed. “Who did this!”
“There is only one facility on the planet that can direct and focus that kind of power,” Fong said. “That facility belongs to the United States of America.”

CHAPTER 8

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Mayor Willa McBride chaired the committee that judged the sand sculpturing competition which officially launched the summer season in Dolphin Beach. The tide was moving out, so the gray sand was wet and perfect for mounding and shaping into the exotic art forms that were such a favorite with the tourists. Artists came from the entire Pacific Northwest area, and as far south as Northern California. As Willa and the Judging Committee moved from one sculpture to the next Willa’s favorite for first prize kept changing. The pacific dolphin leaping from the water, about to jump over a surfer was her current favorite. Each year there was always a sculpture of Poseidon surrounded by mermaids that took one of the top three medals in the competition. This year there was also a mermaid riding a giant crab in the running for a medal. There was the traditional castle complete with knights standing guard and something quite unusual: a large fat Buddha with his legs crossed in the Lotus position, which appeared to be floating above the surrounding water, with a ring of fish nearly standing on their tails in admiration.
Willa held back on her opinion as the committeemen discussed their choices. With six committee members, Willa would vote only to break a tie, which wasn’t necessary this year. First prize went to the dolphin jumping over the surfer. It was, after all, Dolphin Beach. With the judging done and medals awarded, Willa strolled back to the city offices.
Oceanside Drive bordered the beach near the Village Center, with small B&B’s between the shore and Oceanside Drive both to the north and to the south. Hill Street formed the south end of the Village Center and made its way up hill to the east, connecting with Highway 101. Main Street began just to the north of Village Center and ran parallel to Oceanside Drive, ending in a cul-de-sac at the Ocean Grand Hotel and the base of Promontory Point.
A young man rose from the single visitor’s chair as Willa walked in the door. He was tall and thin, almost too thin. His hair was long, medium brown and not well combed. He also had the scruffy beginnings of a beard. He wore a dark blue sweatshirt bearing the logo of a coffee house she didn’t recognize, and a pair of faded jeans. The only thing that looked decent were the brightly colored cross-trainer shoes he was wearing.
“Ms. McBride, I’m Jason Roberts,” he said holding out his hand.
Willa shook hands with him, wondering what he wanted. “How can I help you, Jason?” she asked. Since becoming mayor, she had realized that everyone who came in to see her wanted something from her.
“Actually, I’m here to help you,” Jason replied. “I’m a graduate student at the California Institute of Technology and my master’s thesis is on the Cascadia Subduction Zone.”
“Okay,” Willa replied. “This sounds like something we’d be better off sitting down to discuss.” She led him into her office and closed the door. “Run this by me again, please.” He carried his backpack in with him and plopped it down on the floor next to the chair.
“Sure,” Jason said as he sat down. “I work in the Earth Sciences Department at Caltech. Only the brightest and the best get to go there.”
“Right,” Willa replied as she sat in her chair, wondering what was coming next.
“As I said, my master’s thesis is on the Cascadia Subduction Zone.”
“I’ve heard of it, but I don’t understand your concern. So why are you here?”
“Most everyone’s familiar with the San Andreas fault that runs through California. What most people don’t know is that it connects with two other fault lines after it leaves the coast of northern California at the Mendocino Triple Junction. The Cascadia Subduction Zone starts there and runs north to Vancouver Island.”
“Okay, so why are you here?” Willa asked again. Why can’t he just get to the point?
“I’m actually spending my summer as a CREW volunteer. That’s the Cascadia Region Earthquake Workgroup. I’m reviewing tsunami evacuation plans for all of the coastal towns and providing updated information where those plans need to be revised.”
“Well, our plan has been in place for years now; there are signs directing people where to go during an alert.”
“Yes, well, I accessed the plan for Dolphin Beach through the Internet, and from what we learned from the earthquake and tsunami in Sumatra, your plan needs to be revised. I’m here to help you do that.”
“It sounds like there’s some sort of a catch coming,” she said.
“Of course there is,” he replied. “But not much of one.” He reached into his pants pocket and produced a folded piece of paper and handed it to her. He also took out his wallet, removed his California Driver’s license and his Caltech ID card and placed them on her desk, as well.
The letter was from the Cascadia Region Earthquake Workgroup introducing Jason Roberts. It authorized him to work as a volunteer and asked only that he be allowed to use local camping facilities along the Pacific Northwest Coast as he performed his review of evacuation plans during the summer break. There was a phone number if she had any questions. Willa reached for the phone and was about to dial the number when she had another idea. Instead of the number on the piece of paper, she called information and gave them the name of the organization. Jason smiled and looked around the office. Once Willa verified the phone number she asked to be directly connected. A one-minute conversation verified who Jason was and what he was doing. The lady from CREW asked if Jason had brought his backpack into the office. Willa glanced down next to the chair where Jason was sitting. There was the large dirty backpack.
“Yes,” Willa replied.
“Tell him to keep it off the furniture and the carpeting,” she said. “He treats every place as if it were a dorm room.”
“Okay, thanks,” Willa replied.
“At least you called to verify,” Jason said. “A lot of people don’t even bother doing that.”
This is annoying, she thought. The last thing I need today is some intellectual trying to show me how bright he is. “So what exactly will you be doing here?” she asked patiently.
“My dad owns the largest architectural firm in L.A. He wants me to be his legacy. I got my B.S. in architecture but really liked geology. Growing up in L.A., I became fascinated by earthquakes, so I picked Earth Sciences for my Master’s degree program. I will be looking at the topography of your town, the building structures, the infrastructure and laying out what the people of Dolphin Beach can expect during and immediately following a major earthquake and tsunami. The extent of detail will be up to you. I’d prefer a detailed plan down to the household level, but like I said, that’s up to you and your town council. I don’t want to be invasive to the point where I’m making people uncomfortable, but the more detailed information people have, the higher the survival rate is going to be.”
Survival rate? What is he trying to do, scare everybody? “It sounds like you expect something to happen sooner rather than later. What do you know that we don’t?” Willa asked.
Jason glanced down at the floor and then around the room and through the glass window into the main reception area before returning his gaze to her. “Scientists will tell you there is no scientific method to predict an earthquake, and to a point, that is true. But there are patterns and cycles of activity and non-activity. Those patterns and cycles have been generally reliable until about a dozen years ago. What I am going to tell you isn’t a prediction, nor is it scientifically based, and it isn’t meant for public consumption. Can we agree on that?”
“Okay,” Willa said, wondering what was coming next. “What’s happening?”
“Major earthquakes are essentially random events, so sometimes they happen close in time to one another, and sometimes they don’t. We have had an unusual number of major earthquakes in the world that don’t fit the randomness associated with normal earthquakes. There’s a disturbing pattern emerging. Now the people at Cal Tech don’t agree with me, but I see a very un-natural pattern over the last twelve years, especially with subduction zones like Cascadia off the Northwest Coast.”
“So what exactly are you saying?” Willa asked, the feeling of alarm rising in her chest.
“I think the Cascadia Subduction Zone will experience a catastrophic event within the next two years, probably sooner rather than later.”
“How do you know that?” Willa demanded, her alarm turning to panic.
“Look,” Jason said quietly. “Something is wrong. I don’t know why it’s happening, but I see the pattern. It’s un-natural, and frankly, it terrifies me. Something has changed in the world and it involves geologic events, like the 8.4 Magnitude subduction zone quake in Peru, 2001, and the 9.2 Magnitude Sumatran quake in 2006 where 230,000 people perished. Add in the 7.0 Haiti quake in 2010, the recent 8.0 quake in China, and the whole thing is just spooking me out. My greatest fear is that it will happen here next. That’s really why I’m doing this. I have to do something. Warning people and helping them to be prepared is what I can do. Will you help me do that?”
Willa was having trouble focusing her thoughts. The threat of an impending major earthquake had her rattled. Trying hard to calm herself, Willa asked, “How many mayors of towns along the coast have you told about this?”
Jason lowered his head. “You’re the third one. Most of the town mayors won’t even give me a chance to talk to them. They’re too busy. They think I’m some kind of kook.”
Yeah, I can see how they might come to that conclusion. “How sure are you that this is going to happen?”
Jason looked her straight in the eyes. “I could have spent the summer surfing. Instead I’m embarrassing myself in front of every mayor along the Pacific Northwest Coast I can get in to see. If I’m wrong, my career in Earth Sciences is over before it begins. I’m not wrong.”
“Why not just alert people through the media?”
“That was my first choice,” Jason replied. “No one would believe me. No scientific proof. Even my teachers at Cal Tech don’t see the pattern, but I do. It’s there. It’s going to happen.”
Willa drummed her fingers on the desk as she thought about what Jason had said. What if he’s right and Dolphin Beach is in danger? What if he’s wrong? What if he really is just a kook? What does he have to gain from this? Money? Notoriety? He hadn’t asked for any money, and the notoriety is all bad if he’s wrong. He doesn’t gain anything unless he’s right. The fact that the lady from CREW referred to him as a super genius and said he was honest was an important factor.
“Are you on any meds?” she asked, wondering if he might be mentally ill.
Jason laughed out loud. “No,” he said. “You’re actually the first one to ask.”
“What if I tell people what’s going to happen?”
“Then you join me in kooksville. It’s political suicide, but that is entirely up to you.”
Willa carefully considered the potential consequences. Keeping quiet but prepared seemed like the most reasonable choice. Everything else involved unacceptable levels of risk. Friends would be running for city council positions in November and they were counting on her as mayor to give them a foot-hold in the election. Too much was at stake. “You said you don’t want to be invasive. Exactly what did you have in mind?”
“I like your style,” Jason said. “You obviously care about your town and the people that live here. For the most part, people won’t even know I’m here. I’ll be taking measurements of the roads and buildings. I’ve got a laser device for that, so it won’t be too obvious. I’ll create a computer model of Dolphin Beach and a model of what would happen during a major earthquake and tsunami. I’d like to present it to you and then to the town, so everyone understands exactly what could happen. The invasive part would be briefly looking at each home and business and creating a personal evacuation plan for those people. I’ll need your permission and the authorization of the town council for that phase. Most towns stop with the public presentation, but I’d really like to do more.”
“Okay,” Willa said tentatively. “Let’s take it to the presentation and then we can see what the mood of the town is after that.”
“Great,” Jason said. “It’ll take me three to four days to get the presentation ready, which looks like Saturday. Would that work for you?”
“I’ll make that happen,” Willa replied. “The city campground is free and there is electricity provided. Just pick your spot and you’re good to go.”
“Perfect,” Jason replied. “Thank you. I’ll see you on Saturday.”

CHAPTER 9

Beijing, China
A week later, Guang Xi, wrapped in a white hooded robe that covered his chest and his head, was lifted into a wheelchair. Dr. Huang supervised his transport to the Government Administration Building where they waited in a small room off the main hallway.
“Who will be here?” Guang Xi asked.
“Premier Li Qijing requested the meeting, so I presume he will be here. I am uncertain beyond that.” Dr. Huang replied.
Guang Xi’s stomach tightened and his breathing became shallow. “What am I supposed to say?”
“I don’t know,” Dr. Huang answered. “Just be open and honest.”
The door opened and several large men entered the room, closed the door and looked around. Apparently satisfied, one of them opened the door again. An older man walked in. He was of medium height and build and wore an expensive suit and silk red-striped tie. His hair was solid black and brushed back. Dr. Huang quickly stood erect and placed his hand on Guang Xi’s shoulder. Guang Xi attempted to stand but the older man shook his head and motioned for Guang Xi to remain seated.
“Premier Li Qijing,” Dr. Huang said, “this is Guang Xi.”
The Premier of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China bowed slightly and looked into the eyes of Guang Xi. “I have heard a great deal about you,” the Premier said. “I am glad to finally meet you.”
“Premier, it is my great honor to be here and be of service to you,” Guang Xi replied, wondering if he was being too personal.
The door opened again and a second man entered the small room. This man was tall, solidly built and wore an Army General’s uniform. Guang Xi noted the applets on his shoulders; they were yellow and gold striped with five gold stars in a circle.
The Premier turned to face the General. “General, this is Guang Xi.” Turning back, the Premier completed the introduction, “Guang Xi, this is General Special Class Hu Jiang Xi, Commander of the People’s Liberation Army.” The General bowed slightly.
Guang Xi opened his mouth to speak, but his mind froze, unable to form any words.
The General smiled. “May I have a look at your injuries?”
Guang Xi nervously nodded in response. The General stepped forward, knelt down, and gently pulled back the hood from the white robe, and then carefully opened the front of the robe. He quickly examined Guang Xi’s new skin and lack of ears. He tenderly replaced Guang Xi’s robe and looked him straight in the eyes.
“You are a true hero of the People’s Republic of China. You are the only eye witness to the cause of the 8.0 Magnitude earthquake that claimed the lives of almost 70,000 people. Are you certain that the curtain of light you saw is the primary cause of the earthquake?”
Guang Xi glanced up at Dr. Huang, who simply nodded in return. “I have studied the Longmenshan Fault for some time now,” Guang Xi said. “Normally there is some seismic activity that precedes an earthquake of this size, including some electromagnetic activity, which we were monitoring. None of that was present. I am confident that the electromagnetic energy that formed the curtain of light over the fault is the sole cause of the earthquake, and the source of that energy was the American Military facility in Alaska.”
General Hu Jiang Xi nodded slowly, stood up and faced Dr. Huang. “I understand the technology to do this is secret and generally unknown?”
“Very much so,” Dr. Huang replied. “We became aware of it only because Guang Xi was there and survived. Without his knowledge of science, we still wouldn’t know.”
The General turned toward Premier Li Qijing. “I think you’re right. This changes everything. We have to build and demonstrate our own weapon. Only then will we be in a position to stop another attack such as this from happening again.”
“I also think your point of not being able to trust the Americans is well taken. We don’t know what else they are capable of doing,” the Premier said. “Having their people inside our country presents an unacceptable risk.” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and punched in a number. “This decision will affect China financially. I’m bringing in Minister Hu Gao Chen of the Ministry of Commerce.”
The General didn’t speak again until the Minister arrived. Within a minute there was a knock on the door and Minister Chen entered.
“We are going to implement the plan you and I discussed about removing the Americans from our country,” the Premier said to Minister Chen. “Do you have the figures on the financial impact this will have on China’s economy?”
“Yes,” Minister Chen replied. “It will cause a recession in our economy. Many of our people will be out of work. If we had some major government project with which to employ our people, the impact would be minimized.”
“That I think we can supply,” the Premier replied.
“We have confirmed that China has been intentionally attacked,” the General said, “We cannot let this go without a military response.”
“But it must be done in a way that the people who ordered the attack on us will understand, but the general public will not be aware of what we have done. We must be very careful about the international perception of this event. The reprisal must be as covert as America’s original attack on us,” the Premier replied.
“Agreed,” the General said. “But what I don’t understand is why America attacked us in the first place.”
“That we may never know,” Premier Li replied.
Minister Chen suddenly had a puzzled look on his face.
The General turned to Guang Xi and Dr. Huang. “Will you help us formulate a plan for the reprisal?”
“Yes,” Guang Xi said firmly.
Dr. Huang reluctantly nodded.
“Then we will secure the necessary authorization from the Central Committee,” the Premier said. “Let the General know when you have a plan.”
“Wait a minute,” Minister Chen said suddenly. “I may know why China was attacked.”
* * *
Dr. Huang brought Guang Xi to the Peking University Earth Sciences Lab along with Dr. Zheng and Junior General Fong.
“General Hu Jiang Xi wants to know exactly how we can duplicate, or better yet, improve on the technology that was used against us,” Fong said. “He knows, in broad concepts, how the technology works, but we need specifics if we are to build our own weapon.”
“Yes, yes,” Dr. Huang replied. “But two terajoules of electromagnetic energy is more power than the United States generates in all of its cities combined. How can that much energy be created in one place?”
“Do you know how much energy is released in one lightning strike?” Dr. Zheng asked.
“No,” Dr. Huang replied.
“On average, 10 million Joules,” Dr. Zheng said. “If you were to generate that kind of power in a machine, you would need a generator capable of generating 10,000 megawatts.”
“And we’re looking at something 200,000 times that size,” Dr. Huang said. “It can’t be done.”
“No, no,” Fong said. “If I get what Dr. Zheng is leading us to, you don’t have to generate that much power, you just have to direct it, right?”
“Exactly,” Dr. Zheng replied. “How much energy was released by the 8.0 Magnitude earthquake in Sichuan Province?”
Dr. Huang thought for a moment. “Sixty three petajoules, that’s… 6.3 times ten to the sixteenth power.”
“And what amount of energy triggered that release?” Dr. Zheng asked.
“Two Terajoules.”
“And the ratio between the two?”
“Thirty thousand to one,” Guang Xi answered. “Approximately.”
“And what if you had access to a generator that produced not only thousands, but millions of times that amount of power?” Dr. Zheng asked.
“There’s no such machine on earth that can generate that kind of power,” Dr. Huang said.
“Sure there is,” Dr. Zheng replied. “You’re standing on it.”
Everyone held a blank expression on his face as he stared back at Dr. Zheng. Suddenly Guang Xi smiled. “The earth,” Guang Xi replied. “The planet generates that much power.”
“Precisely,” Dr. Zheng said. “I’ve been involved in China’s High Frequency Active Aural Research Project, which was fashioned after the American HAARP facility in Gakona, Alaska. We actually have the technology to do what the Americans have done, just not on the same scale that they are using.”
“China has built the largest dam in the world,” Fong said. “We can certainly build the largest HAARP facility.”
“Yes, we can,” Dr. Zheng replied. “The technology is based on a phased antenna array. What that means is that if we apply radio frequency energy to a system of antennas all at the same time, the projected energy goes straight up and spreads out as it travels. By sending the radio frequency to the antenna system in a tightly controlled sequence instead of all at once, we can control the direction of the energy. This sequence is referred to as phasing, so the antenna array becomes a phased antenna array, which is capable of generating a radio frequency energy beam in any direction. By using a large antenna array, like the Americans have, in addition to directing the energy beam, the phasing can start at the outside of the array and work its way to the center, which focuses the beam on a specific spot rather than allowing the beam to spread out as it would naturally.
“The process is actually two-fold. First it heats a section of the upper region of the ionosphere to form a concave reflector, then it creates fluctuations in the electrojet, and aims those fluctuations at the reflector, which in turn focuses that power at a specific place on the surface of the planet. The directed and focused energy is the weapon.”
“The electrojet?” Guang Xi asked.
“The electrojet is composed of particles streaming into both the north and south magnetic poles of the earth from outer space. This is the actual source of the power. Our current HAARP facility can form the reflector in the ionosphere, but we need something a thousand times stronger to direct the energy from the electrojet into the reflector and on to a target,” Dr. Zheng said.
“And this is what the Americans have done?” Guang Xi asked.
“Yes,” Fong replied. “Here is the infra-red satellite image showing the heat generated in the new Alaska facility during the time immediately preceding the Sichuan earthquake.”
“Oh my,” Dr. Huang said, “this is a very large operation.”
“Yes, it is,” Fong replied. “The original project had only 180 phased array antennas. As you can see, the new facility is profoundly larger.”
“This is what burned me?” Guang Xi asked. “And destroyed my life?”
“Yes,” Dr. Zheng replied.
“Then I say we build a bigger one, and use it against America,” Guang Xi said.
“We can do that,” Fong replied, “with the consent of the Central Committee. But the real question is how do we punish America for what they have done without being blamed for doing so?”
“We could use the new technology to create a giant storm over America,” Guang Xi suggested.
“It took the Americans years of practice to understand exactly how the atmosphere reacted to each nuance of what they did to the Ionosphere and the electrojet,” Fong said. “We can’t go into this blindly.”
“Fong is right,” Dr. Zheng replied. “We are a long away from being able to create something on that scale with the weather. Planetary weather is a dynamic and constantly changing system. If you change one thing, something else is modified to restore balance. By creating a large storm in one place, we may cause a drought in another place as the planetary weather system rebalances itself.”
“So, we create a drought,” Guang Xi said. “We still accomplish our goal of punishing our enemy.”
“And if the drought happens here in China, and we starve our own people?” Dr. Huang replied. “Then what?”
Guang Xi exhaled strongly and looked down at the floor. “This isn’t so simple, is it?”
“Nor is it an easy thing to do,” Fong said.
“Could we create a moderately strong storm without risking a major backlash in the weather?” Guang Xi asked.
“Theoretically, yes,” Dr. Zheng admitted. “But the length of time we modify the ionosphere is also a significant factor in the rebalancing of the weather system.”
“So how long could we theoretically create a storm without a major backlash in the weather?” Dr. Huang asked.
“Five to seven days,” Fong replied. “That is what we have learned from monitoring what the Americans have been doing.”
“And how long does it take to create, say, a Category 5 storm?” Guang Xi asked.
“Again, from our monitoring of the Americans, 14 to 15 days.” Fong replied.
“So creating a large storm is out,” Dr. Huang replied.
“Not necessarily,” Fong answered. “It can still be used in conjunction with something else. We can get to a Category 3 storm in five to seven days if that is part of another plan.”
“So what else can we do?” Guang Xi asked.
“Can this new technology be used to trigger a volcanic eruption?” Dr. Huang asked.
“Theoretically, yes,” Dr. Zheng replied. “But again, we — ”
“I know, I know,” Guang Xi interjected. “We need more experience with the technology to use it at that level.”
“It seems our best option is to focus on what we know best,” Dr. Huang said.
“Earthquakes,” Guang Xi said softly. “But we don’t have the experience with the new technology to do that effectively, do we?”
“No,” Dr. Zheng replied.
“Right now, the only way we could trigger a large earthquake would be to plant explosives along a fault line and detonate them in a specific sequence,” Guang Xi said. “There’s nowhere in America we could do that and not be seen. We couldn’t do it.”
“There is a major fault line close to America where we wouldn’t be seen,” Dr. Huang said. “And with the right explosives and the right timing it would look entirely natural.”
“And the results would be deadly?” Fong asked.
“Very much so,” Guang Xi replied picking up on where Dr. Huang was going with the discussion. “The Cascadia Subduction Zone is physically almost identical to the Sumatra-Andaman Subduction Zone. The same depth under the water, the same distance from land, but it’s only about two thirds the length.”
Fong yanked his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed. He moved away from the small group and spoke quietly for a few minutes and then hung up. “The Sumatra-Andaman earthquake and tsunami triggered something in my memory. I’m having some research done. We should have results here momentarily.
“The northwest coast of America isn’t heavily populated like Sumatra and Indonesia, and the coastal configuration is different. The effect of the tsunami wouldn’t be as significant.”
“But it would still — ”
Fong’s cell phone rang. He answered and listened. “That’s what I thought. Thank you.” He put his phone back in his pocket.
“There’s something else you need to know,” Fong said. “The United States Secretary of Defense personally visited Sumatra and several other places where the earthquake and tsunami damage was at its maximum.”
“Okay,” Dr. Huang replied. “So he personally visited the site of the disaster, so what?”
“It was the only disaster site he personally visited.” Fong replied. “Ever.”
“It was a weapon test,” Dr. Huang said suddenly. “That’s why he went to the site — to see the effectiveness of the weapon.”
“You can’t be serious,” Dr. Zheng replied.
“They killed 230,000 people for a weapon test?” Guang Xi said.
Dr. Huang was visibly shaken. “So many people. So much death and destruction. Isn’t there some other way of doing this?”
Fong reached out and put his hand on Dr. Huang’s shoulder. “I know the doubts you have. I’ve had them too. I keep wondering if there is another way.”
“Yes,” Dr. Huang replied. “A diplomatic way — an agreement not to use a weapon like this against our people.”
“Unfortunately, there is an agreement already in place,” Fong replied. “And the Americans violate that agreement with impunity. Each year the coast of China is pummeled by typhoons, some of which we now know have been created and controlled by this military facility in Alaska — a facility that is under the complete control of the United States Government. The question I keep coming back to is what will it take to stop these attacks against us and our people? If we don’t reply in this harsh method, what motivation will the American government and military have to stop what they are doing?”
“If we do not draw American blood, they will continue to attack us secretly, won’t they?” Dr. Huang asked.
“I have come to no other conclusion,” Fong replied. “Neither has the Premier nor the General. What we propose to do here, is done out of necessity, not revenge.”
Dr. Huang went reluctantly to his computer and started typing. Within two minutes the printer began spitting out sheets of seismic recordings. “Here, look at this.” Dr. Huang placed the first set of seismic recordings in front of the group. “Guang Xi, what do you see?”
“It’s a typical subduction zone rupture pattern.”
“Yes, it is,” Dr. Huang replied. “This is the seismic recording that was released from various countries, specifically from America first. Then other countries released the same recording.” He placed another seismic recording on the table.
“This one’s different,” Guang Xi commented. “Look, there are two spikes that shouldn’t be there.”
“This recording is of the same event, but from our own equipment,” Dr. Huang replied. ”What does this recording tell you?”
Guang Xi looked up at Dr. Huang. “Those two spikes are high velocity explosive signatures.”
“Yes,” Dr. Huang confirmed.
“It was a weapon test,” Dr. Zheng said. “And by releasing the seismic recordings and pushing other countries to release the same data, they covered up what they had done. No one would dare to challenge them.”
“So General Hu Jiang Xi was right in his suspicions, America is waging a secret war on other countries that don’t bend to its wishes,” Fong said.
“With impunity,” Dr. Zheng added.
“Yes,” Fong replied. “So far.”
“Guang Xi, what size do you estimate those two explosions to be?” Dr. Huang asked.
“The Sumatra-Andaman earthquake was what, a 9.2? That would make the explosive devices something in the range of… 100 kilotons each.”
“That places them in the nuclear range,” Dr. Zheng said. “Could that be a size launched from a submarine as a torpedo or a mine?”
“Yes,” Fong replied. “And it probably was.”
“Guang Xi, could you calculate what size explosives and how many would be needed to trigger the Cascadia Subduction Zone and not leave an explosive signature like this one did?”
Guang Xi thought for a moment. “Yes, I can.”
“Fong, inform General Hu Jiang Xi that we have a plan.”
“All we need now is the agreement of the Central Committee tomorrow,” Fong replied. “And America’s secret war against China will come to an end.”

CHAPTER 10

State Department, Washington D.C.
“What the hell is going on?” Senator Elizabeth Bechtel from Oregon demanded. She was 49, five-five in height, trim and fit, with dark brown hair, which she kept dyed on a regular schedule. She was attractive, but her sternness and relentless focus showed through her face.
“Senator, with all due respect, I can’t get into this with you right now. We’re in a state of crisis and I don’t have the time,” Secretary of State Sam Forrester replied.
“You’re going to make the time,” she insisted. I’ve known him for years, she thought. Either he talks tough or he acts. As long as he’s talking back, I can keep pushing. “I’m on the Senate Intelligence Committee. I know we have a freighter loaded with earthquake relief supplies that was just refused entry into Shanghai Harbor. All other relief ships are being let in and are unloading. I thought China was our friend. Why are they turning our ship away?”
“Look, I really don’t have the time, so can I get back to you?” he asked.
“No,” she replied firmly. “What’s wrong with our ship?” What is he hiding?
“Nothing,” he said. “Now please get out of my office. I’ll get back to you. I promise.”
She studied his face and recognized the panic he was trying to hide. “It’s more than just our relief ship, isn’t it? Have they turned any of our commercial ships away?”
“No, senator, they haven’t. Now get out of my office.” He stood defiantly for a moment. When she didn’t move he added, “Do I have to call security?”
She slowly walked around him, examining his features more closely. “Sam, you and I have been friends for a long time,” she said quietly. “We stood together in the Senate and fought for the same things, believed in the same things. Just because you’re Secretary of State now doesn’t change that. You look terrified. Nothing has ever affected you like this. If it’s not just our ship, what is it?”
He took a long breath and sighed. “It’s going to hit the news media in a matter of hours anyway. China just cancelled the visas for every American citizen in their country. Our people have 48 hours to leave the country.”
“Or what?” she asked, stunned by the revelation. “Or they will be arrested?”
“They didn’t say, but yes, the implication is that our people will be arrested.”
She raised her left hand to her mouth, paused and lowered it. “Certainly there must be some sort of diplomatic solution to this crisis? What is our ambassador in Beijing doing?”
“He’s trying to get in to see the Chinese President. So far he isn’t getting an answer from anyone. They’re ignoring him.”
If they’re stonewalling our people, this is serious. “Then the 48 hours doesn’t apply to our embassy?”
“No, it doesn’t.”
“What the hell happened?”
“I don’t know.”
“What about all of the companies we run inside of China?” she asked, the economic ramifications running through her mind. “What happens to them?”
“They might get nationalized. What most people don’t know is that the Chinese Military is a silent partner in every foreign company that operates in Mainland China.”
“We import a half trillion dollars’ worth of goods from China every year. What’s going to happen with that?”
He glanced out the window of his office, slowly returning his gaze to her. “We don’t know. Right now it’s just our people. So far no shipping has been affected, but that could change at any time.”
“And our military ships?”
“Nothing yet. Right now, we don’t have any U.S. military ships near Chinese waters, so we’ll have to wait and see what happens.
“Holy crap,” she said, as she sat in one of his chairs, suddenly feeling overwhelmed. “Any explanation from China?”
“Nope. Not a single word.”
“Did they seem angry? Upset?”
“With the Chinese, it’s often hard to tell, but no, no angry words — just an official notice to leave.”
“And you don’t have any idea why this is happening?”
“Not a clue. The CIA seems stumped, NSA is silent as usual. The President is coming unglued wanting to find out what happened.”
“Do you think it has something to do with the earthquake?” she asked.
Forrester shrugged. “The timing is curious, but so far we don’t have any evidence that it is connected to the order to leave.”
“Damn, this is serious,” she said. “The Chinese don’t do anything without a solid reason behind it. The political ramifications are immense. You’ll keep me informed?”
“Yes, I’ll do that.”
* * *
“Alexa, get Bob Schwartz from Pollard Research on the phone,” Senator Bechtel ordered as she entered her office in the Hart Office Building. She stopped and looked out the window in the direction of the White House. “Something’s about to blow up in our face and I need to know what it is.”
“Bob Schwartz, line two,” Alexa announced. Alexa was Senator Bechtel’s executive secretary.
Bechtel picked up the phone. “Bob, can we meet in the usual place? Yeah, ten minutes? Thank you.”
As Bechtel entered the small coffee shop located on H Street, she spotted Bob Schwartz at a small table. Bob was five-ten, sixty pounds overweight with heavy glasses, puffy cheeks and prematurely graying long hair pulled back in a ponytail. She smiled when she saw that he sat with his back to the front door. She always sat facing the door so she could see anyone that might approach. She looked around suspiciously before speaking.
“So what do you need to know?” he asked.
“I need some deep research on the recent Sichuan earthquake and how anything we have going on may be connected.”
“What is it you suspect has happened?”
“That’s just it. We have the earthquake in China, we send in a freighter full of relief supplies and our ship is the only one turned away. In addition, all visas for U.S. citizens in China have been cancelled. Everyone needs to leave in the next 48 hours.”
Bob sat back in his chair. “So it’s personal.”
“And serious,” she replied. “Dig into everything — not just the official side, look at the fringe stuff too. I need answers and I need them now.”
“Sounds like you want this off-book.”
“Yes,” she said. “I’ll see that you get the regular back-channel funding for this. How long?”
“The easy stuff I can get right away, but you probably already know what I will find. The deep stuff is going to take a week, maybe more, depending on what I find and what needs to be found under that. I’ll make it a priority.”
She smiled. “I knew I could count on you.”

CHAPTER 11

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Willa was talking with Betty in the Gift Shoppe when Jason strolled in.
“Nice place,” Jason stated. “I like the color combinations. I’m Jason Roberts,” he said as he offered his hand to Betty. As she shook his hand he continued, “I’m here to revise the evacuation plan for Dolphin Beach in case of a tsunami. I noticed a second story set back from the front of the Gift Shoppe. You live upstairs?”
Betty seemed taken aback by Jason’s question and took a step backwards.
“I checked on him,” Willa explained. “Caltech, genius, honest, exceptionally good at mechanical systems.” Jason blushed and then smiled at Betty.
“I didn’t see an outside stairway,” Jason said.
Betty studied him for a moment. “It’s storage.”
“Good,” Jason said. “No need for alternative egress.” He tapped on the screen of his tablet. “Thank you for helping. I apologize for the intrusion.” He turned and left.
Willa followed him to the next building and watched as he used his laser measuring device to measure the width, length and height of the front of the building. He stepped back to look at the roofline and tapped several more times on his tablet. He entered the barber shop next. Willa followed him in.
“Hi, I’m Jason Roberts. I’m here to revise the evacuation plan in case of a tsunami.” Jason shook hands with the barber. “I’ve got a few questions you can help me with.”
Willa watched as Jason asked about the age of the building and checked the general interior layout. He thanked the barber and turned to leave.
“I was thinking a presentation like you described would take months to prepare,” Willa said. Jason seemed surprised to see her standing there.
“Normally, it would,” he replied, “if you did it from nothing. But I’ve spent a year and a half developing this program. I’ve got 827 different types of buildings programmed in with different types of construction. All I have to do is select the building type, the size, the age, the soil conditions, the spacing from other structures and roof type. I also input the surrounding geography. From there I can select the magnitude of the earthquake, the earthquake type, proximity to water, distance from the epicenter and depth of the quake. The program generates the graphics and effects based on the mathematical model I developed.”
Willa felt overwhelmed with the scope of the information. “So, Saturday?”
“Saturday’s good,” he said as he turned his attention to the next building.
Over the next few days Willa saw Jason from time to time as she made her rounds talking with business owners about Saturday’s presentation. Jason spent Friday taking measurements of the streets, the side of the hill that surrounded Dolphin Beach and the sea shore. When he headed out on the wooden pier Willa followed him. She stopped and looked into the bucket next to one of the locals.
“Henry, how is the crabbing today?” Willa asked.
Henry turned. His face brightened as he saw Willa. Henry had retired two years ago. He was five ten with a small pot belly, a scruffy beard, and had an old pipe stuck in the corner of his mouth. He wore an old, worn, red and blue plaid flannel shirt, faded blue jeans and an ancient, army drab denim floppy hat. Pulling the pipe from his mouth with his right hand, he smiled.
“Willa, how are you doin’ today?”
“Good,” Willa replied. “You?”
“Oh, fine, fine,” he replied. “Crabs are hungry today. Doin’ real good. I’ll have plenty for Carla’s Catch of the Day.” Carla’s was one of the more popular restaurants in Dolphin Beach, located on Main Street, half a block north of the Village Center, specializing in seafood. “With a catch like this, she’ll fix me a nice crab dinner for free.”
“Oh, I think there’s more to her dinners than the crabs you catch.”
He blushed and looked down at the crab bucket. “Maybe. I really like her.”
“She likes you, too,” Willa replied. “You should ask her out.”
Henry fussed a bit, looking nervous. “Yeah, maybe, but I couldn’t really take her out for dinner, now could I? I mean she owns a restaurant and all.”
“She just might enjoy a dinner she didn’t have to cook, Henry. Think about that.”
Rather than wait for Henry to answer, Willa headed down the pier toward Jason.
The pier was a popular place for both tourists and locals. Blue Crabs were in abundant supply and catching them was the most popular sport in Dolphin Beach. She passed several more people with Blue Crabs in their buckets. The local restaurants would cook and prepare the crabs anyone brought in for a small fee. It was one of the nice touches that made Dolphin Beach a favorite and drew people from Washington, Oregon and Northern California.
“You have different pier types in your program?” Willa asked.
Jason had been looking down into the water at the end of the pier and spun around in surprise.
“Oh,” he replied. “Thirteen types of piers, 187 different types of bridges, which you don’t have, and 82 types of water towers, which you also don’t have.”
“We have the Three Sentinels,” Willa said, pointing to the three large rocks that stood their silent vigil over Dolphin Beach. ”Would they break up a tsunami?”
Jason looked at the three large rocks protruding out of the water. “Depends on the wave,” he said. He pointed the camera lens on his tablet toward the Three Sentinels and tapped the screen. “Do you happen to know how high they are?”
“Sure, the center one is eighty feet high, the one on the right is sixty five and the one on the left is sixty feet. But that depends on the tide. Each one has navigational lights mounted on it and the center one has a radio navigational beacon on top.”
“Okay, I can figure that in,” Jason said. “A small tsunami might be affected by them, but if we’re looking at the tsunami from the Cascadia Subduction Zone, then no, they wouldn’t make a difference.”
“But they’re really large rocks,” Willa replied, wondering exactly what Jason was thinking.
“Relative to a hundred foot tsunami, they’re not that big.”
Willa looked at the Three Sentinels and tried to imagine a wave that was that much higher than the Sentinels were. It was a frightening thought. “So what does it look like?” she asked.
“I don’t know yet,” he replied. “The Cascadia Region Earthquake Workgroup was focused more on rebuilding towns that have been destroyed. The working premise was that every town directly on the coast would be a total loss.”
Willa suddenly felt her knees weaken. She reached out to the railing for support. “What about the people?”
Jason turned to her. “That’s where I hope to make a difference.”
* * *
Saturday morning Willa checked her outfit in the mirror four times before deciding on the blue dress. She poured a cup of coffee that she couldn’t finish and skipped breakfast altogether. She felt like a nervous wreck. She held her hands out in front of her and watched her fingers to see how badly they were shaking. God, what are people going to think of all this?
“You can do this,” she said to herself. She looked in the mirror one more time, turning slightly to the right and then to the left. God, why on my watch?
People had arrived at the town movie theater early. Some had gone inside and taken seats. Some appeared to be too nervous to go inside at all. Willa watched their expressions, which ranged from worried to terrified. She felt encouraged by the number of people who looked only worried.
“Look,” she said to the group of people standing outside the theater. “I’m very worried too, but we’re better off knowing what could really happen rather than letting our imagination run away with us, or worse yet, ignoring something that is life threatening.” She looked at their expressions, searching for some sign of agreement.
“It’s a waste of time.” Frank Gillis said in a loud voice. “I looked it up. The Cascadia Fault ruptures only every 400 to 700 years. The last time was only 300 years ago. Nothing’s going to happen in our lifetime, so save your time and stop worrying. Go home.”
“Everyone on the coast knows this is a threat,” Willa replied, facing Frank. “We need to know exactly how big that threat is and exactly what could happen.”
“Could happen, but won’t,” Frank said.
“You don’t know that,” Willa shot back.
“You don’t know that it will,” Frank retorted.
Willa and Frank stood nose to nose, fuming at one another.
“Would it hurt to take a look?” Jason said calmly. Willa and Frank turned their angry expressions on Jason. “Come on,” Jason cajoled, “is a ten minute look going to kill anyone?”
Willa softened her expression and looked around. “We need to see what Jason has.” She walked around Jason and into the theater. Frank simply scoffed, turned and walked away. Some of the people followed Willa into the movie theater and some turned away and went home.
Jason waved Willa over toward him. “What Frank said is the popular notion of the time between major earthquakes of the Cascadia Subduction Zone, but if you go back over the last ten thousand years and look at the core samples from the most recent research, you’ll find there have been forty-one major earthquakes during that time. That averages out to two hundred thirty nine point nine years in between earthquakes. We’re currently at three hundred and thirteen years since the last major event, so we’re actually overdue for a major quake.”
“So there really is some scientific basis for what you are doing.” Willa replied. “Not just the un-natural pattern you see?”
“There is,” Jason said, “I just don’t want to turn this into a fear mongering session. I’d rather have people feel confident in their preparations than frozen in fear.”
“Okay,” Willa said, realizing the danger Dolphin Beach faced. Now, she was more nervous than before. She just hoped she could get through this presentation without her feelings locking up inside of her and freezing her into inaction. Willa waited as Jason made some last-minute adjustments to his equipment. When he was ready, he looked at her and nodded. Willa stepped to the center of the small stage at the front of the theater.
“Thank you for attending this presentation,” Willa began. “I know this is a contentious issue.” She looked around. To her surprise the theater was mostly full. “Jason Roberts is from the California Institute of Technology and is an expert on the Cascadia Subduction Zone that runs along the Pacific Northwest coastline. He is also an expert on buildings, their structure, and what happens to buildings during an earthquake. Will you please welcome Jason Roberts?”
The applause was sparse and unenthusiastic. Jason calmly walked to the center of the stage and pressed a button on his remote. An image of Dolphin Beach appeared on the screen, viewed from the ocean. “During a rupture of the Cascadia Subduction Zone, this is what will happen to Dolphin Beach.”

CHAPTER 12

Office of Covert Operations, the Pentagon
Vice Admiral Billingsly watched Rod Schneider stride quickly into his office and toss a report on the desk.
“We just received these images at the National Reconnaissance Office,” Schneider said. “Since it’s within your bailiwick, I thought you should see it right away.”
Billingsly studied Schneider’s face as he slowly took the report and opened it. From Schneider’s expression, this was something serious. As Billingsly read the report and examined the images, he sat up straighter in his chair. “When did this happen?”
“Within the last 48 hours,” Schneider replied.
“Dammit,” Billingsly said forcefully. “This is right next to their HAARP facility.”
“Yep,” Schneider replied. “That’s why I figured you needed to know right away.”
“Any idea how big it’s going to be?”
“Not yet. Right now they’re still working only at clearing two sides. We won’t know how big until they start on a third side.”
“How many hours a day are they working?”
“Around the clock. As you can see from the images they have 40 bull dozers clearing the ground. We count 60 more in transit to the site. Whatever it is, they want it big, and they want it in a hurry.”
“Shit,” Billingsly said. “This is serious.” He repeatedly clenched and unclenched his teeth.
“That’s what I thought. But why have they taken a sudden interest in drastically expanding this HAARP technology? They’ve had this facility operating for the last decade without expanding it. Why now?”
“Why doesn’t matter,” Billingsly replied, trying to cover what he had done. “The fact is this represents a clear danger to us. Something has to be done to stop them. We can’t allow this facility to be completed.”
“Yeah, well, that’s out of my department. All I can do is monitor what’s happening.”
“I want daily updates on this site: images, analysis, how much support is being activated — everything. Got it?”
“You got it.”
As Schneider was leaving, Billingsly pressed his intercom button. “Get me a face-to-face with SecDef, ASAP.”
Billingsly paced back and forth in his office. “How in the hell did this happen. It was out in the middle of nowhere. This isn’t supposed to be happening.” How in hell am I going to explain this to the Secretary of Defense? The intercom beeped.
“Ten minutes, his office.”
He pressed the button. “Thanks, Judy.” Ten minutes. It took almost that long to walk there inside the Pentagon.
* * *
“Where is this, exactly?” the Secretary of Defense asked.
“Northern edge of Manchuria, on a large plateau in the Greater Khingan Range.”
“Do we know why the Chinese are building this new facility?”
I think I know exactly why, Billingsly thought. But I can’t tell him. “No current intel on that at this point, Sir, but we’re looking into it.”
“Estimated capability?”
“No idea yet, but it looks like it may be on a par with our new facility, and you know what that is capable of doing.” He doesn’t appear to suspect anything. That’s a plus.
“Hmm…” the Secretary of Defense replied. “Let me know as soon as you get a verified size of the facility.”
“Yes, Sir,” Billingsly replied. “We can’t allow them to complete this facility, Sir.”
“Can’t allow is an ambitious term, Admiral. What do you have in mind? Something short of declaring war on China, I hope.”
“There just has to be a way, Sir.”
“Any fault lines near the place?”
“No Sir. I already checked that out. The plateau is solid rock. Honestly, Sir, they couldn’t have picked a better spot for it.”
“Could the Russians be of any help to us with this?”
“Doubtful, Sir, first of all the Russians don’t even have any roads in the area. It’s pretty isolated. Secondly, with the political climate, the Russians would be more likely to help the Chinese rather than us.”
“Had to ask,” the Secretary of Defense replied.
“We could use the weather to at least slow them down, Sir.”
“If they are this aware of the technology, wouldn’t that likely piss ‘em off?”
It probably would, Billingsly thought, but at this point, what have I got to lose? “Don’t know, Sir, but it could buy us some important time to respond to this threat.”
The Secretary of Defense drummed his fingers on his desk. “Use your own judgment, Admiral, but keep me updated on any changes.”
“Yes, Sir.” So far, so good. Billingsly thought.
When he returned to his office he composed an order for the new facility in Alaska, now known as the Active Aural Antenna Array, or A4. The standard working procedure was to have the computer encrypt the message and send it by FAX. Once received, the A4 facility would decrypt and implement the order, then shred and burn the order along with all of the other classified material that went through the place on a daily basis. Just as before, no record would remain of anything that came from the Deputy Director of Covert Operations. Weather modification was used regularly to help cover covert military operations all over the globe. Storms and heavy rain drove people indoors, making it the perfect weather for Special Forces missions.

CHAPTER 13

Beijing, China
Two days later, Guang Xi was running his calculations and working with Junior General Fong. They had settled on a low level mini-nuke that could be adapted for deployment through a torpedo tube.
“How many of these will we need?” Fong asked.
“Thirty-five,” Guang Xi answered. “That places them a little over 18 ¼ miles apart. The timing will be critical, so it will need to be set at the time the mine is deployed to adjust for variations in distance and depth along the fault line.”
“And who is going to do that calculation?”
“I am,” Guang Xi stated.
“You realize that with the level of American technology and their underwater hydrophones, the probability of completing this mission is very low?”
“The Americans ended the life I had when they caused that earthquake. Look at me. I’m disfigured, disabled and alone. The life I had is gone. The only thing I want now is revenge, and nothing will please me more than to bring it to America personally.”
“As you wish,” Fong said with a slight bow. “I will make the arrangements.”
Dr. Huang entered the room. “Dr. Zheng is supervising the construction of the new facility in northern Manchuria. He says it has been raining there every day.”
“The Americans?” Guang Xi asked, looking over at Fong.
“Yes,” Fong answered. “All they can do now is make it rain. If they use anything more than that, we will make sure every country in the world knows that they attacked us without provocation. Politically there is little else they can do.”
Guang Xi turned to Dr. Huang. “Have you found out anything else about Meili?”
Dr. Huang hung his head. “I’m afraid she has moved back to Yantai to be with her family.”
Of course she has. Guang Xi looked at Fong, who simply nodded.
“And what is your plan?” Dr. Huang asked.
“We set the first device here, at the triple junction off the coast of California, which is generally unstable anyway. That will trigger the San Andreas Fault as well as the Cascadia Subduction Fault. Without close inspection, it will look like the San Andreas Fault triggered the Subduction Zone.” Guang Xi explained.
“How long will it take to place the mines?” Dr. Huang asked.
“Silent running speed of the submarine is limited to 8 knots,” Fong said.
“Which leaves us about 68 and a half hours to place all of the mines, and another 3 hours to get out of the zone.” Guang Xi added.
Dr. Huang turned to Fong. “Are there enough of these weapons available?”
“More than enough.”
“And if everything goes as planned?” Dr. Huang asked.
“The subduction zone quake will be somewhere between a 9.0 and a 9.5 magnitude,” Guang Xi stated. “The four major cities of Portland, Oregon, Seattle, and Olympia, Washington and Vancouver, will sustain extensive damage as will more inland cities, such as Eugene, and Salem, Oregon. The tsunami generated will approach 100 feet in height, and will inundate all of the lower lying land and river valleys up to eighty miles inland.”
“The seismic signature?” Dr. Huang inquired.
“Will look completely natural,” Guang Xi replied. “The explosive spikes will be small enough that they will be absorbed into the spreading and expanding subduction zone quake. They will be indistinguishable from natural sticking points and the random release of pent-up energy accumulated over the last 300 years.”
“What effect will the water depth and pressure have on the devices?” Fong asked.
“I’ve taken that into consideration,” Guang Xi said. “The devices, according to Dr. Zheng, operate by the violent compression of Plutonium, generated by shaped charges within a hardened steel shell. The 750 pound per square inch pressure of the water depth will add slightly to the explosive force of the shaped charges, making the compression more efficient, and the yield slightly higher than normal.”
“Radiation?” Dr. Huang questioned.
“At that depth, the detonation will not reach the surface,” Guang Xi replied, “but the uplift from the explosions should add significantly to the height of the tsunami. The radiation will gradually dissipate into the surrounding water over a period of two to four weeks. By the time the Americans recover from the earthquake and the tsunami, all evidence of what we did will be gone.”
“Will the leaders of America know this has been done to them deliberately?” Dr. Huang asked.
“Some will figure it out,” Fong replied. “Those who ordered the earthquake attack on us will realize what we have done. We want them to know. With our new facility in operation, no one will dare to attack us again. This is the whole point of what we are doing — so this will never happen to us again. America will finally have met its superior in the world, and it will change the standing of China forever.”

CHAPTER 14

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Willa watched as Jason pressed a button on his remote. The video of Dolphin Beach started to shake. Buildings shattered and fell into jagged piles of debris. Nothing remained standing. Willa heard audible gasps from the audience as they reacted much the same way she did when she viewed the presentation privately earlier that morning. Her heart was urging her to tell everybody that what they had just seen was on its way in reality, but her mind held tight to the commitment she had made to keep that knowledge to herself.
Jason paused the video. “I have compressed the time factor to twenty seconds so you will get a feel for what we are facing,” Jason said. “What have you been told to do in case of an earthquake?”
“Duck and cover,” a man from the front row said.
“And that places you inside your building in most cases,” Jason replied. “You know where you live in Dolphin Beach. What does your house look like on the screen?”
Willa’s heart went out to her friends and neighbors in the auditorium as she watched the horror and shock in their faces. Willa had lived her whole live in Dolphin Beach and felt devastated at the prospect that it would all be destroyed.
“Duck and cover is an effective strategy for earthquakes in the 6.5 to 8.0 Magnitude range,” Jason said. “Anyone know what magnitude a Subduction Zone earthquake is likely to be?” No one ventured a guess. “Nine point zero or above. That’s ten times bigger than an 8.0 Magnitude and one hundred times bigger than a 7.0 Magnitude. What Dolphin Beach is facing is not a single disaster, but two disasters, back to back.”
Jason walked calmly across the stage. “Just so you will know what to expect, I’ve added sound and slowed the video to normal speed. This is how it will happen.” Jason pressed the button on his remote. Dolphin Beach appeared whole and complete again, viewed from the ocean. The time-lapse appeared in the lower right-hand corner of the video in red numbers, shown in increments of one tenth of a second. The reverberation started from the theater speakers and began increasing in intensity as the quake began. The older buildings fractured and splintered first, then the newer buildings. One by one, each building gave way, disintegrating first into a stack of rubble, then shifting and expanding, filling existing spaces and spilling into the streets. The excruciating cacophony seemed to continue forever as the devastation spread throughout Dolphin Beach. Eventually the cataclysm weakened and stopped. Jason paused the video.
“How many of you have actually been in an earthquake of any size?” he asked. Eight people raised their hands. “How long did the earthquake you were in last?”
“Five to ten seconds,” one lady said.
“Yeah, maybe twenty seconds,” a man said.
“Forty seconds,” another man said.
“That must have been a major earthquake,” Jason said, pointing to the man.
“Yes, it was,” the man replied.
“Because of the length of the Cascadia Subduction Zone, what Dolphin Beach is looking at is a 9.0 earthquake that will last for 4 to 6 minutes. Duck and cover will get you trapped in your house, buried under a ton of debris. Twenty minutes later, this will happen.” Jason pressed the button on his remote. This time a giant tsunami rose from the ocean. The impact swallowed up Dolphin Beach with the giant wave, washing the massive pile of debris up the side of the hill and then back out into the ocean.
“If you are trapped in your house, there will not be time to rescue you. The tsunami will wash you out to sea. Your chance of survival is zero,” Jason said. The audience erupted in conversation. Jason waited for the alarmed voices to calm some before continuing. “The real question is what can we do to improve your chance for survival?” He pushed the button on his remote again. Dolphin Beach appeared whole once more. Then the rattling started followed by the violent tremors. Jason stopped the video at the ten second mark.
“Which buildings are the most damaged?” Jason asked.
“My house,” a man stated sadly.
“How old is your house?” Jason asked.
“Built in 1938, by my grandfather.”
“Okay,” Jason said. “Here’s the rule — the older your house is, the less time you have to get out of it. For older buildings you have less than ten seconds to get out. The ground will be moving — hard. You will not be able to walk. You will have to crawl out. If you are on the second floor you will not be able to use the stairs. You will have to go out a window. Keep a two foot length of steel pipe below each window and a chain ladder in a box. If the window is not yet broken, break the window. Use the pipe to clear the broken glass from the window frame. Hook the chain ladder to the window sill, toss the ladder out and climb down. Whatever it takes, get out of your house.”
“What about single story houses?” a woman asked.
“If it’s an older house, keep a two-foot section of steel pipe under each window. Clear the broken glass and get out. Meet with everyone in your family in the street in front of your house. Don’t try to save anything other than your life. You don’t have time.”
The audience sat in bewildered silence. Willa asked, “What comes next?”
Jason used his remote: The street layout of Dolphin Beach as seen from above appeared on the theater screen. Blue arrows were on the streets pointing the way for evacuation. “Many of the ways you would normally go will be blocked by debris. Don’t get trapped in a dead end. This is the way to safety. I have individual sheets printed out with the new evacuation route marked in blue arrows. The old safety zone was up on Promontory Point, which will probably survive the first tsunami. The new safety zone is up here on the other side of Highway 101. You will have more than one tsunami. Based on the shape of the ocean bottom and the placement of the Subduction Zone, you will probably have four Tsunamis. The first one will not be the largest; the fourth one will be, which can arrive up to two hours after the first one. Once you are in the safety place, stay there. Do not go back into town.”
Willa stood and faced the audience. “I know you have questions; I certainly do. Jason will be here as long as it takes to get all of your questions answered. DVDs will be available at the city offices starting Monday, for free, with Jason’s video on them along with his complete presentation and answers to all of your questions.
Individual questions took up the next two hours as Jason patiently went over and over all of the information with everyone who wanted to know more. When the last person had left, Willa approached Jason. “That was overwhelming,” she said.
“This is nothing compared to actually being in one,” Jason replied.
“Well, at least this is done. Now what?” she asked.
“Now I have a huge request,” Jason replied.

CHAPTER 15

Washington, D.C.
Senator Bechtel sat across from Bob Schwartz in the small coffee shop on H Street.
“What I’ve got are rumors, gossip, innuendos and suspicions. Nothing official,” Bob said.
“I didn’t think there would be anything official, this is Washington, after all.”
Bob smiled and continued, “There’s a connection with the HAARP facility in Gakona, Alaska and several earthquakes around the globe. I’ve had a physicist friend of mine run some calculations. He doesn’t think the High Frequency Active Auroral Research Project in Gakona has enough power to do anything like generate an earthquake. The place is supposed to be civilian in nature, for research only, but it’s funded and jointly run by the Air Force and the Office of Naval Research.”
“The Senate Intelligence Committee has been informed that we have learned everything we need to know from the Gakona operation. It’s being shut down,” she said. She was intrigued by the grin on Bob’s face. “So what aren’t you telling me?”
“Rumor has it there is another facility — new and huge. Eighteen billion in earmarked funds for projects in Alaska didn’t end up where they were supposed to be.”
“Where did the money go?” she asked, unable to suppress a mischievous grin.
“Right now, it looks like it went down the magical rabbit hole and disappeared.”
She glanced around the coffee shop. This wasn’t a smoking gun by any means, but in Washington politics, it was close enough. She dug around in her purse and handed him a card. “This is a friend at the Internal Revenue Service. Let him know you’re doing research for me. That money’s going to show up on major contractor’s tax returns and I want to know who, and what they did for the money.”
“I’ll follow the money,” he replied. “Anything else?”
“Keep digging. If there is a new large facility they’re hiding, there’s more to the story than research. Find out what it is.”
* * *
Senator Bechtel’s office had called the National Reconnaissance Office in Chantilly, Virginia the day before for an appointment. It took 24 hours to get put on the official list of visitors. Even she couldn’t get past the front door without being on the list. An armed guard escorted her to an office, opened the door and motioned for her to enter.
“Where is she?” Bechtel demanded. “I had an appointment with the Director.”
“She’s busy. I’m Brigadier General Sid Beck. To what do we owe the honor of your presence today?” Beck was six-three, broad-shouldered and physically imposing in his uniform as he stood behind his desk. She had seen him on rare occasions when he testified before the Senate Intelligence Committee.
“We are investigating the earthquake in China,” she said. “As you are probably aware, all of our people have been expelled from China. I want to see everything we have.”
The General pushed a button on the intercom. “Send Rod in.” He motioned for her to sit in a chair and said nothing else until Rod Schneider arrived.
Rod spread the satellite photos out on the desk in front of her. “Here is where the fault erupted, along this line. As you can see, the damage was extensive not only to the buildings, but to the infrastructure as well. Here you can see the Chinese Army is still clearing roads. This area has not been reached yet, nor has any relief been provided to the area over here.”
She studied the satellite photos for a few minutes before she spoke. “Do we have any satellite coverage of the actual earthquake?”
“No,” Rod replied. “We didn’t have any assets in position when the quake took place. Sorry.”
You lying little piece of shit, she thought. Of course you had assets in place. She tried her best to suppress the smile that was trying to form on her face. “And who gets to see these photos?”
“The usual agencies — Central Intelligence, National Security, Defense Intelligence, the President,” Rod replied.
“The Senate Intelligence Committee?” she asked, the smile finally breaking forth.
“Sure,” Rod replied. “Just put in a request. I’ll bring them to you personally.”
“Anything new or unusual taking place in China?”
“Like what?” Rod asked.
“Any new movement or activity by their military?”
“There’s a lot of activity because of the earthquake. Is there something in particular you’re concerned about?”
“Anything not associated with the earthquake?” she asked.
Rod glanced at General Beck and then returned his attention to her. “Nothing we’ve noticed. Any specific area you would like us to examine?”
“Any change in commercial freighters leaving Chinese ports?”
Rod glanced again at General Beck. She saw the general nod slightly. Now we’re getting somewhere.
“No freighters have left a Chinese port in the last 48 hours.”
Her stomach tightened noticeably at this news. “Are any freighters being loaded with shipping containers?”
“No. Anything else you need to know?”
She looked at the General and then back at Rod. She smiled and replied, “No. I think we’ve covered everything. Thank you so much for your time.” She was escorted back to the front door by the armed guard. Well that was quite the performance, she thought. Very rehearsed and calculated. The questions were a nice touch. Not every day I get interrogated by an intelligence agency. And if ships aren’t leaving Chinese ports, in 10 days our ports are going to be empty, followed by hundreds of thousands of stores, and then millions of upset customers.
* * *
“Alexa, get Ann Miller over here. I need her services,” she said as she entered her office. Twenty minutes later Ann Miller, a partner in a large private investigative company, sat across from Bechtel.
“Who are we gathering dirt on today?” Ann asked.
“Rod Schneider of the National Reconnaissance Office. The little prick lied to me, and for that he’s going to pay.”
Ann’s eyebrows rose. “He’s the liaison between the NRO and the Pentagon. It’s not like I can have him followed.”
“I need to find out who he’s talking to. Use your assets — talk to girlfriends, mistresses, boyfriends, secret lovers. I need pillow talk, rumors, gossip — anything you think might be even marginally reliable. Talk to clerks, receptionists, anyone who might see where this guy goes and who he talks to.”
“How soon?”
Bechtel paused as she glanced up at the ceiling. “One week? Will that give you enough time?”
“Let’s see what shakes out at that time. Then we can decide if we need to go deeper.”

CHAPTER 16

Submarine Squadron 5, Bangor, Washington
Lieutenant Tiffany Grimes had heard the stories about “the room”, but this was her first time inside. The room was actually a steel compartment housed inside a much larger building. In many ways it duplicated a compartment common to many different ships in the Navy, with steel bulkheads, overhead and floor, referred to as a deck. One watertight door led through a small four-foot long passageway with another watertight door on the outside. What made the room different from every other compartment on a Navy ship were the pumps, pipes and salt water tanks surrounding the room and the nature of the pipes, tubes, bulkheads and door inside the room. Every single item inside the room was designed to leak. The entire room was also mounted on hydraulic cylinders so it could move and tip, duplicating battle conditions on an actual ship.
“I am the Damage Control Officer on the Massachusetts,” Lieutenant Roger Kent said. He was five-eleven, muscular with a rugged face, and ears close to his head. Partially due to his name, and his job, the crew referred to him as Superman. Kent stood with his feet a foot apart and his fists on his hips. “I am here to guide you through this training. Lieutenant Grimes is your commanding officer. You answer to her, she answers to me. Are we clear?”
“Yes, Sir” came from the crew of ten sailors in the room. Petty Officer First Class Caleb Johnson was the senior enlisted member of the Torpedo Techs, and the only one to have gone through the Damage Control training before. The rest of the crew consisted of a Petty Officer Second Class, four Petty Officers Third Class, and four Seamen.
Tiffany breathed deeply, trying to calm the anxiety that had been building all morning during the classroom portion of the training where the damage control equipment and practices were taught. Now it was all hands-on. She glanced at the cameras in the upper corners that fed to a control room. The Captain is going to be out there, watching, she thought. Her heart began pounding as she heard the huge pumps start up outside the room. Lieutenant Kent looked at her and nodded his head. She turned to her crew. “This is it, gentlemen. Prioritize. Big leaks first, small leaks last.”
The collision alarm sounded, piercing the small room with an intensity she hadn’t expected. A loud bang and a strong jolt from the wall opposite the door startled everyone as cold sea water started spraying from a split tube in the overhead. The split tube was too high to reach from the deck.
“Tube clamp!” Tiffany shouted over the sound of the alarm. “Patrick, you’re smaller. Get the clamp. You, and you, lift him up so he can reach the split.” Damn, she cursed to herself, why can’t I remember all of their names? They’re new to the boat and I just met them this morning, but they’re my crew. I need to know them better than this.
A second loud noise accompanied by another sideward jolt and a powerful spray emanated from a large pipe on the bulkhead. The force of the sea water coming from the side knocked the three men down before the clamp could be secured.
“Johnson, pipe clamp!” she shouted as she pointed to the leak.
A popping sound at the end of the room drew her attention as a metal fitting flew across the room. Water streamed violently from a now open pipe. The lights began flickering, plunging the room into a series of flashes and partial darkness.
“Guzman, medium round pipe plug!” she shouted, pointing to the end of the room. Water was now over their ankles and rising fast. A split in the steel bulkhead began sending more water cascading into the room. “You, wood wedges, now!” she shouted as she grabbed a pack of wedges and headed toward the wall. The room listed to the side as more water poured in.
“Lieutenant Grimes,” Lieutenant Kent yelled over the increasing din. “You are the eyes and ears of the team. Look around you!”
Tiffany quickly scanned the room. Water gushed in around the water tight door. “Lector, extendable pole! Wedge the door closed from here!” She pointed to a pipe bracket welded to the bulkhead. “Another pole, here!” she shouted. The water was now over her knees. Two more pipes initiated their contribution to the flooding compartment with more noise and shaking of the room, and then another crack in the bulkhead spewed forth even more cold sea water. There’re more leaks than I have people, she realized as the water rose over her waist.
A loud ringing bell sounded as the powerful pumps fell silent; the inundation of the sea water ceased and drains opened in the deck. She looked down at the receding water level. My first test as a commanding officer, and I failed. In front of Captain Jacobs and my crew, I failed.
A Petty Officer Third Class on her crew approached her. “Ma’am? It’s Hector, not Lector.”
“What?”
“My name, ma’am. It’s Hector, not Lector.”
Her brain was spinning and her face flushed. “I’m so sorry, Hector, I…”
“It’s okay, ma’am. Just thought you should know.”
I should know, she thought as she watched him walk out of the room. I should know them all. Guilt flooded her crying heart. She mustered all of her strength to keep from crying out loud. As the last of the water swirled down the drain she stepped out of the room and joined her soaking wet crew gathered around Lieutenant Kent.
“The purpose of the room is to prepare you for a real emergency. Today was the easiest challenge you will face during your training in the room this week. As you all now realize, speed and efficiency are the keys to surviving a real emergency. You will spend the rest of the day at the eight stations around the practice area over here. Five teams of two, we will trade partners every thirty minutes. Go for speed, efficiency and teamwork.”
Tiffany stood with her head hanging low, wracked with guilt and shame. If this is what being in command is like, I can’t do it. I can’t.
“Head up, Lieutenant,” Kent said firmly. “Your crew knows you feel bad. They do, too. That’s not the point.”
“Then what is the point?” she asked, doing her best to hold back the tears.
“Two points, actually,” he replied more gently. “First, you make the rounds with your crew as they practice. As long as one of them is here, so are you. Get to know them, encourage them, and help them learn the skills they need to do their job with excellence and proficiency. Second, let that strong sense of courage you have within you show through — not flashy, not showy — just the calm, firm courage I know is in there. If you don’t waver, they won’t. When you stand firm, they will, too.”
“But my failure today…”
“Is a starting point, not a destination,” he said. “You’re in that room to put into practice all of the leadership skills you learned at Annapolis. You’re there to bond with your crew, and to allow them to bond with you. By the end of this week, they will be your crew, and you will be their officer. Trust me. Now go be with your crew.”
She walked slowly over to the first practice station, still badly shaken by her experience in the room. Petty Officer First Class Caleb Johnson was there working with one of the seamen.
“Hey, Lieutenant,” he said. “You did alright in there today.”
“No, I didn’t,” she replied, the feeling of shame rising within her.
Johnson chuckled. “No, really, you did. This is my second time through the room. The first time, the Lieutenant we had, he literally crapped in his pants.”
“No,” she said incredulously.
“Yes,” he replied. “True story.”
“So what happened to him after that?”
“He recovered. Last I heard he was the executive officer on a Los Angeles Class sub out of Charleston, South Carolina.”
“Really?” she asked.
“Yeah, really,” he said with his eyebrows raised and a slight nod of his head. “You did alright. They set the room up to create a visceral fear response. If someone is going to freeze in an emergency, they want to know now, instead of waiting until there’s a real emergency out at sea.”
“Thank you,” she said as she moved to the next practice station. “Petty officer Hector,” she said, as she smiled at him.
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, mild embarrassment showing on his face. “I’m Oscar Ramirez Hector. Think Hannibal Lector, the cannibal — his H comes on the first name, not the last. Mine comes on the last name.” He smiled. “Just to help you remember.”
Tiffany managed a small chuckle. “I’ll remember. How could I forget now? Where are you from?”
“Austin, Texas, ma’am, Longhorns fan.”
“You picked a good team, Hector.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She continued around the practice area talking with her crew. They aren’t ashamed of me. They’re good people, just like back home. Maybe I can do this after all.
* * *
Tiffany settled in at a table in the Officers’ Club for dinner, ordered, and waited for her food to arrive. Lieutenant Kent approached.
“May I?” he asked as he nodded toward the chair opposite her.
She waved her hand toward the chair without saying anything.
“You order?” he asked.
She simply nodded, trying to hide her embarrassment from earlier in the day.
He signaled for a steward, who came over and took his order. She watched Kent’s confidence and ease with envy. She felt anything but confident and at ease. Kent leaning back in his chair with a quick smile wasn’t helping.
“Everybody’s first day in the room is a bad day,” he said. “They set the bar high for a good reason — out at sea, an emergency is life and death — no time outs, no redo, no second chances. By the end of the week you’ll be ready to take on any challenge. Just let that quiet inner strength show through.”
She looked down and scoffed. “How would you know anything about what’s inside me?”
He chuckled, and glanced down as his grin spread across his face. He looked up. “You don’t remember me,” he said. “No reason you should, really. But I remember you.”
She looked up, feeling bewildered. He must have read the look on her face.
“I was two years ahead of you at Annapolis — graduated in the top third of my class — nothing you should have noticed. But you — you, people noticed.”
She nodded. “A woman in a man’s world.”
He laughed. “You don’t get it, do you?”
“Get what?” she asked.
He shook his head. “It wasn’t about being a woman. The navy’s gotten used to women going through their hallowed halls.”
The steward arrived with their meals, placed the dishes, filled the coffee cups and asked if there was anything else. There wasn’t. She took a sip of coffee, waiting for him to continue. He shook out the napkin and placed it on his lap.
“Where was I?” he asked.
“Annapolis,” she said.
“Honestly, you were the most amazing person to hit Annapolis in years — academics, physical training, discipline, and honor — the entire faculty was talking about you. It was like you were born to be there.”
She shook her head. “Those four years were the hardest, most terrifying years of my life.”
He smiled again. “Where in your class did you graduate?”
“Second,” she replied.
He looked up at the ceiling and nodded. “They couldn’t bring themselves to let you be first. As far as the navy has come — they just couldn’t do it.”
“I don’t understand,” she said.
“Your inner strength, your courage — you inspired other people. You inspired me. I was struggling in the bottom half of my class. I didn’t think I could finish. Then I heard about Cadet Tiffany Grimes. I watched how you dug for the very last bit of strength in physical training, the last remaining effort in academics. I saw how your determination and courage stood, like an immovable force, against all challenges. Watching you gave me the strength to push myself harder, further, and beyond what I thought I could do. I spent my last year following your example. I graduated in the top third of my class because of you.”
She was stunned by his revelation. None of her instructors at Annapolis had said anything like this to her. Yes, they were all proud of what she accomplished, but it was as if they had expected her to do well. She was too focused on the struggle to see the rest of it.
He sliced into his steak and started eating as she sat there trying to collect her thoughts. She didn’t know if she could eat after that or not. She tried some of the scalloped potatoes. Maybe she was hungry after all.
“So where’d you transfer in from?” she asked.
“The Connecticut, I was the torpedo room officer for two years. Damage Control officer on the Massachusetts got promoted to Lieutenant Commander and moved to Executive Officer on a Virginia class sub. I moved into his slot.”
“Family?” she asked.
“Army brat, not married, no brothers or sisters. You?”
“My dad’s a disabled Marine Corp Major, oldest brother, James, is a Major in the Marines now, middle brother, Howard’s a Captain in the army. Danny is the youngest brother. He didn’t go into the military. He’s a police detective in the Staunton Police Department.”
He stopped eating and looked at her. “All officers? No wonder you were born to go to Annapolis. It runs in the family. Power struggles at home?”
“Hell no,” she said. “Mama’s in charge at home. Nobody even questions that.”
He pointed a fork at her. “Great role model for you.” He took another bite of steak. “Run your torpedo room like your mom runs the family and you’re home free.”
“You think so?”
“Know so. Now eat your dinner; it’s getting cold.”
She laughed out loud. “Now you sound like my mother.”
“I probably do, I learned it from you at Annapolis, so eat.”
She smiled and dug into her meal. He made her feel so much better about her failure in the room and how she had felt so overwhelmed. It felt good to have a friend.

CHAPTER 17

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Willa sat at the desk in her office with her head lowered, face covered with her hands.
“This is horrible,” she said as she lowered her hands. “I can’t believe that will happen to Dolphin Beach.”
“It will happen,” Jason replied. “It’s just a matter of time.”
“I’ve lived here all of my life,” she said. “All I’ve ever known is Dolphin Beach. I can’t even imagine it not being here.”
“I know you feel overwhelmed,” Jason said. “That’s understandable. Everyone is when faced with the destructive force of a 9.0 Magnitude earthquake, let alone the tsunami that would certainly follow. It makes you feel helpless,” Jason said softly. “That’s why I suggested that you do a practice run for the evacuation. Doing something, even something simple, helps people reclaim some confidence in the face of overwhelming events.”
“Not everyone believes this earthquake and tsunami is going to happen,” she said.
“I know,” Jason replied. “The people of Pompeii didn’t believe the volcano would erupt either. Their belief didn’t change the eventual outcome. They still died a horrible death, simply because they made no preparations for survival and evacuation. The practice run is essential for people to survive. You feel overwhelmed now; think of what people are going to be feeling when it actually happens. People won’t be able to think, they will revert back to what they have done before. That’s why the practice run is so critical. Once they go through the motions of the practice run, they will follow what they have done before, and most of the people of Dolphin Beach will survive.”
“I hear what you’re saying,” Willa said. “You’re being practical, and I appreciate that, but this thing is also political. You already met Frank. He will oppose a practice run. Not everyone will participate.”
“Not everyone has to participate,” Jason replied. “Look, there’s a key factor operating here that most people don’t want to hear. The largest portion of the human brain is the mammalian brain. It functions on a herd mentality. Forgive the expression, but most people are a lot like sheep. In cases like a disaster of this magnitude, very few people will be able to think, but they will follow. If you get 51 % of the people to participate in the practice run, when the time comes the remaining 49 % will follow the majority without thinking.”
“Fifty one percent?” Willa questioned.
“Yep,” Jason replied. “That’s all it will take. If you can get 51 % of the people of Dolphin Beach to participate in the practice evacuation, it will work. You will save the people of Dolphin Beach.”
Willa tapped her fingers on her desk nervously as she thought, her eyes unfocused as her mind imagined the practice run and how many people would actually take part. “It might work.”
“It will work,” Jason confirmed. “We need to make it a fun event. We can have traffic cones placed where debris fields will be. Some areas will be taped off where dead ends will form. We can have a picnic at the safety place — reward everyone who participates.”
Willa sat back in her chair, looking at the ceiling. “A picnic as a reward?” She sat up and looked directly into Jason’s eyes. “You should be in politics.”
Jason laughed. “It’s my dad,” he replied. “You don’t get to be the biggest architectural firm in L.A. without being political and knowing people inside and out. I grew up with all of the motivational events my dad’s company put together. It’s just how you get things done.”
“Okay,” Willa said. “This can work. I’m going to need Chief Dolan and the pastor of the local church on board, plus the ladies from the quilting bee circle and the ceramics club. We can do this. I’ll need about two weeks to get it all set up. Will that work for you?”
“Sure,” Jason said. “That’ll give me time to get the next two towns analyzed and their presentations made. Just as here, I make my presentations on a Saturday, so can we have the practice run on a Sunday afternoon?”
“A practice run, a walk up the hill and a picnic?” she said. “Perfect plan for a Sunday afternoon.” She shook hands with Jason to seal the deal. The only remaining problem was what she was going to do about Frank.

CHAPTER 18

Office of Covert Operations, the Pentagon
Billingsly watched the daily reports for the new facility in China with trepidation. The heavy rain had to be slowing them down, but the cloud cover also meant that clear visuals of what was being built couldn’t be seen. It cut both ways. What did work were the Infra-red scans of the area. They weren’t focused like a true visual image was, but it did show hundreds of heat producing machines and equipment in use around the clock.
After ten days of clouds and rain, Billingsly sent an order to the Alaska A4 facility to change the weather pattern over the Chinese facility and let the clouds clear out. He needed to see exactly what the Chinese were accomplishing. The original HAARP facility in Gakona, Alaska consisted of 180 phased array antennas spread out over 35 acres of gravel covered land. The new A4 facility was in the wilderness area southwest of Fort Yukon, Alaska, and covered 3500 acres with 18,000 antennas. The antenna field measured 2 and 3/16 miles by 2 and 1/2 miles. It was the largest, most powerful facility of its kind in the world. Twenty-four hours later, Billingsly got his first visual of the Chinese facility.
His hands shook and his heart pounded in his chest. It was a good thing he had been sitting; otherwise Rod Schneider from the NRO might have had to pick him up off the floor. What appeared to be laid out as the antenna field was four miles by five miles, nearly four times the size of the A4 facility in Alaska. The entire perimeter was being cleared and foundations were being dug for two rows of what were probably power generating plants. A third area was being blasted out of the side of a mountain, with 80 rock-crushing machines in full operation to produce the gravel for the antenna field.
“The area that is being blasted out is considerably deeper than anything else,” Rod Schneider said. “At first we thought they just needed that amount of gravel, but it would be easier to take down more of the mountain than to go deeper. We think they are building an underground tank farm to store fuel oil for the generators.”
“Yeah,” Billingsly replied. “It makes them a lot more secure against attacks, or just plain accidents.”
“They’re also building a railroad,” Schneider noted. “Probably for tank cars transporting fuel.”
“Of course they are,” Billingsly replied dryly. “What’s your estimate for completion of the facility?”
“Well, they’ve gotten this far in thirteen days. Best guess is they will be operational in another two months.”
Billingsly shook his head. “It took us two years to build our new facility, and that was a priority project. You’re saying the Chinese will build something four times the size in less than three months?”
“They’re pouring every resource they have into this. My personal assessment is that they have north of 30,000,000 people involved in this project. I don’t know what happened, but I can tell you the Chinese are extremely motivated. Frankly, I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“The two month time frame: How much longer will it take them with the heavy rain they have been getting?”
“The two months is with the rain. Six weeks with dry weather.”
Billingsly was lost in his own thoughts when Schneider left. He hated to be the bearer of bad news, but some things just had to be done, no matter what. He pressed the button on his intercom. “Judy, get me a face-to-face with SecDef, ASAP.”
“Yes, Sir,” she responded.
There was never a good day for a high level ass chewing, and today wasn’t going to be an exception.

CHAPTER 19

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Willa didn’t know exactly why she came into the office today; it was Saturday. She fussed with some papers on her desk and went over the plans for the practice evacuation one more time. Mostly she was nervous. Several of her friends had informed her that Frank Gillis was planning a huge demonstration tomorrow during the evacuation practice. Why he couldn’t just leave well enough alone she didn’t know. The thought of another emotional confrontation with Frank was just too upsetting. The frustration she was experiencing in having to battle Frank in addition to running the administration of Dolphin Beach was getting to be too much to handle. She looked out the glass window in her office across the main room in City Hall and saw Chief Dolan in the Police Office looking back at her. He looked concerned. Feeling self-conscious, she left.
She turned to her right as she left City Hall and headed north through the Village Center. She stopped at Saundra’s Bakery and picked up a Cherry Pie. She continued north and a little east to the corner of Conifer Street where her bungalow was located on the southeast corner. Her home was a small, two bedroom structure built just after World War II with a single bath, small kitchen and moderately-sized living room.
She unlocked the door, went in, closed the door and walked straight to the kitchen. She took the pie out of the box and popped it into the oven, setting the timer and the heat to warm it. She checked the freezer and pulled the half gallon of French Vanilla ice cream out to soften up. It should be just right about the time the pie was warmed through. She started a pot of coffee, went into the living room and turned on the TV. She watched for thirty seconds and turned the TV off. She went back into the kitchen to check on the pie and the ice cream. Still not ready.
Willa was startled by the knock on her front door. She took a peek out her front window. It was Chief Dolan. She opened the door and welcomed him in.
“I decided to come by and check on you,” he said. “You’re a lot like my mom. She would be a nervous wreck right now, so I thought you could use someone to talk to.”
“I don’t know what to do,” she replied. “I just get so upset with Frank that I can’t think straight.”
Chief Dolan nodded. “He does that intentionally. He baits people to get them angry, and then he uses their anger to manipulate them. Frank understands anger; it’s his primary emotion. What you have to do is remain calm in the face of his anger.”
“I don’t think I can do that,” she replied. “He’s just… just so frustrating that I can’t help myself.”
“I understand,” Chief Dolan said. “Both my parents were the same way. It’s just that my police training and experience gives me a different view of situations like this.”
“Frank is going to ruin our practice evacuation tomorrow.” The timer on the oven rang. She looked into the kitchen. “I’ve got cherry pie, French vanilla ice cream and coffee if you’re interested.”
Chief Dolan smiled. “An offer I can’t refuse.”
She served the pie ala mode and poured two cups of coffee. They sat at the kitchen table.
“Yeah, when I heard about Frank’s demonstration tomorrow I thought you could use some support,” he said.
“I could,” she replied. “Thanks.”
“I know you think you have to handle Frank tomorrow because you’re the mayor,” he said. “But I want you to consider that even though his demonstration tomorrow is political in nature, the way to handle it is through public safety. It becomes political only if you make it political.”
“But it is political,” she replied. “That’s the only reason he’s doing this.”
“And that’s the reason you need to stay out of it. Look, the election in November isn’t his to win; it’s yours to lose. The people like you, the season’s going well, and he can’t beat you unless you give it away to him. I’m just suggesting that you don’t cooperate with him. Stay out of it. Let me handle Frank.”
She tapped her fork against the plate several times, thinking. “You don’t think people will see me as being weak if I don’t confront Frank?”
“No,” he replied. “I think people will see you as being stronger than Frank if you ignore him.”
She sliced off a slender piece of ice cream and slid it on top of the cherry pie, “That would be stronger?” she asked, cutting off a piece of pie and putting it in her mouth.
“Anger is easy,” he said. “Inner peace is difficult. It’s one of the things they taught us in the police academy. The way to control an angry person isn’t to join him in his anger; it’s to balance out his anger with peace and calm. The angrier the person is, the calmer we have to be in response. It’s not an issue of force — it’s an issue of control. The one with the most self-control wins.”
“So you think Frank is doing this just to get me upset so he can be in control?”
“That’s exactly what I think,” he replied.
“And you think this is going to work?”
“It has for the last dozen or so years. It’ll work tomorrow. Just you wait and see.”

CHAPTER 20

Office of Covert Operations, the Pentagon
Billingsly studied the large map of fault lines that covered the planet like an intricate spider’s web. Very few places in the world were immune to earthquakes. It was just a matter of where and how devastating they would be.
“Okay,” Billingsly said quietly to himself. “Sichuan, China was too obvious, so something smaller. But it has to be close to something nuclear. I don’t want them to miss the message.” He cross referenced Iran’s nuclear facilities with the fault lines. He chuckled to himself: Iran has dozens of fault lines that run through the country, many of them perilously close to their nuclear facilities. How smart did you have to be, after all?
He reminded himself that our own San Onofre nuclear power plant was built right next to the San Andreas Fault line. It was currently being decommissioned, but it ran for decades where it could have been easily damaged or destroyed by an earthquake. Back then, of course, no one knew how to artificially trigger an earthquake, but Billingsly knew exactly how to do that now. Hindsight always paints a much clearer picture.
Iran claimed that all of its nuclear ambitions were for peaceful, civil purposes, yet Iran had only one civilian nuclear power generating plant, and that was built by the Russians. No other civilian plants were being constructed. That incongruence needs to be brought forcefully to Iran’s attention. He went through the data on each of the fault lines calculating how far the fault line was from the Bushehr Nuclear Power Plant, how deep the rupture zone would be, and what amount of damage would result. The area had a 6.7 Magnitude earthquake late last year in Kaki, 60 miles away, but it was too far from the Bushehr Plant to cause any damage to the plant itself. No. This would have to be closer. His finger followed the fault line across the map that was closest to the Bushehr Plant. It entered the sea at the city of Bandar Bushehr. He tapped his finger on the map and smiled. This will do. The target area was sparsely populated but the main effect would be felt where the Bushehr Plant was located. There and in the gulf city of Bandar Bushehr. He prepared the encoded document for the A4 facility in Alaska with the usual directions to destroy any record of the operation immediately after executing the order. He sent the order and went about the rest of his day.
* * *
Billingsly woke to the alarm set for 2:45 AM. Jessica rolled over and looked at him, sleep still heavy in her eyes.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“Shhh,” he said quietly, “it’s nothing. Go back to sleep, I’ll be right back.”
She rolled back over and he went downstairs and tuned the TV to the British News. This had become a ritual for him. He knew the U.S. media wouldn’t carry the news immediately after the event and would do only a minimal job of reporting after the fact. The British News, however, had interests in the area and would provide sufficient coverage of the earthquake. The event would take place at noon in Iran, which would be three in the morning in Washington, DC. It would be eight in the morning in London and would hit the prime time news slot for the British News.
At 3:07 AM, the first mention of the earthquake hit the British News desk. Billingsly chuckled. He felt very satisfied being able to wield this kind of power. He called it Thor’s Hammer, named after the mythical Norse God whose hammer could cause earthquakes. At 3:13 AM, the first mention of the Bushehr Nuclear Power Plant was made. Some damage to the power plant was reported.
“Yes,” Billingsly shouted as he clapped his hands together. “Message delivered.”
He smiled as he watched the rest of the news. Initial reports indicated seven people were dead and up to thirty people were injured.
“Okay,” Billingsly said. “Now they will take negotiations with us more seriously.”
Billingsly rationalized what he was doing. After all, when France and Germany pulled out of the NATO operation in Afghanistan, he had used the A4 facility in Alaska to punish them by moving the Jet Stream so it would bring polar air down over Europe. That’s why they’d had record cold and heavy snow fall there for the last three winters.
Billingsly smiled and spoke quietly to himself, “When you are the only Super Power, you don’t have allies — you have minions. That’s what real power is all about. You don’t negotiate, you don’t compromise, you dictate, and you punish those who don’t comply.” Billingsly turned the TV off and headed back up to the bedroom.

CHAPTER 21

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Willa and Jason spent Sunday morning setting up traffic cones where expected debris fields would be. Willa had to borrow 500 orange cones from the Oregon Department of Transportation. DO NOT CROSS police tape was strung across the Village Center, marking it as a dead end zone. Jason marked arrows on the streets and sidewalks with blue chalk so people could follow the evacuation route more easily.
At precisely one in the afternoon Willa watched people come out of their homes and follow the blue arrows. That’s also when she saw Frank and his followers appear carrying signs and shouting, “Hell no. We won’t go.” Frank and his followers stood across the narrow part of the evacuation route and blocked the entire street so no one could pass.
“Frank, what are you doing?” Chief Dolan asked.
“I’m saving the city money,” Frank responded. “This whole thing is a waste of time and critically needed funds. Nothing is going to happen; I can guarantee it.”
“You can guarantee it?” Chief Dolan replied.
“I can guarantee it,” Frank reaffirmed. “Look, everyone in the city is going to be long dead and buried before anything happens to Dolphin Beach. Everything you and Willa are doing is a waste of time. The city can’t afford to be doing this, and look at what it’s doing to our tourists. Not only are you spending money we don’t have, you’re costing every business in town customers by disrupting our tourism and businesses with this farce of a tsunami scare. It’s irresponsible, Dolan. It’s criminally irresponsible.”
Willa stood on the sidelines and fumed. By agreement with Chief Dolan, she was letting Dolan handle any confrontation with Frank.
“You can’t block the street, Frank. Clear out now or I’ll have to arrest you,” Chief Dolan said in a loud voice, “and everyone else who blocks the street,” he said, shouting at the crowd holding signs. “Clear the street, NOW.”
Willa grew more anxious as Frank stood directly in front of Chief Dolan and stared directly into his eyes.
“Okay, Frank, have it your own way,” Chief Dolan replied as he took out his handcuffs and arrested Frank. Willa glanced at the two young deputies as they arrived. She wrung her hands together as another person took Frank’s place in the center of the street. When he was arrested, another man stepped up. As he was arrested and placed in handcuffs, no one else took his place in the street. Willa breathed a deep sigh of relief. The crowd parted and the people of Dolphin Beach continued their trek, with the crowd shouting, “Hell no. We won’t go. Hell no. We won’t go.” She watched nervously as the people of Dolphin Beach and some of the tourists followed the blue arrows up the hill and to the picnic the City of Dolphin Beach had provided.
Willa could feel the heat in her face. She shook slightly and stared at the street in front of where she was standing. “This was a disaster,” she said quietly.
“Actually, it wasn’t,” Jason said.
She hadn’t realized Jason had been there. “How can this not be a disaster?” she asked.
“I’ve been counting people,” Jason replied. “Even with the confrontation, you’ve got two out of three people following the evacuation route. This is a success.”
“Well, it doesn’t feel like a success,” Willa replied. “It still feels like a disaster.”
“Come on,” Jason replied. “Let’s go to the picnic.” He took her by the hand and headed up the hill.
At the picnic, Willa’s daughter and granddaughter quickly cornered her. Chelsea was wearing a flowered dress and Dakota wore her faded black jeans and black top decorated with silver beads and shiny threads in a swirling design.
“Gramma, is Dolphin Beach really in danger?” Dakota asked. She looked very worried.
“Tell her everything is fine, mom,” Chelsea interjected. “She doesn’t need to be obsessing over this, too.”
“I’m not obsessing.”
“Yes, you are,” Chelsea replied. “Tell her there’s nothing to this earthquake thing, mom.”
“If there was nothing to it, why would the city hold a practice run?” Dakota asked, defiantly placing her fists on her hips.
“It’s just something cities do, that’s all. Mom, tell her there’s nothing to worry about.”
“All my friends say Dolphin Beach is going to die,” Dakota replied in an accusatory tone.
“Nobody is going to die,” Chelsea insisted. “Tell her, mom.”
“I can’t take this,” Dakota said, placing her hands on the sides of her head. “Nobody is listening to me. I can’t take this anymore. Everybody’s going to die. I can’t stand it.” She turned and stalked off.
“Now see what you’ve gone and done?” Chelsea said to Willa with anger in her voice as she turned and followed Dakota.
“Family?” Jason asked.
“What gave it away?” Willa replied. She looked over at Jason. “A lot of people are scared by this. Dakota isn’t the only one.”
“I know,” Jason said. “I am, too.”
* * *
After the picnic had concluded, Willa entered the police station. She looked at Frank and his two minions sitting in the one and only jail cell.
“You can let them go,” she said to Chief Dolan.
“Nope,” Chief Dolan said, sitting at his desk with a broad smile on his face.
“What do you mean ‘no’,” Willa asked.
“Disturbing the peace, blocking public access; these are criminal offenses.”
“But don’t you have discretion in things like this?” she asked.
“Sure,” Chief Dolan replied. “My discretion is whether to arrest someone or not. Once I arrest them, it’s up to the magistrate.”
“Chief, this can’t be that serious. This is a very minor thing,” Willa said.
“Well,” Chief Dolan replied, “you’re partially right, it is a minor thing, but it’s also serious. These people are charged with a misdemeanor, which means it is punishable by one year in jail or less. Felonies are punishable by more than one year in jail. That’s the law.”
“I can’t believe these people are going to spend time in jail for this,” Willa replied.
Chief Dolan stood and escorted Willa to the door, opened it, and motioned for her to exit. She reluctantly complied. Chief Dolan then stepped outside with her.
“Look,” he said quietly, “Frank was partially right. This is costing the city money, or at least it was.”
“What do you mean ‘was’?” Willa asked.
Chief Dolan smiled. “Frank and his two followers will spend the night in jail. They deserve that for interfering with a proper city function. Tomorrow they will go before the Magistrate where they will be given a choice: a fine, or thirty days in jail. Frank may not like it, but he and his two friends are paying for Dolphin Beach’s picnic.”
* * *
At nine o’clock on Monday morning, Willa ventured over to the court room in the other half of the City Offices. Handcuffed, Frank and his two followers were ushered into the court room by Chief Dolan. Frank’s face was red from the anger he was experiencing.
“You can’t do this,” Frank shouted. “This is un-American.”
“Mr. Gillis,” the Magistrate calmly replied. “Let me remind you that you are in a court of law and proper decorum is required. Chief, you can remove the cuffs. What are the charges?”
“Disturbing the peace and interfering with a proper function of the city.” The Chief removed the cuffs. Frank rubbed his wrists, glaring at the Magistrate.
“Mr. Gillis, how do you plead?”
“Not guilty.” Frank shouted.
“Mr. Gillis, a last warning about maintaining decorum in the court.”
The Magistrate looked at the next person in line. “And how do you plead?”
The man lowered his head and looked at the floor. “Guilty, your honor,” he replied quietly.
“Guilty?” the magistrate asked. You’re going to have to speak up.
“Yes, guilty,” the man replied.
“Two hundred dollar fine,” the magistrate said. “Pay at the City Clerk’s office. You are dismissed.” The magistrate looked at the remaining man who watched his friend leave.
“Guilty,” the man replied. “Two hundred dollars?” the man asked. The Magistrate nodded. The man turned and left. Willa had to smile. Chief Dolan understood people better than she did. This was working.
The magistrate looked back at Frank. “Trial will commence on the matter of City of Dolphin Beach versus Frank Gillis. Mr. Gillis, you have the right to have counsel present and advise you of your rights. Do you understand those rights?”
Frank was boiling over with rage. “You can’t do this. I have the right to protest against what the city is doing. This whole thing is wrong. Just plain wrong.”
“Mr. Gillis, this is your opportunity to retain counsel. If you do not ask to have counsel present now, I will have to assume you do not wish to be represented by an attorney.”
“I know my rights” Frank yelled. “You can’t do this. I have the right to assemble and the right to protest against the city. You can’t stop me from doing that.”
The Magistrate looked at Frank. “You are only partially right, Mr. Gillis. You have the right to peaceably assemble and peacefully demonstrate. You do not have the right to block public access, nor do you have the right to disturb the peace. Five hundred dollar fine for contempt of court. You were warned about proper decorum Mr. Gillis.”
Willa couldn’t help but chuckle.
“Screw you,” Frank shouted. “I’ll appeal this to the State Supreme Court.”
“Which is your right,” the Magistrate calmly replied. “An additional one thousand dollar fine for contempt of court, Mr. Gillis.”
Frank shut up and just glared at the Magistrate.
“Chief Dolan, what did you observe in regards to Mr. Gillis yesterday?”
“I observed Mr. Gillis blocking the practice evacuation route, which was an approved city function. He was shouting and being disruptive.”
“Any witnesses present?” the Magistrate said looking directly at Willa.
She stood. “I saw exactly what Chief Dolan reported.”
“Mr. Gillis, do you deny that you were present at the location in question?” the Magistrate asked.
“I’m not admitting to anything,” Frank said, unable to quell the anger within him.
“That’s not a denial,” the Magistrate replied. “Do you deny blocking the street yesterday?”
“This is stupid.” Frank said in a loud voice.
“Well, this response certainly is,” the Magistrate replied. “An additional two thousand dollar fine for contempt of court. The defendant does not deny he disturbed the peace. Do you have any witnesses to bring forth to prove you did not do what you are charged with?”
Frank stood ramrod straight and stared back at the Magistrate, anger still etched on his face. He at least didn’t say anything else to place him in further contempt of court.
“Having concluded testimony, I find you, Frank Gillis, guilty of disturbing the peace and interfering with a proper city function. Two hundred dollar fine and fifty dollars court costs. You can pay your fines at the city clerk’s desk, at which time you will be free to go, otherwise you will be remanded to the city jail until your fines have been paid — your choice, Mr. Gillis. We are adjourned.” The Magistrate handed the Chief his written court order.
Frank fumed at Willa as Chief Dolan led him over to the City Clerk’s desk. Frank pulled out his checkbook and wrote the city a check for $3,750.00. “This isn’t over,” Frank said to Willa. “Not by a long shot.”
Willa just couldn’t stop laughing.

CHAPTER 22

Hart Office Building, Washington, D.C.
Senator Elizabeth Bechtel stared at Ann Miller who sat across from her. “Tell me you made some progress.”
Ann grinned. “The more powerful people are, the more they ignore the little people.”
Senator Bechtel chuckled. “And the little people all have eyes and ears.”
“They do…” Ann replied. “Here’s what your boy, Rod Schneider, has been up to.” Ann opened a folder and handed her a single piece of paper laid out as a spreadsheet. “People he visited along the left, dates across the top. Notice anything interesting?”
Bechtel looked at the sheet. “So who’s this Billingsly? He’s the only one Rod visited every single day.”
“Deputy Director of Covert Operations,” Ann replied. “No idea what they discussed, but Vice Admiral Billingsly is getting daily photo updates on something. Most popular pick is China.”
“Any idea where in China?” she asked.
Ann shrugged her shoulders. “Nothing definitive — could be anywhere.”
“So why China?”
“Strange things are going on over there.”
“I know. First they expel all of our people, and then they stop shipping products to us. Last word from the State Department is that China has refused entry to all American commercial ships. All trade between the U.S. and China has unofficially come to an end.”
Ann sat back in the chair. “That’s a huge economic hit to China’s economy, but it helps explain the other thing.”
“What other thing?” the senator asked, becoming more curious.
“The mainstream media isn’t reporting the story, but Chinese warships have become confrontational with U.S. Naval vessels. Our ships are being pushed back to 200 miles off the coast of China.”
“That’s international waters — they aren’t supposed to do that,” Bechtel said, feeling more agitated.
“As long as our ships stay beyond 200 miles, there’s no problem,” Ann said. “Rumor has it a Navy admiral took a run at the 200 mile line with an Aircraft Carrier. A Chinese destroyer cut across its path and reportedly launched a deck-mounted torpedo at the carrier.”
“A live torpedo?”
“We don’t really know. The Aircraft Carrier changed course to go back behind the 200 mile line. As soon as it turned, the torpedo went dead in the water.”
“Oh my God,” Bechtel exclaimed. “Could it have sunk the carrier?”
“My sources tell me China has torpedoes that are nuclear capable. Whether that torpedo had a nuclear warhead, we’ll probably never know. At least my hope is we never have to find out.”
“And this didn’t make the news?” Senator Bechtel asked incredulously.
“No. The White House has squashed everything to do with this story. Nobody’s going to touch it.” Ann leaned forward and spoke softly, “What I don’t get is if China wanted to go to war with us, why didn’t they just go ahead and sink the carrier?”
Bechtel drummed her fingers on her desk and twisted her mouth. It’s a good question, she thought. China has gone through most of the motions a country does before they declare war, except they haven’t closed the U.S. Embassy. Nor have they withdrawn their embassy from Washington. Is that the last step? Are we that close to war? “We’re missing something,” she said. “Something important.”
The look on Ann’s face indicated she was debating telling the senator something. “What are you thinking?”
“There’s a resource,” Ann said. “The guy’s retired — ex-Defense Intelligence Agency Analyst. He spends a lot of time fishing and hunting, so you’re going to have to leave a message and wait for him to get back to you.”
“Have you talked with him?”
“On previous situations, yeah. He knows what’s going on in the world. His specialty is Global Strategic Analysis.” Ann dug a card out of her folder and handed it over. “A word of advice,” she said seriously. “Call once and leave a message. Do not pester him or you’ll never hear back from him.”
* * *
Senator Elizabeth Bechtel bullied her way into Sam Forrester’s office at the State Department. “You said you’d keep me informed.” She stood defiantly and stared at him.
His posture visibly wilted in front of her. “Not intentional. We’re neck deep in political sharks right now. Everyone who’s anybody wants to know what’s going on. We just don’t have any answers.”
“You could have told me our Navy is being pushed back away from China.”
Forrester glanced away from her. “That’s not for general consumption. You need to keep it quiet.”
“And the Chinese torpedo fired at a U.S. Aircraft Carrier?”
“Christ!” he replied. “How did you find out about that?”
“Same way I find out about everything — not from you!”
He turned away from her and looked out the window.
“How close are we to war with China?” she asked in a soft tone.
“I wish I knew,” he replied quietly, continuing to stare out his window.
“The Chinese embassy is still open, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” he replied. “I’ve tried to get in to see the ambassador. So far they have ignored all of our requests.”
“What about our embassy in Beijing?”
“Still there — still open. Same thing — they’re ignoring us.”
“This doesn’t make any sense. If they are preparing for war, why keep the embassies open, and then not talk to us? What are we missing?”
Forrester walked away from the window. “Unfortunately, a large part of politics involves timing, posturing and drama. We’re going to have to wait and see what happens.”

CHAPTER 23

Falls Church, Virginia
Vice Admiral James Billingsly and Jessica again held their monthly dinner party with the usual guests. After dinner the three men retired to the study for Cognac and cigars.
“I don’t know what you did,” Ralph Cummings said. “But you made things worse, not better. I can’t get in to see anybody connected with China.”
Billingsly nervously knocked the ash from his cigar into the ashtray. They know what I did, and they are going to use the same technology to attack us. This is my fault.
Billingsly shifted the conversation over to Clive Bentonhouse. “What about the Iranians? Are they returning to the negotiation table?”
“They are,” Bentonhouse replied. “And they seem to be in more of a mood to compromise.”
Of course they are. Billingsly thought.
* * *
“The Chinese are doing something?” Jessica asked as they got ready for bed.
“Yes,” Billingsly replied.
“James, exactly what is happening?”
“I can’t go into any details, but the new level of technology we have is being duplicated by the Chinese.”
“So they will have the same technology we have?”
Billingsly glanced around the room. “What they’re building will be bigger than what we have.”
“Well, isn’t that how this technological weapon thing works? You always told me that it was a constant ratcheting process. We develop a superior technology, and before too long, someone else develops something better. Then it’s up to us to create something even better. Isn’t that always going to happen?”
“Yes, yes, it is,” Billingsly admitted. “It’s just that it takes decades to develop new technology and then the damned Chinese simply steal and duplicate what we have done. It can take us twenty years to develop a new weapon system and it takes the Chinese only two years to steal it and catch up with us. It just isn’t right. Something has to be done to stop this insanity. I have to figure out how to stop what they’re doing.”
“James, I know you’re upset, but there will be an answer. You’ll see. Just give it some time.”
She doesn’t understand, Billingsly thought. Time is something we just don’t have.
* * *
Billingsly watched with dread as Rod Schneider plopped the new report on his desk at the Pentagon.
“In case you were thinking of using force against the new facility in northern Manchuria, you need to look at this.”
Billingsly flipped open the folder and read. “Brigade level?”
“Yep,” Schneider replied. “The place is crawling with 3,000 troops, and not just your average grunt. This is China’s top combat unit, with anti-aircraft missile support. They’re even starting construction on what looks like a military air station, ten miles down the mountain. Whatever motivated them, they’re taking it seriously.”
Billingsly buried his face in the palms of his hands. This just keeps getting worse. “Okay, thanks for the update.”
As Schneider left, Billingsly pressed the intercom button. A repeat of his last meeting with the Secretary of Defense was not something he was looking forward to. The problem was this wasn’t going to be a repeat; it was going to be worse.
* * *
“We can’t let them finish this facility!” Billingsly firmly stated.
“And we’re going to do what to stop them? Nuke the place?” the Secretary of Defense replied. Billingsly lowered his head momentarily. “Admiral, we’re not starting World War Three over this. Am I getting through to you?”
“Yes, Sir,” Billingsly said as calmly as he could. “We could…”
“Enough!” the Secretary of Defense shouted. “We’re already getting pushed back by China’s military. We don’t need to make matters worse. Whatever you’re doing over there, shut it down, NOW.”
“Yes, Sir, but…”
“NOW, Admiral!”
“Yes, Sir,” he replied strongly. Billingsly turned and left. Why is all of this falling apart? And why now?

CHAPTER 24

Puget Sound, Washington
Captain Paul Jacobs stood in the small trapezoid-shaped observation platform in the top of the sail (or what used to be the conning tower on older submarines) and guided his vessel out of the Bangor Submarine Base and toward the open ocean. The U.S.S. Massachusetts — SSN 224 — was a Seawolf Class Hunter — Killer submarine, assigned to Submarine Squadron 5, Pacific Fleet, based out of Bangor, WA. The sub was 353 feet long and 40 feet wide, displacing 9,138 tons of sea water when submerged. The Massachusetts had a crew of 14 officers and 146 enlisted personnel on board.
Jacobs was amused at how Navy tradition had developed its strange and sometimes twisted logic. Technically, a boat was something small that could be lifted up onto a larger ship. The early submarines were small and carried anywhere from one-to-six-man crews, so they were boats. Over the years, submarines became much larger, but the classification of boat still stuck, even though the Massachusetts was considerably larger than many of the Navy’s ships.
Jacobs checked his watch: 2:08 AM. The weather report called for overcast skies. He examined the sky above for any large holes in the cloud cover. So far there weren’t any. The low fog that had formed on the surface of the water just after midnight swirled gently around the sub as it moved silently through the water, giving the Massachusetts the cover it needed. As one of the four most advanced submarines in the world, foreign countries tried hard to keep track of where it was, when it came into port, and especially when it left. Satellites and ground observers were his main concerns for as long as the Massachusetts was on the surface. Once he reached deeper waters and slid quietly beneath the waves, his sub would become the deadly invisible threat to America’s enemies that it was designed to be.
His mind drifted back to the awkward conversation he had had with his girlfriend, Lynn Waggoner. I needed more time to consider all of the consequences. She has obviously been considering her decision for months. Why couldn’t she give me the same time and consideration she took for herself? I asked her to wait until this next patrol was over, but no, she had to have an answer now. What did she really expect me to do? Disappointment and guilt filled his heart. He’d hardly spoken to anybody before they left port. At least now the duties and activities of being on patrol would consume his mind and his time. At least I hope they will.
The Massachusetts was running dark: no lights, no radar, and no radio, to help keep from being seen. Running dark, he thought, what an ironic match for my mood. The sophisticated BQQ10 Sonar and the AN/BSY-2 tactical system created a three dimensional representation of everything around the sub, including other ships, buoys and shipping lanes, but you still needed to watch out for debris and silent objects on the surface of the water, such as logs or dead trees that had escaped through rivers and found their way into the ocean, and the stray shipping container that had fallen off a freighter. That’s why his being on the top of the sail was so important.
“Passed Coupeville, new heading 270 degrees,” John Silverton, his Executive Officer, reported from the control center below. With the new heading, the open ocean lay straight ahead with new challenges and new concerns. Maybe now I can leave the broken part of my life behind.
* * *
Once the Massachusetts had submerged and settled in at a depth of 500 feet, Lieutenant Tiffany Grimes gathered her crew in the torpedo room. “As some of you are aware, the torpedoes stored in this compartment fall into four general classifications: the Mark 48, Mod 7’s are the heavy weapons of the Massachusetts, we also have several Mark 50’s, Mark 54’s, and ten Mobile Submarine Simulator or MOSS decoy torpedoes. The handling and readiness of each of these weapons is our responsibility. Safety is our primary concern. Each of these Mark 48 torpedoes is 19 feet long, 21 inches in diameter, and weighs 3,695 pounds. If one of them gets loose in here, people get injured or killed and our equipment becomes damaged. If that happens the Massachusetts loses its combat readiness. In addition, each Mark 48 carries a 650 pound high explosive warhead, so we’re not going to drop one, are we?”
“No, ma’am,” they all replied.
“Okay, Petty Officer First Class Caleb Johnson is your team leader. We are going to practice loading and unloading each of the different torpedoes until the operation becomes smooth, fast and automatic to everyone. Petty Officer Johnson.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant. The Mark 48, Mod 7 is an ADCAP, an Advanced Capability torpedo with CBASS, the Common Broadband Advanced Sonar System installed. It can be programmed to run in several different modes, listen for and acquire any number of targets and can also be guided by wire. These torpedoes cost the Navy $3.8 million apiece. The Massachusetts exists as a platform to transport these devices, identify targets, and deliver these weapons to those targets.
“Notice how each torpedo is cradled in the heavy steel frames and bolted into place with three clamps. This is because the Massachusetts can tip, roll, turn, rise and fall in any direction. The only time a torpedo is not clamped is when we are loading or unloading it. We’re going to begin with this one.” He placed his hand on a Mark 48 mounted near the deck.
Tiffany kept track of the time as he led her crew through the extensive safety procedure of moving the lifting frame in place, unbolting the torpedo clamps, and securing the torpedo to the lifting frame. The hydraulic cylinders lifted the torpedo above the cradle. Once in position, the lifting frame was driven forward by gears on a track, where the torpedo was placed on a loading tray. From there it was moved in front of an open torpedo tube and hydraulically pushed into place. The needed connections to the torpedo were made, the tube door was closed and locked and the torpedo tube was filled with water. Tiffany was learning the intricate process at the same time as her crew.
She looked at her watch. “Okay. Good job. You safely loaded your first torpedo. Load time was forty-eight minutes and twenty seconds.”
“How long is this supposed to take?” Hector asked.
Caleb Johnson grinned. “In case you thought this was a vacation cruise, best time so far is eight minutes and thirty two seconds.”
“We’ve got to cut forty minutes off our time?” Hector asked.
“Yes,” Tiffany said. “There are no shortcuts. Safety first. We are going to be loading and unloading torpedoes twelve hours a day, every day we’re at sea. This torpedo is ready to be programmed by the fire control center and fired. Right now, we’re going to drain the tube and leave the torpedo in there for this patrol. The Mark 48 right over here is your next one to load and it goes in this tube, so let’s get started.”

CHAPTER 25

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
“What’s the emergency?” Willa asked as she entered Betty’s Gift Shoppe.
“I’ve just been notified by my wholesale distributor that only one in ten products on my order are available. How can I run a gift shop without gifts?” Betty asked.
“I saw on the news that Chinese freighters have stopped showing up at ports on the west coast. Is that behind this?”
“Almost everything I sell comes from China. Your sister’s a senator, can you call and find out how long this is going to last?”
“I’ll get back to you later today,”
When Willa entered the City Office building, the receptionist handed her four phone messages.
“These all came in in the last ten minutes?”
“Yep,” she said. Just then the phone rang again. “You want to take this one or should I take a message?”
“Take a message — I’ve got to call my sister.” She walked into her office, closed the door, picked up the phone and punched in the number. “Yeah, this is Willa McBride, is my sister available? Yes, I’ll hold.” She flipped through the phone messages: the hardware store, the drug store, Marty’s Beach Wear, Klinger’s Grocery Store. They all needed the same information: when would they get their products? “Liz? Yeah, products from China. What’s going on?” She closed her eyes, breathed out heavily and sat down as she listened. “Short term or long term?” This is bad, she thought, really bad. “Okay, thanks.” She hung up the phone.
She grabbed the new message on her way out the door. “Keep taking messages, I’ll be making the rounds. Let everyone know I’ll visit them today.” She crossed the Village Center and entered Betty’s Gift Shoppe. “Which of your best selling items are from China?”
“The ceramic knick-knacks. The White sided Dolphin is our top seller.”
Willa picked up one of the last remaining ceramic dolphins. “What else?” Betty pointed out six more knick-knacks. Willa selected one of each. “Can I borrow them for a few days?”
“Sure, what are you up to?”
“You’re going to need a new supplier. We have a ceramics club here — I’m going to see if they can make these for you.”
“But how much is that going to cost?”
“I don’t know that yet, but what I do know is you’re not getting any more from China in the foreseeable future. So for now it’s local or nothing.” Betty’s mouth was still hanging open as Willa walked out the door.
Two blocks away was Andrea’s home where her ceramics club met every Wednesday afternoon. “Willa, what are you doing here?”
“There’s an old Chinese saying — every disaster comes with an equal opportunity, which I find ironic at the moment.” Willa laid out the ceramic knick-knacks on Andrea’s coffee table. “Is it possible to make molds of these and then duplicate them?”
Andrea picked up the White sided Dolphin and studied it closely. “Yes, I can duplicate this, but designs like this are either patented or trademarked. It’s against the law to infringe on the design.”
“And if I can work it out so you could own the trademark on the design, would that make a difference?” Andrea raised her eyebrows. “Can you work up a price for, say, a quantity of a hundred at a time?”
Andrea studied the dolphin again. “Yes, I could do that. I have the clay, the colors and the glaze on hand. How soon would you need them?”
“How soon could your club make them?”
“Let me make some phone calls. I’ll let you know later this afternoon.”
“Perfect,” Willa replied. Her cell phone chirped and it was from Chelsea, her daughter. What now? “Chelsea?”
“Mom, I just got a call from Dakota. She’s at the mall in Astoria. She says the mall is being mobbed. People are emptying the shelves of everything. What’s going on?”
Willa covered her phone. “Andrea, I’ve got to go.” She walked out the door. “Chelsea, listen to me. I’ve talked with your Aunt Elizabeth. All products imported from China have stopped. There won’t be any more, probably for years.”
“Is our economy crashing?” Chelsea asked, a definite tone of panic in her voice.
“No.” Willa replied. “But you need to get Dakota out of there — she could get hurt. Tell her to leave, now.”
“Could you call her? She won’t listen to me. If I tell her to leave, she’ll camp out there. Please?”
Just what I needed in the middle of this emergency: an emotional teenager! Willa tried to calm herself. “I’ll call her. How did she get to the mall?”
“Friends’ parents were going. They dropped the girls off at the mall while they went to appointments,” Chelsea said.
Great, so they can’t actually leave. “Chelsea, don’t panic, I’ll take care of this.” Willa brought up Dakota’s name on her screen and connected.
“Gramma?”
“Dakota, honey, listen. Get your friends and get out of the mall. I don’t want you to get hurt. Do you understand me?”
“But everything’s disappearing! There won’t be anything left. We’re all going to starve.”
“Dakota, nobody’s going to starve. There’s plenty of food. It’s only things from China that are going to be out of stock for a little while. It’s all going to be fine. Now please get your friends and leave the mall. Do you have a place where you are meeting your friends’ parents?”
“At the east entrance,” she replied. “Don’t you want us to buy something before it’s all gone?”
“No, honey, everything in the stores will be restocked. We’re not going to be out of anything. It’s just stuff from China that will take a little longer to be restocked. Don’t try to buy anything. Just go to where you are going to be picked up and wait there.”
“You’re sure we aren’t going to be out of everything?”
“Honey, I talked with your Great Aunt Elizabeth in Washington, D.C. She’s taking care of the situation. Everything’s going to be fine, now please get your friends and leave the mall, okay?”
There was no immediate reply. “You’re sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure. You need to leave now, honey. Can you do that?” Willa waited through another awkward pause. “Dakota?”
“Whatever,” Dakota replied.
“Not whatever, honey, you need to leave, right now. Okay?”
Willa heard the sound muffled. She’s probably discussing it with her friends. I hope someone there has some sense. The sound cleared. “Okay, we’re leaving. Bye Gramma.”
I sure hope Elizabeth knows what she’s doing, because people aren’t going to settle down until the store shelves are full again.

CHAPTER 26

U.S. Senate, Washington, D.C.
“The chair recognizes Senator Elizabeth Bechtel from the great State of Oregon. Senator, you have the floor.”
“Thank you, Mr. Vice President, and thank you for being here. We are facing the greatest political challenge in the last several decades. As you are aware, something drastic has happened in our relations with China. Even the most optimistic appraisals of the situation estimate it could take several years to resolve whatever is causing China to act against us the way it is. While our military is certainly able to protect us from an attack, our most immediate concern is what China’s actions are doing to our economy. All trade between China and America has come to an end, and it will not resume in the foreseeable future.
“We must act, and act now, if we are to prevent a major disruption to our economy. The reality is that one of every thirty-five dollars in this country has gone to China. That’s half a trillion dollars, every year. Yes, that’s trillion, with a T. One in every five products on American shelves comes from China. While we have considered China a Most Favored Nation for international trade, China has routinely ignored our patent laws and violated the patent protection we provide to American companies, which has resulted in the loss of sixty billion dollars every year to China in patent, trademark and intellectual property rights violations.
“Now that China has unilaterally ended trade with America, it is time to reset our trade policies with China. The proposed legislation will return all patents, trademarks and intellectual property rights owned or controlled by Chinese companies to America. This will free American companies to produce millions of products for American businesses that currently have no viable suppliers for their customers. We have struggled with a sluggish economy for the last eight years and I am sick and tired of hearing comments that this is a jobless recovery. This legislation will put two million Americans back to work, supplying billions of items to fill the empty shelves in our businesses, where eager Americans are waiting to buy them.
“We are the answer to this economic crisis. Any American company that wants to produce an item that has previously been made in China, can apply for, and be granted, exclusive rights to make that item through the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office. This legislation will bring our manufacturing jobs home, where they belong. If China doesn’t want us in their country, we don’t want their products in ours. It’s time we took back control of our own economy. Pass this legislation. The American people are relying on you, and our whole economy hangs in the balance. We have to act now.”
She looked around at the standing ovation her speech received. The Bechtel Bill, as it was known in the Senate, had 23 co-sponsors and was gaining bipartisan support by the hour. The House version, which contained the financial incentives and grants for American businesses to quickly replace Chinese companies in the supply chain, had 87 co-sponsors with another 43 Representatives committed to signing on later in the day.
Eight years of economic stagnation and political posturing, she thought, and all it took was bringing our country to the brink of war. What an elegant solution. “Carpe facultas,” she whispered to herself. Seize the opportunity, the means, while they present themselves. This is the gateway to greatness.
* * *
Senator Elizabeth Bechtel’s Chief of Staff had arranged a press conference to follow her speech in the Senate.
“Thank you for being here today,” she began. “We are facing what some are calling ‘an economic crisis.’ Some of our citizens have panicked and store shelves have gone bare. I understand your concern. But I do not view this as a crisis. It is certainly an economic challenge, but with every challenge comes an equal opportunity, and it is that opportunity I believe we should be focusing on today.
“Let’s look at this challenge more closely. One in five retail items have come from China in the past. That has stopped, and is not going to resume any time soon. This is not cause for panic. The bulk of our food does not come from China. Grocery store shelves are being restocked as we speak. There is no shortage of food. Gasoline stations still have plenty of gasoline with more on the way. There is no shortage of gas. Our heating fuel for winter does not come from China. We have plenty of heating fuel to keep us warm all winter long.
“Only a few parts for our cars come from China, and with the bill I introduced today, American companies will be free to supply all of the car parts we need to keep our vehicles running well into the future. Some of our clothing has come from China, but we get clothing from Malaysia, India and a dozen other countries. There will be no shortage of clothing. Yes, some items may be unavailable for a time, but everything we need will be restored by you and your neighbors as new life is breathed into American businesses and Americans go back to work to supply their friends and neighbors with the products we need and want in our homes and in our businesses.
“Some electronic items have come from China, but many also come from our friends in Japan, Korea and many other countries across the globe. Everything you want or need in electronic devices will soon be available to you, if not from our friends around the world, then from your neighbors working in American companies in your home town or a community close by.
“Instead of focusing on the few items we will have to wait a little while to buy, let’s embrace the massive resources and richness of our American culture, work ethic, and capacity to out-produce every other nation on the planet. We are Americans, and we depend on each other to create and provide everything we could ever need or want. We are not a nation of lack. We are not a nation of shortages. We are America. We are the nation of plenty, of opportunity, and of prosperity.
“Stand with me. Help me bring jobs back to America. Help me fill American shelves to overflowing. Work with me to re-establish the richness of America. We are the answer, but only so long as we stand together.”
She had anticipated the usual questions and her prepared answers flowed smoothly and naturally. The press was eating up her enthusiasm and energy and from the looks on the faces of the crowd, the public was on her side. It was all just the way she wanted it to be.
“That sounded down right presidential,” her Chief of Staff commented. “Do you have plans we haven’t talked about?”
“Maybe,” she said, as the smile on her face deepened.
* * *
Senator Elizabeth Bechtel and her security agent exited the first-class section of her United Express flight at 1:27 PM, in Missoula, Montana. The rental limo and local Secret Service agent driver were waiting outside the small brick terminal building as they emerged from the sliding glass doors.
“How long?” she asked.
“About a two-hour drive, ma’am,” the limo driver replied.
“Round trip?”
“No ma’am, each way,”
She cringed as she and the agent with her slid into the back seat. The ride down U.S. 12 to Hamilton went quickly enough, and then the limo turned up into the mountains. She was intrigued by the tall evergreens that lined the narrow valley, making it appear as if it were a giant verdant trough full of wrinkles. After another hour of snaking curves, the limo turned onto a gravel road which climbed steeply into the dense forest. Forty-three minutes later they arrived.
The log cabin was small with a railed porch and stone chimney. Green metal roofing complimented the stately Yellow Pines that surrounded the primitive dwelling. An old Jeep Cherokee was parked on the right side of the building. Glen Liechtfield stepped out of the cabin door and carefully examined her as she stepped out of the limo.
Glen was six-three, thin, with a gray beard and gray hair pulled back into a ponytail. He wore a red flannel shirt and faded jeans with light brown leather boots and an old floppy Special Forces jungle hat.
“Your agent will want to inspect my humble abode before he leaves you with me,” he said. Her agent drew his weapon and entered the open door.
“I don’t see why we couldn’t have had this conversation over the phone,” she said. “With encryption, it’s perfectly secure.”
Glen smiled. “You don’t believe that any more than I do or you wouldn’t be here to talk with me in the middle of nowhere.”
Her security agent came out of the cabin door and did a sweep around the exterior, venturing slightly into the trees. “It’s clear, ma’am.”
Glen motioned for her to enter. The inside was homey, in a rugged bachelor kind of way, with an antler light fixture hanging over the simple pine table.
“Coffee?” he asked, as he picked an old pot up off the propane stove.
“Yes,” she replied.
“I don’t get many guests — black is all I have to offer.”
“That’s fine,” she replied.
He poured her a cup and sat across the table from her.
“Thank you for seeing me, I…”
He held up a hand to stop her. “You have a lot of friends in important places. You’re on a career arc that might even take you to the White House. I find powerful friends to be beneficial, from both sides.”
“Meaning?” she asked.
“Meaning we help one another. You have access to me now; I get access to you later, when your address changes to something more easily recognized.”
She smiled. “You know why I’m here?”
“I assume it’s the situation with China, otherwise, it’s hardly worth my time.”
“Are we going to war with China?” she asked.
“Maybe, maybe not — it all depends if certain people can keep their wits about them when disaster strikes and I think you can help when that happens. That’s why we are having this conversation.”
“What exactly are we talking?”
“Wars are not what they used to be. In years gone by, an army was put together, moved into position and invaded another country. Once military movements became easily observable, a subterfuge was used to start a war. False flag operations became the popular instigating event — like Pearl Harbor for World War Two, the Pueblo for the Korean War, and the Gulf of Tonkin for Viet Nam. Now, military technology has grown beyond the use of false flags.”
“False flags?” she asked.
“A false flag operation is an attack upon one’s own territory or people with enough evidence left behind to implicate your enemy. Accusations are made, blame is assigned, and war is the retribution, at least in the public view.”
“And now?”
“In addition to false flags, we have entered into a new age of military weapons and tactics. Now we use weather to reward one country and punish another. We deliberately create earthquakes and tsunamis, hurricanes, typhoons, droughts and floods. We starve people, we drown them, and we wipe out their homes, their towns and their livelihood, all so we can put pressure on their governments to do our bidding. That’s why I retired.”
“And they don’t fight back?” she asked.
“These attacks are made to look exactly like natural events — acts of God. There are no accusations, no blame is assigned and no war is started, simply due to a lack of knowledge of the technology.”
“And if a country such as China becomes aware of such an attack?”
He lifted his coffee cup and drank several swallows, glanced around the room, and set his cup back down. “A weapon is a tactical device. It is used to obtain a specific end result. The selection of which weapon to use, and when, is strategic in nature, and as such is determined not only by an end result, but by the perception it will create.”
“So what perception is China creating by throwing our people out, stopping trade with us, and pushing our Navy back from their shores?”
“Having studied Chinese philosophy and actions for many years, I can tell you what China is doing is defensive in nature. They don’t want war with the United States.”
“Then what the hell is this all about?”
He breathed out and looked down. He slowly moved his coffee cup to the side, placed his arms on the table, looked her in the eye and continued. “China has been covertly attacked. Whatever trust has been built up between our two countries over the years has been severely violated. We will be covertly attacked in return.”
“So this is war,” she replied.
He cringed. “It is, and it isn’t.”
“That doesn’t make any sense — either it is or it isn’t; it can’t be both.”
“Well, it can,” he replied.
She leaned back in her chair with her mouth open. “How can it be both?”
“We attacked them in a covert operation, of that I am certain. They will respond the same way — covertly. It becomes a war only if we escalate the conflict by attacking China again.”
“And if we do?”
“China is preparing to defend herself.”
“With nuclear weapons?”
“If necessary. That’s one of the reasons I’m out here.” He looked out the window. “The trees should absorb a lot of the radioactive fallout.”
She blew air out of her lungs and glanced out the window at the trees before looking at him again. “So let me see if I have this straight: We are going to be attacked by China and we’re supposed to look the other way? Exactly how is that supposed to work?”
“It won’t be as difficult as you think. The attack will look like a natural event — a natural disaster. You respond to it on that basis only. If we don’t escalate the conflict, it won’t come to a nuclear war.”
“What, in the mind of the Chinese would constitute an escalation?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know exactly. I wouldn’t kill any more Chinese people, or attack anything Chinese. That could easily be interpreted as an escalation.”
“I don’t really have any control over that. The Secretary of Defense does.”
“I know,” he replied. “He’s been here. I told him the same thing.”
“And?”
He shrugged again. “It’s out of my hands. I have given you my best strategic opinion. What you guys do with it is up to you.”

CHAPTER 27

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Willa walked the streets of Dolphin Beach deep in thought. Her sister’s bill had passed both houses and the President had quickly signed it into law. People had adjusted to not having some things as the economy gradually shifted away from products made in China.
It had been a month since Jason was here. The blue chalk arrows from the evacuation practice had disappeared. Dolphin Beach was mostly back to normal: The tourists had filled the Ocean Grand Hotel and only a few of the B & B’s had any rooms left. All in all, through the ups and downs, it was still going to be a decent year.
Members of the city council had gathered and their monthly meeting was about to start. Willa would be there and she knew what she had to do. She walked confidently into the room and called the meeting to order. After the committee reports had been read and old business completed, Willa made her pitch.
“Despite the complications we had last month, the practice evacuation was a success. Participation was over 60 % and I have received many positive comments about the blue arrows that marked the evacuation route. While we have six signs marking the general evacuation route, we now know that the route for individual people is going to be different, and with the probability of dead ends, the blue arrows were the one thing that made the entire process clear in everyone’s mind. The blue chalk markings have since worn away. I know how to get out of my house and which way to go and I think all of you do, too. But what happens if we need to evacuate next year, or three years from now, or even ten years down the road? Will we all remember then?”
The city council members looked connected to her line of reasoning, so she continued. “What I propose, is that while the memory of where the blue arrows were is still fresh in our minds, we make the blue arrows a permanent part of our streets. We can paint the blue arrows just like the chalk arrows were placed. That way none of us has to remember which way to go. We just follow the blue arrows.”
“Kind of like Dorothy and the yellow brick road in the Wizard of Oz?” Mr. Jenkins asked. At 81, he was the oldest member of the city council. Willa smiled at the reference to the old movie.
“Yes,” Willa replied. “Just like Dorothy, but instead of a yellow brick road, we follow the blue arrows. The same color blue that is already on the evacuation signs.”
“There’s no money in the budget for an expense like this,” a council member said.
“Actually, there is,” Willa replied. “After Frank Gillis disrupted our evacuation practice, he paid a heavy fine to the city. We have enough money to at least pay for the paint.”
“But what about the labor? That’ll be the most expensive part of the project,” another council member said.
“Yeah,” another agreed. “That part we can’t afford.”
“What if I can get volunteers to do the painting?” Willa asked.
The city council members quickly discussed the matter and made their decision. “If you can find the volunteers for the labor, we’ll spend the money on the paint.”
“All in favor?” Willa asked. They all raised their hands. “Resolution adopted.”
* * *
Since Jason’s presentation the local hardware store had gone through four large shipments of half-inch galvanized steel pipe, cut into two foot lengths. Now volunteers were stripping the hardware store out of small rollers, while the City of Dolphin Beach was paying for 5 gallon buckets of enamel paint, tinted to what was now known as tsunami blue.
Willa, holding Jason’s original drawings, supervised the location of every tsunami blue arrow on the streets of Dolphin Beach. Several tourists had taken photos of the whole process and created humorous videos which were then placed on the Internet.
* * *
Frank Gillis stormed into Willa’s office and screamed, “You’re shaming our town. You and this stupid tsunami thing are now a national disgrace. How could you be so stupid? Actually you’re not only stupid, you’re INCOMPETENT.”
Willa backed into the corner of her office, glancing out through the glass windows into the main reception area of the City Office, hoping that Chief Dolan was on his way to rescue her. But that was not to be. Frank continued his tirade until he was finally interrupted by Gladys from the Dolphin Beach Chamber of Commerce.
“What’s going on?” Gladys asked, giving Frank a vicious look.
“Frank thinks I’ve brought shame on Dolphin Beach by painting the blue arrows on our streets,” Willa replied.
Gladys glanced down at the piece of paper she held and looked straight at Frank. “We’ve been friends for years, Frank, but I have to side with Willa on this one.”
“Did you see what she has done?” Frank yelled. “Her and her blue arrows are all over the Internet. Dolphin Beach is now the laughing stock of the country.”
“As I said, Frank, I have to side with Willa,” Gladys replied. She handed a copy of the report to Willa, who handed it to Frank after she read it.
“Internet inquiries for everything about Dolphin Beach are coming in so fast, we can’t respond to them in a timely manner. We’ve even booked a few more rooms as a result of the inquiries. It looks to me as if this is a good thing for Dolphin Beach.”
Frank crumpled up the piece of paper and threw it at Willa, bouncing it off her shoulder as she tried to duck. He turned and stomped out of the office, slamming the door on his way out. Gladys turned to Willa. “Honey, you just have to give him some time to calm down. Once he starts getting more reservations for his hotel, he’ll feel better.”

CHAPTER 28

Hainan, China
Guang Xi accompanied Junior General Fong on a military flight south to the island of Hainan. They traveled by van to the Navy Base near the city of Sanya. Guang Xi had expected to see a sprawling Naval Base; instead the only thing visible was the main guard gate and a single road leading to a tunnel entrance in the side of a small mountain. The tunnel was dark and tipped sharply down once they entered. As they continued moving down, the tunnel curved sharply to the left. They emerged into a large underground submarine base with a wide, deep canal running out toward the sea.
The driver of the van stopped at a two-part draw bridge and handed a set of papers to the guard on duty. After reviewing the papers the guard walked over to a small guard house and entered. The draw bridge slowly lowered providing access to the other side of the canal. The guard came back out and motioned for them to cross. Once the van had crossed the canal and turned right, the draw bridge was raised again. The van entered another tunnel and traveled a short distance until encountering another canal. They followed the same routine with another draw bridge, another tunnel, and arrived at a third canal. The van traveled left again until it reached the end of the canal.
The refitted Russian Alfa class submarine was painted a medium gray so as to blend in with the lighter blue color of the Pacific Ocean. No numbers or any other markings were on the sub to tie it to China. Subs operating near the Polar Regions on the other hand, were painted black, since, due to the angle of the sun in the sky, less light penetrated the colder waters.
Guang Xi worked his way down the main hatch ladder and into the dining area of the sub. He was anxious to see the mines as he used his crutches to navigate the narrow passageways through the control room, the radio and sonar rooms and the officer quarters until he reached the torpedo room.
“These are the torpedo tubes,” the Captain explained. “This is where the mines will be pushed out into the sea.”
Guang Xi looked at the arrangement. The two lower tubes were only a few inches from the floor while the upper tubes were just above eye level with the center tubes located halfway in between. “And these are loaded how?”
The Captain pointed to a complex system of I-beam rails that ran along the ceiling with trollies and block and tackle sets hanging from them. “All of the mines and torpedoes are very heavy,” the Captain explained. “We lift them with the pulleys and guide them into the tubes. The pulleys mounted on the forward bulkhead are used to pull them into the tubes. The doors are then closed, the tubes flooded with water, the outer doors opened and then the torpedo or mine is ejected with water pressure.”
Thirty-five mini-nuke mines and eight torpedoes crowded the small torpedo room. The torpedoes were chained to their curved support brackets on the side walls, four on each side. The mines were bolted to steel frames so they wouldn’t move around during operations of the sub. The only clear places were the two main pathways directly in front of the torpedo tubes. Everywhere else was full of mines or related equipment. Guang Xi ran his hand over each of the mines, imagining the destruction they would wreak on the country that had destroyed his life.
Captain Hu Xiao calmly watched Guang Xi as he examined the mines. The artificial skin had taken root on Guang Xi’s body and was now mostly a normal flesh color. He still had very little hair and no ears to speak of. He didn’t hear as well as before, but if he concentrated, he could keep up with conversations. He turned and tried to smile at the Captain, but the new skin was not as responsive as his old skin. This was partially due to the damage done to the underlying muscles. The new skin gave his face a boney look due to the loss of muscle tissue and the fat padding that would normally be under the facial skin.
“How long until we leave?” Guang Xi asked.
The Captain checked his watch. “Another fourteen hours. It will be dark when we depart. The Americans have a lot of satellites watching the movement of ships. There will be a one-hour gap in their coverage. We will use that gap to leave the tunnel system. We have made arrangements to travel under a large cargo freighter while we are in shallow water. That will prevent the Americans from detecting us on their infra-red satellites until we can get to deeper water.”
“And how long until we get to the Cascadia Subduction Zone?”
“Six and a half to seven days. One of my men has delivered your things to your stateroom. Would you like to see it?” Guang Xi nodded and started moving back into the officers’ quarters. The Captain led the way and opened the door to Guang Xi’s room. “Normally there would be two people to a room, but we are running with a small crew of fifteen, so you will have this room to yourself.”
The room was six feet deep and eight feet wide with a bed built into the wall. A narrow closet was at the foot of the bed with three drawers underneath. There was also a drawer under the bed for additional storage. To the left of the door a small desk had been built into the wall with a fold-down seat. It was small, but cozy.
“Very nice,” Guang Xi said.
The Captain bowed slightly. “Lunch will be served in the dining room in half an hour. It will give you a chance to meet the rest of the crew. I hope you will join us,”
“Of course,” Guang Xi replied, his mind still focused on the mission ahead.
* * *
After lunch Guang Xi took a nap in his stateroom. The trip down to Hainan Island had been exhausting. After dinner he returned to his stateroom to review the operating instructions on the mini-nuke mines. He went over his calculations once again, as well. Everything must be exactly correct for this plan to have maximum effectiveness, and Guang Xi was relentless about details. That is what elevated him to the research position with Dr. Huang and ultimately placed him on the Longmenshan Fault where America destroyed his life. The perfection of his plan for revenge rested in the exacting details of the placement of the mines and the timing of the detonations. The seismic signature would be indistinguishable from a natural event. He had made sure of that.
At midnight activity picked up significantly on the sub. The nuclear power plant had been running hot for the last six hours and steam was coursing through the turbine that generated the electricity, powering the submarine. Guang Xi entered the control room as final preparations were completed to begin their voyage to the Cascadia Subduction Zone and the punishment of America. Oddly, all the lights in the control room were red in color.
“Where’s the Captain?” Guang Xi asked.
The Executive Officer pointed up the ladder that went to the conning tower. “He said you should join him if you felt up to the climb.”
Guang Xi pulled himself slowly up the ladder. The climb was actually in two sections. The first section was identical to the ladder in the dining room where he first entered the sub, and ended on the main hull of the sub. There was a hatch door that opened to the left and a small landing on the right. Another ladder extended up from the landing to the platform built into the conning tower. He rested for a minute and then continued his climb to the top. The Captain extended his hand and helped pull Guang Xi to a standing position.
The sub was tied to the side of the canal, leaving enough room for another sub to pass by in the wide canal. The lights that illuminated the tunnel had changed. Where the overhead lights had been a bright white before, everything was now bathed in red.
“Why the red lights?” Guang Xi asked.
“It’s dark outside,” the Captain replied. “The red light allows our eyes to adapt to the darkness giving us night vision.”
“Interesting,” Guang Xi replied.
“I thought you might find it so.”
Until now the sub had been powered by a large electric cable that rose out of a rear hatch on the top of the sub and plugged into a distribution box on the side of the canal. As the generator onboard the sub came up to speed, an electrician’s mate began reading off the phase angle between the generator and the shore power. The phase angles had to match exactly for the sub to switch from external power to its own internal power system. If not exactly the same, switching the power system over could result in a huge electrical spike which would damage the equipment.
The Captain was standing next to Guang Xi on the small platform embedded within the top of the conning tower. The Captain was wearing head phones, listening to the ready state of his submarine.
“Stable at zero degrees,” the electrician’s mate reported. His voice came through the Captain’s headphones, but was audible also through a metallic speaker mounted in the platform area.
“Bring our generator on line and disconnect from shore power,” the Captain ordered.
“Under our own power,” the electrician’s mate reported.
“Disconnect from shore power,” the Captain ordered. He pointed to the sailor standing on the side of the canal, then waved his hand across his throat in a cutting gesture. The sailor standing next to the shore power distribution box pulled down the main lever on the box, disconnecting power from the heavy cable running into the sub. He pulled the plug and walked the cable across the metal walkway as another sailor fed the cable down into the rear hatch. A small crane lifted the metal walkway into the air and swung it over onto the side of the road next to the canal. The nylon mooring lines were unwound from the large cleats on the edge of the canal and tossed to the sailors for storage in sections under the top deck of the sub. With the lines properly stored the two remaining sailors climbed down the rear hatch and closed the hatch door.
The Captain checked forward and aft to make sure everything was clear of his sub.
“Five degrees left rudder, ahead dead slow,” he ordered.
Guang Xi watched as the sub slowly started to move forward, inching away from the side of the canal. As the sub came closer to the other side of the canal the Captain ordered, “Five degrees right rudder.” The sub’s course straightened out and the Captain ordered, “Zero degrees rudder.”
The sub moved slowly past several other subs tied to the right side of the canal. The tunnel opening gradually appeared in front of them as they approached the open sea. Finally the sub emerged from the tunnel into the harbor area east of Sanya. The city lights sparkled to the right and ships moved in various directions as the busy port continued its operations. A signal light flashed in short and longer pulses from a large freighter to their left.
“That’s our cover ship,” the Captain said. He picked up a long flashlight hanging from his belt and signaled back. The freighter slowly began to move to the left. As the sub came into alignment with the back of the freighter the Captain ordered, “Fifteen degrees left rudder, come to course 090 and prepare to dive.” The Captain extended his arm to the open hatch. “Time to get below.”
Guang Xi made his way down the ladder to the first landing and then down the second ladder into the control room with the Captain behind him. The Captain closed the hatch door and spun the wheel to engage the steel fingers that held the door closed. The crew was busy operating the controls, pushing buttons and checking lights and gauges. The Captain watched the main light board as lights turned from red to green. As the last light turned green the XO standing in the middle of the control room reported, “Green board, Sir, rigged for dive.”
“Very well,” the Captain replied, “Make your depth sixty feet.”
A warning horn sounded, letting everyone on the ship know it was about to dive. “Vent main ballast,” the XO said. Even through the thick Titanium hull, Guang Xi could hear the rush of air under pressure escaping the outer tanks and the water rushing in to take its place. The sub sank down into the water and stabilized at the requested sixty-foot depth.
“Raise periscope,” the Captain said.
A sailor operated a lever and the periscope rose from the hole in the round platform where the Captain stood. As the bottom of the periscope came to chest level the Captain lowered the handles of the periscope, put his eyes to the eyepiece and turned in a circle covering the full 360 degrees around the sub.
“Care to have a look?” the Captain asked Guang Xi. “This is the last chance to see the outer world until our mission is over.”
Guang Xi hopped up on the round platform, grabbed the handles and looked through the eyepiece. Toward the front was the rear end of the freighter. High up on its mast were a set of lights, red on the far left, green on the far right and a small white light low and in the center. He swung around in a slow circle with only darkness where the open sea beckoned. Behind them the lights of the city glittered and wavered as if saying good bye. Having seen enough, Guang Xi folded the handles of the periscope up and stepped back. The Captain nodded and the sailor shifted the lever and lowered the periscope back down into its storage well. The Captain checked his watch. “American satellite coverage will resume in fifteen minutes; time to make ourselves invisible. Make your depth 300 feet and bring us directly under the freighter,” the Captain ordered.
“Making depth 300 feet, directly under the freighter, Sir,” the XO answered.
“We will be under the freighter for the next day and a half until we reach deep water, then we can go deeper and increase our speed,” the Captain said.
Guang Xi seemed puzzled. “Isn’t deeper water denser? How can we go faster in denser water?”
“Cavitation,” the Captain answered. “When the prop turns too fast in the water it creates vacuum bubbles that make a lot of noise when they collapse. The denser the water, the faster we can turn the prop without creating cavitation. At a thousand feet down, we can run at 30 knots without cavitation.”
“Good,” Guang Xi replied. “The sooner we get there, the sooner I can punish America.”

CHAPTER 29

Office of Covert Operations, the Pentagon
Vice Admiral Billingsly sighed as Rod Schneider tossed the new report on the desk.
“It’s active.”
Billingsly swore under his breath. He opened the folder, read briefly, and looked up at Schneider. “They’re only using a quarter of the antenna array?”
“Infra-red scan shows it took six hours to bring the generators and transmitters online, then they started transmitting on that quarter. More generators have come on line since that time. We are estimating the entire antenna array will be active within the next 18 hours.”
“Where is it being aimed?” Billingsly asked.
“Low pressure area 500 miles southwest of Los Angeles,” Schneider replied.
“They’re building a storm,” Billingsly replied.
“Of course they are. That’s what you do with that technology. You create and steer storms.”
“That’s not the only thing you can do. This antenna array is extremely dangerous technology. It’s unbalancing the power structure in the world.”
“Then we just have to make our facility bigger to rebalance that power,” Schneider replied.
“You don’t get it,” Billingsly said. “It took us six years just to get the funding approved for what we have. There isn’t going to be any more money unless it becomes a National Emergency.”
“Well, at some point that at least gives you one card you can play.”
“Yeah,” Billingsly replied, “but by then it’ll be too late.”
Fifteen minutes later he was updating the Secretary of Defense. “We have to do something to stop China!” Billingsly insisted. “We can’t let an irresponsible country like that have such a powerful weapon. We just can’t.”
“Unless you’ve come up with a way to stop them without leaving any trace that we were behind it, I just don’t see what we can do,” the Secretary said. “Look, I’m sympathetic to your position, but as I said, we’re not starting World War Three over this. If the Chinese use this technology to attack us, then maybe — and I mean maybe — I can get something through Congress. Until then, there’s nothing I can do.”
Billingsly looked down at the floor. “I’ve been wracking my brain for the last two months and asking every expert I know. There’s no way we can do this and leave no trace.”
“Then it’s settled.”
“Yeah,” Billingsly said quietly. “We’re sitting ducks.”
“Sometimes that’s the price you pay for being a superpower. You just have to sit there and take it.”
* * *
That evening Billingsly and Jessica sat somberly and watched the weather report. The low pressure area where the Chinese antenna array was focused was upgraded to a tropical depression.
“This is what you were worried about, isn’t it?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said in a depressed tone. “I can’t really explain in detail, but this storm represents an extreme danger to our country. Something has to be done.”
“You’re a strong and powerful man. Something will come to you, James; it always does; you’ll see.”
Her reply was unsatisfying at best, but under the circumstances, there didn’t seem to be anything else he could do.
“I can’t take watching this storm anymore, I’m going to bed,” he said.
“I’ll be up later, dear,” she said. “You’ve been working so hard lately that I think a good night’s sleep will do you some good.”
“Yeah,” he replied. “Maybe it will.”

CHAPTER 30

Chinese Submarine, Central Pacific Ocean
Guang Xi woke suddenly. The internal sounds of the sub had changed. He dressed as rapidly as he could and set off for the control room.
“What happened?” Guang Xi asked.
“We have entered an area where the United States has a system of underwater hydrophones. We have slowed our speed to 8 knots and taken certain precautions for silent running,” the Captain explained. “We will be in this area for the next six hours.”
Guang Xi hobbled over to the doorway of the sonar room and looked in. Two men sat in the tiny room, one wearing a set of headphones and the other staring at a computer screen filled with wavy lines cascading down from the top of the screen.
“Anything?” Guang Xi asked.
The sailor looking at the computer screen looked over at him. “Oh, hey, nothing yet but we’re just now coming into the hydrophone field. If they do hear us, we will probably get pinged. If that happens we will know they are after us. As quiet as this boat is, we shouldn’t have any problems. Just don’t drop anything or make any loud noises.”
Guang Xi looked back into the control room. Everyone seemed to be at ease, but he felt agitated and nervous inside. This was a critical part of the mission. If they were discovered here, the mission would fail and his revenge on America would not happen. He felt like he was holding his breath, and six hours seemed like an eternity. He leaned against the door jamb and watched the computer screen. After a while the Lieutenant in charge of communications walked by and saw Guang Xi awkwardly braced against the door jamb. He went back to the dining area and brought a metal and plastic case to Guang Xi so he could at least have something to sit on. Guang Xi was thankful and sat down. He continued to watch the computer screen for the full six hours. Nothing had happened; no pings were heard. The sonar technician leaned over and notified the Captain in the control room that everything was clear. The sub slowly picked up speed and the sound level returned to normal. In twenty hours they would turn north and begin their approach to the Mendocino Triple Junction and the placement of the first of the thirty-five mini-nuke mines.
Guang Xi visited the torpedo room and found it full of sailors. “What’s going on?”
“We are entering enemy waters,” the Torpedo Officer replied. “We are loading four TU-8 anti-submarine torpedoes in tubes one through four. Your mines will be loaded in tubes five and six. We will be ready.”
Yes, we will, Guang Xi thought. For all practical purposes, we are now at war.

CHAPTER 31

U.S.S. Massachusetts, Pacific Ocean, Southwest of Los Angeles
The two knocks on his cabin door woke Captain Paul Jacobs. “Enter,” he said. The door opened.
“Excuse the interruption, Sir,” Daniel Adams, the Chief of the Boat, referred to as the COB, said quietly. “We picked up a notice of encrypted radio traffic on the long antenna. XO is taking us up to periscope depth and wanted you to know.”
“Thanks, I’ll be right there.” Jacobs rose and dressed quickly.
“What have we got?” Jacobs asked as he entered the control center.
“Encrypted message and file from COMSUBPAC coming in now, Sir,” Commander John Silverton, the Executive Officer replied. “Here’s the message. The file is being forwarded to the sonar room.” COMSUBPAC was the office of the Commander of the Submarine fleet in the Pacific, based in Hawaii.
Jacobs read the intriguing message a second time and handed it back to Silverton. “Someone was trying to sneak across the hydrophone network.”
“Yes, they were,” Silverton agreed. “Whoever they are they didn’t succeed. They were picked up on the Low Frequency Active system and the SOSUS net. What do you make of the sound signature?” The SOSUS, or Sound Surveillance System analyzed the sounds recorded by the hydrophone network resting on the floor of the Pacific Ocean and identified everything from nearly silent submarines to migrating whales and other undersea life.
For decades the U.S. Military had been combining the visual images of ships and submarines leaving their home port with the sound signatures of those ships and subs collected by U.S. nuclear submarines lying in wait outside their harbors. The result was a comprehensive computer database able to identify any warship in the world by the sound it made in the water.
“That’s the thing,” Jacobs replied. “The SOSUS says the prop signature matches an old Alfa class Russian sub that according to this message was decommissioned in 1996 and cut up into scrap. Obviously that didn’t happen. But why an old Alfa? The Russians certainly have newer subs that would do the job. Why resurrect something that old?”
“Somebody’s running a covert op,” Silverton said. “What we don’t know is whether the op is intelligence based, or operational based.”
That’s what we have to determine,” Jacobs replied. “In order to do that, we have to find the damned thing.” Jacobs picked up the microphone for the 1MC, the main communications system on the Massachusetts. “This is the Captain. A ghost sub has entered U.S. waters on a covert mission. Our job is to locate that sub and determine what it is doing in our back yard. This is not a drill, repeat, this is not a drill. Rig for silent running.”
Jacobs turned to Silverton. “Any ideas?”
“The location where it crossed the hydrophone net is quite a ways north of our current position, so if we assume a covert mission will take it closer, rather than farther from the coast, we should move close to the coast and work our way north until we find it.”
“Good choice,” Jacobs replied. “With our flank-mounted, passive sonar arrays, we can cover a wide swath of water. Send a request to COMSUBPAC in Hawaii to have a Virginia Class sub sweep the coastal area in parallel to us. The Virginia class is better suited to coastal operations while we’re best suited to deep water. Between the two subs we can cover more of the ocean and we stand a better chance of finding this ghost sub.”
“Aye-aye, Sir,” Silverton said.
Silverton was an experienced officer and was on a career path to become a submarine captain. This was his first assignment as an XO since making Commander and he needed some seasoning. The Massachusetts was a good place to learn. Silverton would make a good sub captain one day, but he still had a ways to go.
“Request sent and approved, Captain,” Silverton reported. “Now what?”
“The old Russian Alfas ran deep.” Jacobs said. “They were one of the reasons the Seawolf class was developed. The Virginia class sub will cover the twenty-to-thirty miles along the coast. Plot a course 60 miles parallel to the coast and head north at sixteen knots. If the ghost sub turned south, we want to come up on it as quietly as possible. Thermal layers will isolate the sound to specific layers, so make your depth 1,500 feet. That should leave a lot of the surface noise behind so we can focus on our ghost sub.”
“Aye-aye, Sir,” Silverton answered.
“Notify me if you hear anything.”
Silverton nodded and turned his attention to the men in the control center. “Come to a heading of 045 degrees; make your depth 1500 feet.”
“Course 045 degrees, depth 1500, aye-aye, Sir,” the helmsman replied.
“Once you reach 60 miles from the coast, come to a heading of 300 degrees and maintain depth at 1500.” Satisfied with Silverton’s orders, Jacobs retired to his cabin.
The officers of the Massachusetts met in the wardroom for lunch. Everyone was present except for a Lieutenant Junior Grade who remained on duty in the control center as the OOD, or Officer Of the Deck. Each officer was required, in addition to his or her main assignment, to spend some time as the OOD, mostly to become familiar with the command and overall operation of the boat. Once the meal was finished and the stewards cleared the dishes, leaving the officers alone in the wardroom, the conversation quickly turned to the ghost sub.
“What do we actually know about the ghost sub?” Tiffany asked. She was one of two female officers on the Massachusetts, the other one being a young Ensign currently assigned to supplies and general maintenance of the boat.
“We’re looking for an old Russian Alfa,” Lieutenant Commander Stephanos, the sonar officer replied. “They’re small and fast. The sound signature match is only 91 % instead of the usual 98 %, so some changes have been made over the years since it was last in the water.” Stephanos had been the sonar officer on the Massachusetts for a year and a half. He was five-ten, stocky with black hair and solid Greek facial features. Every time the chief cook on the sub fixed baklava for dessert, ten to twelve members of the crew would thank Stephanos, as if he had specifically requested the tasty dish himself. He hadn’t, of course, but it didn’t stop him from nodding and smiling every time he got credit for it.
“Probably a new reactor vessel,” Lieutenant Kent added. “Because of the small size of the Alfas, a liquid metal reactor is the only thing that will fit inside the hull.”
“The report from SOSUS says this sub was supposed to be scrapped,” Silverton added. “It doesn’t make any sense that the Russians would be using it. So odds are somebody bought it and refurbished it.”
“So who are we looking at?” Tiffany asked.
“That’s the big question,” Jacobs replied. “At this point it could be anybody.”
“North Korea, or Iran,” Stephanos suggested. “They would certainly have an interest in probing our west coast.”
“I’m thinking North Korea,” Kent said. “At this point, they have more submarines than we do.”
“We can’t ignore China, either,” Silverton pointed out. “If it’s not Russian — North Korea, China and Iran are the other big players on the board.”
“So is India,” Tiffany added. “But I can’t really see them trying to sneak around our west coast.”
“Me either,” Kent added.
“So North Korea, China, or Iran — is that what we’re thinking?” Silverton asked.
“That seems to be the consensus,” Stephanos added.
“Any one of those three could be a major problem,” Jacobs said. “The remaining question is — are they just gathering information or is this an operational mission, and if it’s operational, what exactly are they doing?”
“Personally,” Silverton said, “I don’t think it’s gathering intelligence information.”
“Why not?” Tiffany asked.
“The primary use for an Alfa is deep water,” Silverton replied. “You can gather more intelligence from the surface than you can from a thousand feet down. The only thing that makes sense to me is this is a covert operational mission.”
There was a momentary pause in the conversation as everyone mulled over the implications. “I’m inclined to go with a covert operational mission,” Stephanos finally said.
“Me too,” Tiffany replied.
“I’ll go with that as well,” Kent added.
“I agree with your analysis,” Jacobs said. “Who is behind the ghost sub and exactly what they are doing is going to have to wait until we find it, so for now, we go hunting.”

CHAPTER 32

The Pentagon, Washington, D.C.
Vice Admiral Billingsly checked on the storm building in the Pacific Ocean as soon as he arrived in his office. It was now officially Tropical Storm Loretta and was moving to the north. China was clearly guiding and building what would certainly become a full-blown hurricane. The prevailing westerly winds would normally push the disturbance toward the coast and the cooler water flowing down from Alaska would ordinarily suck energy out of the system. Neither of those things was happening. China was heating the atmosphere above the counter-clockwise rotating low pressure area while tightly controlling the dip in the jet stream that wrapped the intensifying depression on three sides. The only direction the weather system could move was directly north. The combination of heat and the left-hand circulation of upper level air guaranteed a very violent and devastating outcome.
The Secretary of Defense had called a general staff meeting for 0800 this morning. Billingsly checked his watch. His update from the NRO would have to wait. He walked through the network of halls inside the Pentagon. Because they were all laid out in the basic five-sided pattern with connecting cross-halls at regular locations, it was easy to lose track of exactly where you were in what amounted to an over-sized maze. After a while, every hall started to look like every other hall. Billingsly’s mind was focused on the storm in the Pacific Ocean. When he went to enter the conference room, he found the door locked. He stepped back and checked the room number. He had taken a wrong turn somewhere. He was in the “C” ring. The conference room was in the “D” ring. He hurried, but still entered the meeting several minutes late. The Secretary of Defense glared at him as Billingsly quietly took a seat.
“Because of these factors, the situation with China has become critical,” the Secretary of Defense continued. “I am thus issuing a stand down order for everything having to do with anything Chinese. You are to give Chinese ships and aircraft a wide berth. This applies to civilian as well as military craft and vessels. If they come into your area, you are to move away from them. Do not approach, do not attempt to contact. Any questions?”
“Yes,” the Secretary of the Navy said. “What about other countries? Russia, for example.”
“What exactly do you have in mind?”
“We have a covert intrusion into our Pacific waters by a Russian-built submarine. Currently, two of our subs are tasked with locating this intruder and determining its purpose and actions. Those two subs are currently operating too deep to receive general communications. Eventually they will come up for a communications check. Do you want those two subs specifically notified of the stand down order?”
The Secretary of Defense thought for a moment. “The order applies to anything Chinese. At this time I don’t see a problem with continuing the hunt for a Russian sub intruding into our waters. Let the orders for those two subs stand as they are.”
“What about covert operations?” Billingsly asked.
“All covert operations that involve China or anything with a Chinese interest are hereby ordered to stand down. You are to immediately abort any covert action currently under way if it involves anything Chinese.”
Billingsly didn’t like it, but he nodded in recognition of the order. This means China gets a free ride to do whatever it wants. This storm is going to get ugly, and then it’s going to get dangerous. Very dangerous. It was looking less and less like he would actually be able to do anything.

CHAPTER 33

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Willa felt compelled to go over the evacuation plan again and again in her mind. The one weak part of the plan had been the seniors of Dolphin Beach. Elderly people would have trouble getting out of their homes in time and they would have a hard time walking up the hill to Highway 101. Not that she was elderly. At 52 she was still hanging on to middle age; but what about those who were 62, or 72, or into their 80’s or 90’s? Dolphin Beach certainly had its share of older people. How would they fare in an emergency?
Willa began spending her time locating the older people of Dolphin Beach and talking to their younger neighbors, encouraging the younger people to look after the safety of their older neighbors. The effect had been to draw people closer together, which Willa saw as an essential function of community leadership. She had talked extensively about the possibility of the earthquake and tsunami with her friends, all of whom recommended she just stop going over it. They had their evacuation plan done. There wasn’t anything else to do. She needed to let it go.
But she couldn’t. Something in her heart kept bringing her back to the evacuation plan. The video of the destruction of Dolphin beach replayed in her mind every day. She even considered another evacuation practice, but she knew that would only hand the election in November to Frank. It wasn’t his election to win because the people of Dolphin Beach liked her and the local economy was thriving. No, Chief Dolan was right: It was her election to lose. One major screw up and she could become the shortest term mayor in the history of Dolphin Beach.
She knocked on one more door and talked to one more family next door to yet another elderly couple. It was a tedious process, but she felt driven to talk to everyone living next to an elderly person. One more week and she would have talked to everyone.
That evening Willa watched the nightly news and the report of the new storm in the Pacific. Storms that moved up the coast usually weakened as they encountered cooler water in the northern latitudes, but this one was still building. It was now Hurricane Loretta with sustained winds of 80 MPH, and threatened to bring clouds and heavy rain to the area, something that would put a damper on the tourist trade for Dolphin Beach. With every room currently booked, cancellations would give Frank another excuse to attack her job as mayor. You couldn’t control the weather, she knew, but that wouldn’t stop Frank from blaming her for the loss to the Dolphin Beach economy.
Still, there was sunshine and warmth and the tourists were happy. She would just have to wait and see how this storm would affect Dolphin Beach.

CHAPTER 34

U.S.S. Massachusetts, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of California
There was a gentle knock on the Captain’s cabin door.
“Enter.”
“It’s been seven hours and still no contact with the ghost sub, Sir,” Silverton said. Jacobs was just buttoning the cuffs on his shirt and was ready to join his crew in the hunt.
“That means our ghost sub turned north instead of south. Bring us to flank speed. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do,” Jacobs said.
“Aye-aye, Sir. Flank speed it is,” Silverton replied.
Over the centuries nautical tradition had built its own language and way of doing things, where floors were decks, walls were bulkheads, the bow was the front of the ship and the stern was the back. Port was the left side of the ship and starboard was the right side. Speed varied from ship to ship with dead slow being the minimum speed and flank being the fastest the ship could travel. Flank also referred to the side of the ship.
“With our pumpjet propulsor system instead of a prop, we aren’t going to make much noise, and we’re going to be coming up on the ghost sub’s baffles, so tell sonar to be extra alert. I don’t want them to know we’re around,” Jacobs said. Turbulence in the water caused by the propeller, or in this case a pumpjet propulsor, obscured the sounds coming from the back of the submarine referred to as the baffles. The sonar dome was placed at the very front of the sub to isolate it from the propulsion unit noise.
“Absolutely, Sir. I get what you told me on my first day as XO. Submarines are a lot like cats — stealthy, quiet and deadly, but they’re both predator and prey. I won’t lose sight of that.”
“You better not,” Jacobs replied. “The day you think you are only a predator and not prey is the day you die, along with the other 159 other souls on this boat.”
The two entered the control center where Silverton issued the new orders for flank speed. That would bring them up to 38 knots with the hope of catching up with the ghost sub. Submarines on patrol periodically turned to the side and stopped to clear their baffles, allowing the flank, or side-mounted sonar arrays to listen for any sound that would indicate they were being followed. For the time being, the Massachusetts would forego clearing their baffles in an attempt to catch the ghost sub.
“I’ll take it from here,” Jacobs said quietly. “Go get some sleep. You’re going to need it.”
“Aye-aye, Sir,” Silverton replied. “Captain has the con,” he announced as he left the control center and headed for his cabin.
Communications on a Navy vessel follow a particular protocol, since most of the main sections of the vessel share a common communications system. Anyone using the communication system would call out the name of the department or section he or she wanted to contact, first to get their attention, followed by one’s own department, and then the information or order is given. To minimize miscommunications, orders are repeated back to verify what was heard. Con was short for the control center, and the helm controlled the direction, depth and speed of the submarine.
After six hours of running at flank speed Jacobs issued new orders. “Helm, reduce speed to sixteen knots and bring us up to 500 feet.”
“Sixteen knots and 500 feet, aye-aye, Sir,” the helmsman answered. Eight minutes later the helmsman spoke, “At 500 feet, Sir.”
Jacobs put on his headset. “Sonar, con, what have you got?”
“Con, sonar, sounds of heavy weather topside, three commercial freighters, and eighteen fishing boats, no other threats on the screen, Sir.”
“Very well,” Jacobs replied. “Helm take us down to 1500 feet.”
“Fifteen hundred feet, aye-aye, Sir.”
Ocean water cools off at a significant rate, once the sunlight cannot penetrate deeper. Between the lower temperature and the increasing density created by the weight of the water above, the change creates a layer that modifies the sound-carrying characteristics of the ocean. That layer is known as a thermocline. It acts as a blanket to dampen and reflect sonar pulses, or pings as they are called, from surface ships. This makes finding a submarine much more difficult for a ship on the surface. The reverse also holds true. For a sub below the thermocline, it is more difficult to hear surface ships that might be looking it.
Ten minutes later the helmsman announced, “At 1500 feet, Sir.”
“Make your heading 210 degrees and stop to clear baffles,” Jacobs ordered. Clearing baffles was the practice of turning to the right or the left, coming to a complete stop, and using the sensitive side — or flank — mounted hydrophones to listen for anything that may be behind the sub.
“Heading 210 degrees, pulsejet stopped, Sir.”
“Sonar, con, anything?”
“Con, Sonar, nothing around us.”
“Helm, ahead at flank speed, heading 300 degrees.”
Where the hell are you? Jacobs wondered.

CHAPTER 35

Washington, D.C.
Senator Bechtel met with Bob Schwartz in the coffee shop on H Street.
“You followed the money?”
“Yes, and I think I’ve found your smoking gun,” he said.
“So what is it?” she asked anxiously.
“First let me give you a little background so you have some context for what I’ve found. On the 10th of December, 1976, The U.N. General Assembly adopted the U.N. Weather Weapons Treaty, which prohibits modification of the environment for a hostile use in order to eliminate dangers to mankind. The treaty prohibits the use of techniques having widespread, long-lasting or severe effects as the means of destruction. Article two defines Environmental Modification Techniques as any technique for changing, through deliberate manipulation of natural processes, the dynamics, composition or structure of the earth, including its biota, lithosphere, hydrosphere and atmosphere, or of outer space.”
“Okay,” Bechtel said. “Did we sign it?”
“Yep, May 18th, 1977.”
“So…”
“The HAARP facility in Gakona, Alaska was allowed as peaceful research.”
“That facility has been phased out. It’s no longer functional,” Bechtel replied. She looked at the expression on Bob’s face. “There’s a big ‘but’ coming, isn’t there?”
“There is,” he replied.
“How much money, and where?” she asked.
“Eighty-five billion over two years was spent for a new facility in Alaska. HAARP had 180 antennas. The new facility is 100 times the size. It’s called the Active Auroral Antenna Array, A4 for short, and it’s a joint operation by the Air Force and the Navy, just as HAARP was, only this time there’s no civilian component.”
She leaned back in her chair. “Your physics guy said the HAARP facility didn’t have enough power to generate an earthquake. Does the new facility have that level of power?”
“By several times over,” Bob replied.
“So the earthquake in China?”
Bob shrugged his shoulders. “No proof.”
But China’s response speaks for itself, she thought. They obviously believe we caused the earthquake, and if that’s the case, China’s reaction makes a lot more sense now. My only question is exactly when do they consider the score settled, and what is it going to cost us until it is?
* * *
Senator Elizabeth Bechtel paced an oval around her desk in her office. So we attacked China in a covert operation. The Chinese believe the earthquake was created by us. We will be attacked in return, but it will look like a natural disaster. But where, and when, and what form of disaster will it be? Someone in this country ordered that attack. Someone carried out that attack and used the A4 facility in Alaska to do it. Who would do that, and why. She stopped in front of her window and stared at the White House. Then it hit her. There was one person who had to be in the middle of all of it: Billingsly.

CHAPTER 36

U.S.S. Massachusetts, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of California
Jacobs saw Silverton enter the control center of the Massachusetts. Eight hours had passed and they had covered 345 miles of ocean without a hint of the ghost sub. “Any luck?” Silverton asked.
Jacobs shook his head. “Maybe we’re not thinking this through right.”
“Like what?” Silverton asked.
“What if the ghost sub is just heading in close to the shore and dropping off a landing party? They could accomplish their mission and be gone long before we can cover the area, and we have no idea what their mission could be. We’re throwing guesses at this thing.”
“Well,” Silverton replied, “all we have is speculation at this point. What does your gut tell you?”
“It doesn’t feel like a hit and run operation. I think they are sneaking around out there, somewhere, doing something and trying not to get caught.”
“Chances are COMSUBPAC has other subs out there looking for the ghost sub, too. We can’t be the only one searching the area.”
“It’s just that it’s such a damn big area,” Jacobs said. “We’re looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack, and at this point, we’re not even sure which field the haystack is in.”
Jacobs looked around the control center. Everything was operating smoothly.
“I can take over if you’d like to take a nap,” Silverton said. “We’ll be passing San Francisco in another hour.”
“I think I’ll do that,” Jacobs replied and then announced, “XO has the con.”
Jacobs retired to his cabin, removed his shoes, shirt and pants, hung them up in the small closet and picked up the report on the ghost sub. He settled back on his bed and read the report again. All of the Alfas were decommissioned and supposedly scrapped. Yet here is the screw signature, unique to this sub. Even the huge Typhoon Class Ballistic Missile submarines are mostly gone, only one is known to be even partially operational. And what is a Russian sub doing in American waters? This is a play right out of the Cold War era.
Jacobs knew that Russia had been facing hard economic times. Dozens of the older Russian submarines were sitting, tied to piers, rusting for lack of simple maintenance. Many of them were now for sale in the hope of receiving some hard currency, desperately needed by the struggling government. Buying an older sub was a lot cheaper than trying to build a new one. But with age, came problems and obsolete equipment, and reliability of the hull structure was of concern. But, it was a tradeoff that many countries were willing to make.
The old Alfa hulls were Titanium, light weight yet very strong, and they didn’t rust like the steel hulls did. The Alfas were worth more as scrap metal than they were as functioning submarines in most cases. The primary reason they were decommissioned and scrapped wasn’t because of their hulls, it was because of their liquid metal reactors, which couldn’t be easily shut down and which required an extraordinary amount of maintenance, making them very expensive to operate. The reactor had to be kept warm to keep the metal alloy in the primary loop from solidifying. In all, the huge maintenance expense was primarily why they were scrapped. But what if one of them was secretly sold? The screw signature was from the last Alfa to be decommissioned. This was certainly a mystery, and one that needed to be solved, soon.

CHAPTER 37

Office of Covert Operations, the Pentagon
Senator Bechtel was guided through the halls of the Pentagon to Admiral Billingsly’s office.
“Senator,” Billingsly said as she entered. “What brings you to my little corner of the world?”
She chuckled at his reference to what he does as a little corner of the world. She closed the door and turned to face him. “I know you’re busy — so am I, so can we drop the pleasantries and get right down to business?” She noticed a mischievous grin on his face as he extended his arm toward a chair. She sat. “I trust you know who I am.”
“I do,” he replied.
“I know about the A4 facility in Alaska.” She watched his expression closely. His grin slowly faded. “I also know it’s in violation of the U.N. Weather Weapons Treaty. What I don’t know is why you used that weapon against China.” She didn’t have any hard evidence that he had, but a strong suspicion always made for a good bluff. She stared straight into his eyes to gauge his response. Since he’s not denying the accusation I might as well push the point further and see what he does.
He glanced away and leaned back in his padded chair. “As you are well aware, I can’t comment on speculation. If, as you suggest, an illegal weapon was used, the country affected would have the right to go to the U.N. Security Council and lodge a formal complaint, which would be investigated. I am unaware of any such complaint.”
“And if there were a complaint, the United States, as a permanent member of the U.N. Security Council, would simply veto any action proposed by China, just as they would do to us.” She paused to see if he would respond. He didn’t. China, like the U.S., is one of six members of the U.N. Security Council with the power to veto anything the U.N. proposed. “You don’t consider what China is doing as a form of complaint?”
“I wouldn’t presume to know why the Chinese do anything, Senator. Why would you?”
“Well, I think it’s obvious. China believes it has been attacked. By us. More specifically, by you.” She sat in silence, maintaining eye contact. It was one of those challenges where the first one to speak loses. He broke eye contact, but didn’t say anything. He did attack China. She thought. The question is: did he have official authorization, or is he doing this on his own? And if it was authorized, who gave the order? She continued to stare at him for two long, agonizing minutes.
“Frankly, Senator,” he finally said, “you’re wandering where you don’t belong.”
A threat, she thought. No. Not a threat; a warning. What is he doing? I came in here and challenged him; accused him. He didn’t counterattack, he didn’t throw me out of his office, he’s strictly playing defense. Why? Is he afraid of me? If he had authorization to attack China he would have the support and protection of the people above him. He could afford to be confrontational with me, but he isn’t doing that. He must have acted alone. He doesn’t want to be exposed. He doesn’t need the conflict; he needs an ally. But, why should I be that ally?
“I didn’t come here looking for blood, Admiral. I came for understanding. You’re in a position to help me understand what is happening, and why.” If he wants me to be his ally, he has to give me something in return. Quid pro quo. She watched as he fidgeted and glanced around.
“Everything I’m involved in is highly classified and extremely sensitive,” he said finally.
“As you are aware, I’m on the Intelligence Committee. I know about the A4 and what it can do. I’m just trying to figure out how far China is willing to push the situation and what kind of damage we’re looking at.”
He scoffed. “It’s already too late for that.”
“What do you mean?” she asked. Her heart began to race as the fear rose within her chest. Something’s already happening? It has to be a recent event I haven’t recognized, it has to be different from what has already happened. Her mind raced through every potential threat that had been recently mentioned. Was everything China was doing just a cover for something more devastating? The look on Billingsly’s face told her he wanted her to figure out what it was. “Hurricane Loretta,” she said as calmly as she could. She watched as his expression shifted from expectation to relief. “Why are we…”
“Don’t be naive, Senator. We’re not the only ones with this technology.”
“China? China’s creating and directing Loretta? Can’t we use the facility to stop it?”
“It doesn’t work that way. You add energy to create the storm. We currently don’t have the means of taking energy out of a weather system.”
“Okay,” she replied, “but if China had this facility, why did we risk causing the earthquake?” She saw the dejected look on his face. “They didn’t, did they?”
“It’s new. It’s a major shift in the world power structure,” Billingsly said.
She sat back in her chair and breathed out heavily. Thoughts raced through her mind. “How bad do you think it would be?”
“Loretta is already a Category two hurricane and building rapidly. Think Katrina, on steroids.”
“Primary target?”
“Seattle, Washington. Your state of Oregon won’t fare very well either. With Portland sitting in a river valley like it is, you can expect heavy damages there, as well.”
She considered everything she had learned. He didn’t seem willing to add anything more. “Thank you, Admiral,” she said as she stood and turned toward the door. She stopped and turned back toward him. “We’re on the same team, Admiral. Please let me know if anything changes.” He didn’t respond. He just sat there and watched her leave.

CHAPTER 38

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Willa visited Gladys at the Chamber of Commerce office.
“So how bad is the news?” Willa asked.
“With the heavy rain and storm coming in, many of the tourists are leaving and the cancellations have started. This is going to hurt Dolphin Beach, a lot. With hurricane Loretta at a category three and 120 MPH sustained winds, it’s not only going to ruin the rest of the season, the damage to our buildings from the storm surge and waves is going to be horrendous. I’ve seen this before when I lived on the North Shore of Hawaii. Right now the winds are out of the south. We have rain but no storm surge. Once the hurricane passes to the north and swings inland, the wind will be out of the west, coming straight off the water. Then you can expect the sea level to raise ten to fifteen feet with 30 foot waves on top of that.”
Willa sighed and looked down at the counter. “People are going to lose their homes.”
“Yeah,” Gladys replied, “and their businesses.”
Willa drummed her fingers on the counter. “What I don’t understand is what is a storm of this size doing this far north. I mean, aren’t these storms a tropical thing?”
“Not necessarily,” Gladys replied. “The Northeast gets storms like this every few years.”
“But I’ve lived here all of my life, and I don’t remember a storm like this. Was there one?”
“Hang on,” Gladys said as she accessed her computer. “Let me see… Huh.”
“What? What is it?”
“Nineteen thirty nine, a hurricane hit Southern California. Forty-five people died.”
“Okay,” Willa replied, “that’s Southern California. What about here?”
Gladys tapped away on her keyboard. “We’ve got records from 1900 until now. Pacific hurricanes… Mexico, Hawaii, there’s the one in Southern California.”
“What about here?”
Gladys looked at her. “There weren’t any.”
“Wait a minute,” Willa said, “you’re telling me there has never been a storm like this off Oregon or Washington before?”
“Nope,” Gladys replied. “Not in our recorded history.”
“Then why do we have one now?”
“Climate change?”
Jason, she thought. He said the pattern of the earthquakes was un-natural. This hurricane has to be as un-natural as the earthquakes. Could they be related? She pulled her cell phone out and punched in her sister’s number. “This is Willa McBride. Is she available?” She waited. “Liz, this storm in the Pacific Northwest. What’s going on?”
She heard her sister breathe out quickly. “Sis, it’s going to get bigger. You need to take every precaution to protect the people of Dolphin Beach.”
“How much bigger?”
“A lot. We’re looking at tens of billions of dollars in damages. Do whatever you have to do to protect your people.”
“How soon?” Willa asked.
Her sister paused. “Five days, eight, max.”
Willa felt like her head was spinning. “What can we do?”
Another pause. “Listen, Willa, you’re going to have to evacuate Dolphin Beach. There isn’t going to be any other option. Prepare your people. When the evacuation order comes, get everybody out — fast.”
“Okay, thanks.” She looked up.
Gladys had a worried expression on her face. “Bad?”
Willa’s heart was crying inside her chest. She didn’t think it could be any worse. “We’re going to have to abandon Dolphin Beach.”

CHAPTER 39

Chinese Submarine, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of California
Guang Xi was in the torpedo room reviewing his maps of the Cascadia Subduction Zone that had been recorded by a Chinese spy ship the year before. Captain Hu Xiao entered and Guang Xi approached him.
“We need to place these mines exactly on the fault line. How will we know exactly where we are in relation to this map?” Guang Xi asked.
“We have modified the side sonar and placed three new sonar nests on the bottom of the sub,” the Captain replied. “We will use a single very weak sonar pulse in the ultrasonic range aimed at the bottom of the ocean. The new sonar array will give us a three dimensional image of the ocean floor, very similar to the map you have. The targeting computer in the sonar room will give you our exact position. When the mine lands on the bottom of the ocean floor we will hear it and the computer will give us its precise location.”
“Okay, that will work,” Guang Xi replied. “The first mine is the least critical, so that will allow me to make corrections for how long the mine will drop for all of the others.”
“We have reduced speed to eight knots for silent operation. We will reach your first target in twenty eight minutes.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Guang Xi said. “I will be ready.” Then he thought of something. “Captain, can we go any deeper? The bottom of the Subduction Zone is still more than 6,400 feet down. That’s a long way for the mine to fall.”
The Captain paused. “This is the deepest we tested for in the sea trials. Theoretically we can go down another 500 feet, but the sub is old, and if something happens at that depth, we all die and the mission is lost. There would be no way to recover from a mistake.”
“Given the risk of losing the mission,” Guang Xi said, “the potential loss of accuracy isn’t worth the risk of losing the entire sub. Besides, as we had said, the first mine will give me an exact fall time so I can adjust for all of the other mines.” The only thing he could do now was take a guess. He tried to estimate the weight of the mine, the surface area and resistance of the mine and probable terminal velocity which depended on the density of the water, which, of course, increased with depth. He ran through some trial calculations. The variations were just too great.
“Captain,” Guang Xi asked, “how slow can we go over the target area?”
“Technically, as slow as you want, but the speed becomes irregular below one knot.”
“No, we need a speed where we can exactly duplicate the conditions every time,” Guang Xi replied.
“Then one knot is it,” the Captain replied.
“That would reduce our margin of error by a factor of eight. It will increase our time from target to target slightly, but it’s still within workable limits.” Guang Xi ran through his calculations again. “Yes, as we approach the target, reduce speed to one knot. Once the mine is released we can resume speed.”
“As you wish,” the Captain replied.
As they approached the Mendocino Triple Junction, the Captain slowed to one knot. Guang Xi decided to set the timer on the first mine to exactly 72 hours. That would give them time to deploy each mine and move away at high speed once the last mine was deployed. They would be a hundred miles away when the mines went off. He made his best guess at the fall time. The sailor in the sonar room pulsed the sonar transponder and three seconds later an image of the ocean floor appeared on the screen in the torpedo room. Guang Xi made his final calculations and activated the mine. The sailor in the torpedo room closed the door to the torpedo tube, flooded the tube and opened the outer door. He told Guang Xi he was ready. Guang Xi looked at his watch and counted down the seconds. At the calculated time he pushed the large button that launched the mine into the sea. The sailor notified the Captain that the mine had been launched and the sub increased speed to eight knots. Five minutes and forty two seconds later the mine hit the bottom of the ocean floor. The sound of the impact, registered by the hydrophones mounted on the sub, created an image on the computer screen showing the exact location of the mine. Guang Xi compared his calculations to the actual fall time. He was off by thirty-three seconds, which put the mine fifty feet off target; close enough for the first mine.
Just under two hours later the sub slowed again to one knot. The mine was again placed in the torpedo tube with the timer facing the opening. The soft sonar pulse gave them the surface contour of the ocean bottom. Guang Xi compared the contour to his map, made his calculations, and set the timer. The sailor closed the torpedo door, flooded the tube and opened the outer door. Guang Xi counted down the seconds and pushed the button that launched the second mine. When the mine hit the bottom, Guang Xi examined the image and smiled. The mine landed exactly on target. Guang Xi’s punishment of America had begun.

CHAPTER 40

U.S.S. Massachusetts, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of California
After six hours running at flank speed the Massachusetts was 260 miles north of San Francisco and still not a whisper from the ghost sub. Lieutenant Tiffany Grimes was the Officer of the Deck, which meant she was running the control center. Silverton motioned Tiffany over to the tactical display.
“We’re directly off Cape Mendocino, California,” Tiffany said. “In order to keep our distance from the coast, we need to change course fairly soon, don’t we?”
“We do,” Silverton replied. “Your recommendation?”
“True north from here,” she said.
“Go ahead, Lieutenant. Make it so.”
She smiled at the Star Trek reference. “Helm, ten degrees right rudder, come to course 000,” she ordered.
“Ten degrees right rudder, change course to 000, aye-aye, ma’am,” the helmsman answered. After forty five-seconds came the new course confirmation, “Heading true north, ma’am.”
She wandered forward to the sonar room and peered in. “Anything?”
“Nothing yet, ma’am; just the usual stuff; whales chattin’ up a storm, if you could call it that.”
“Okay, thanks,” she replied and strolled back into the control center. Silverton stood there, trying his best to stifle a yawn. Another hour passed and shift rotation began. Men coming on duty replaced their counterparts and discussed what conditions were present and what the standing orders were. The dining room was open and the smell of food and fresh coffee wafted its way into the control center. “Can I get you anything?” Daniel Adams, the COB asked.
She looked around. Lieutenant Kent was present for his rotation in the control center. “Lieutenant Kent has the con,” she announced.
“Actually,” she replied to Adams. “I could use something to eat.”
“I could too,” Silverton added.
The three of them headed to the galley.
Tiffany picked out two donuts and refilled her mug with fresh coffee. Silverton and Adams did the same and joined her at a table. “Boy, this is just like it was when I was a sonarman back in the last of the Cold War days,” Adams said.
Silverton chuckled. “I was trying out for the high school JV team, Master Chief. I had no idea what was actually going on.”
“Yeah,” Adams replied, “and you were a lot better off not knowing. We were chasing their boomers and they were chasing ours. It was a deadly game of cat and mouse, and the biggest problem was you were never sure if you were the cat or the mouse.”
“I got the Captain’s cat analogy,” Silverton stated.
Tiffany was paying close attention to the conversation.
“It’s more than an analogy,” Adams corrected. “My dad was a sonar tech first class on the sister ship to the U.S.S. Scorpion back in May of 1968. He told me more than one story about how they came seconds from firing their torpedoes at a Russian sub. Hell one time they actually bumped hulls with a Russian sub. I guess those stories were what got me to enlist and go to sonar school. Anyway, he was convinced the Scorpion got into it with a Russian sub, and both of them ended up on the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean.”
“They blew each other up?” Tiffany asked, startled by the statement.
“It’s not that simple,” Adams replied. “Our subs are a single hull design — less weight but more vulnerable to damage. The Russians use a double or even a triple hull design. That makes them heavier, and in most cases slower. We always had a speed advantage until the Alfas came out. You’re on the U.S. answer to the Alfas. But my point is you don’t have to get blown up. You spring a major leak that you can’t stop, and you’re headed on a one-way trip to crush depth. In a sub-on-sub conflict, it’s way too easy to die.”
“So you think this ghost sub could be dangerous?” Tiffany asked.
“Honestly, there isn’t anything more dangerous.”
Tiffany sat there pondering what Adams had said.
“I guess we shouldn’t leave Lieutenant Kent in there on his own for too long,” Silverton finally said.
“He’s smart,” Adams replied. “First sign of trouble and he’ll call for help.”
“Still,” Silverton replied. They stood up and headed back into the control center. As they entered, Lieutenant Kent looked at Silverton. “I’ll take it from here,” Silverton said.
“XO has the con,” Kent announced.
Just as Silverton stepped into the middle of the control center the call came in. “Con, sonar, underwater contact bearing 000, range 40,000 yards.”
“Wake the Captain,” Silverton said, but Adams was already running in that direction.

CHAPTER 41

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Willa typed away on her computer, backspacing, revising and rephrasing. This was the hardest and saddest notice she had ever written. The evacuation instructions were concise. She tried not to panic anyone, yet retain a sense of urgency. Pack your most valuable belongings in something you could easily carry. Anything large should be moved to a safe location immediately.
When the hurricane turned inland, people would have only hours to get out of the way of the water, wind and the waves. The town emergency siren would begin the evacuation. People needed to leave as soon as the alarm sounded.
Willa sat with tears streaming down her face, her hands cold as ice, as she completed the notice. With a few mouse clicks, the notice was sent to the printer, which began churning out copies.
“We came as soon as we could,” Chelsea said, as they entered the door. Her daughter, Dakota, looked seriously depressed. “Where do you want us to start?”
Willa wiped her face with a tissue. “South side of town, on Pine Street.”
Chief Dolan and his two deputies crossed the main hall and entered her office, followed by Gladys and half a dozen other business owners.
“Chief, can you start with the guests at the Ocean Grand Hotel? I think the notice will be better received if it comes from someone in uniform.”
“Sure.” He grabbed a handful of sheets from the printer tray and handed some to his deputies. “Let’s go.”
Gladys took a pile of notices, as did the other business owners, and headed out the door. Chelsea picked up a stack. “Come on, Dakota, let’s go.” Dakota stood frozen in the middle of Willa’s office. “Dakota?”
“Maybe she could help me here in the office,” Willa offered. Dakota glanced up at her. “She’ll be fine here, Chelsea Why don’t you go on ahead, okay?” Within a few seconds Willa and Dakota were alone in the office. “Why don’t you sit down over here?” Dakota slowly sat in the chair. “Tell me what’s going on.”
Dakota sat for a minute or more, staring at the floor. “I kept thinking I’d do anything to get out of this place,” she said slowly. “I never wanted to see Dolphin Beach, ever again.”
“And now?” Willa asked.
Dakota looked up at her. “And now I’m scared that everyone’s going to die. I don’t want to die.”
“Nobody does, honey, that’s why we make plans for what to do in an emergency — so nobody dies.”
“But people still die,” she replied. “Grandpa died. Last year my friend Janey just suddenly got sick and died. I’m scared.”
“I know you are, honey, I know you are.” Willa came over and hugged Dakota. “There are some things in life that you just can’t stop,” Willa said, softly. “We hope and pray that nothing bad will ever happen to us, but sometimes it just does. Life isn’t easy. People like me and your mother — we try to make life easier for people, not harder.”
“Mom hasn’t made my life any easier; she’s made it impossible!”
“I know it seems that way, but life can be incredibly hard sometimes. People lose their homes, someone they love, their jobs. Sometimes the world just comes crashing down around you, and it’s hard, really hard — like losing your friend Janey — that was really hard.”
Dakota nodded as the tears began falling. “We hope that our children will become adults and learn some of life’s lessons before they have to deal with the death of a close friend or a loved one. But sometimes, like now, we have to deal with the harshness of life while we’re still way too young. It robs us of our innocence. It takes away the joys of our childhood and replaces them with sadness, regret and pain. It’s not fair. It’s just downright mean.” Dakota wrapped her arms around Willa and buried her head in the cleft of Willa’s neck, weeping uncontrollably. Willa held her tightly. “It’s okay, honey, just let it all out. You’ve hung on to all of this pain for so long. It’s time to let it go. It’s okay.”
While Dakota was crying, Chief Dolan returned for more notices. He looked over at Willa and Dakota through the window, paused for a moment, nodded, and led his deputies across the hall to the Police Department. Dakota finally began to settle down. “Gramma, how do we keep people from dying?”
Willa gritted her teeth, relaxed and breathed in slowly. “Sometimes we can’t, honey, but sometimes we can. We keep people from dying by being prepared, like we’re doing now with this hurricane and with the possibility of an earthquake. But mostly we keep people from dying by respecting other people and going out of our way to make sure we don’t do anything that intentionally puts people’s lives at risk. If the world could learn that one lesson, it would be a much safer place. The more we care about others and the more we avoid hurting them, the happier the world will become. That’s what I do. You can do that, too.”
“Okay, Gramma, I’ll try.”
“That’s how we begin to change the world, honey, by trying.”

CHAPTER 42

Portland, Oregon
Senator Elizabeth Bechtel greeted her first visitors of the day in her state office in the 500 block of SW Main Street. “Gentlemen, thank you for taking the time to come in today.”
“Your Chief of Staff said it was a matter of great urgency, so how can we help you?” Steve Clemens said as he and his business partner sat down.
“I understand your company, C&R Construction, is one of the largest contractors in the area,” she said, watching their response intently.
“We cover the Portland area and up into Washington. If it’s within 250 miles, we have construction in progress. What’s this all about?”
“You’re aware of the storm moving up the Pacific?”
The two business partners glanced at one another. “The hurricane? What about it?” Clemens asked.
“What if you had four-to-six days’ advance knowledge of severe storm damage. Could you put yourself in a position to supply materials and labor to repair a large volume of buildings over an extended area?”
Clemens and his partner looked at each other again and back to her. “You’re saying that as if it’s an established fact. Nothing that severe has happened in at least a hundred years. How would you know what is going to happen with the weather?”
“Do you think I would waste my time coming out here and talking with you if I didn’t know?” She didn’t feel agitated, but if you were going to drive a point home, a certain amount of theatrics was necessary.
“But if a major storm, as you’re indicating, hits the area, wouldn’t that become a disaster area? Wouldn’t a state of emergency be declared?”
“Yes, of course it would,” she replied. “And all of those emergency funds would go to those companies who were most prepared with material and labor and the political connections to secure federal emergency contracts.”
“I assume we’re talking millions of dollars, aren’t we?”
“If that’s the only scale you’re prepared to work in, I may have overestimated your company. If that’s the case, I’m wasting my time.” She stood up from behind her desk, waiting for their predictable response.
“Wait, wait, wait,” Clemens said, motioning her to sit back down. “Exactly what scale of damage are you talking about?”
“In the Portland area?” she began. “Severe water damage, flooding, winds in excess of 120 miles per hour. Every residential dwelling would need some amount of repairs, many would need to be removed and rebuilt from the ground up. You’re looking at New Orleans and Katrina, here in Portland.”
“That’s millions of buildings, that’s…”
“Tens of billions of dollars,” she finished. Clemens and his partner looked overwhelmed. “Can you put together the materials and the labor?”
“Yes,” Clemens and his partner said together.
“Good,” she replied. “Now all you need is the political connection to secure the contracts.”
Clemens looked stunned for a moment. Then he grinned, “And I assume you can make that happen?”
“I can.”
“How much?” he asked.
“You know, the horrible thing about being in my position, as a United States Senator, is that the cost of running a successful election campaign is incredibly high. It forces me to ask for donations all of the time, something I detest doing, but I am a victim of circumstances, so I do what I have to do.”
“Don’t we all,” Clemens replied, his grin widening.
She slid a sheet of paper across the desk to him. “These are the Political Action Committees and organizations that support my re-election efforts. Thanks to the Supreme Court, there is no longer an upper limit to how many organizations you can donate to, so please be generous with them. The more you help me, the more I will be in a position to help you.”
The three of them stood and shook hands. As Clemens and his partner left, Janet, her local Chief of Staff leaned in the door. “The next one is here. If you can keep to the twenty-minute time schedule, we can finish by ten tonight. I’ve got the next three days booked solid.”
“Thanks, Janet, send them in.”

CHAPTER 43

Chinese Submarine, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of Oregon
Guang Xi had started taking short naps between mine placements. The whole process would take almost three days and he couldn’t stay awake for the entire time. The torpedo technician woke him fifteen minutes before the next mine was scheduled to be deployed. The mini-nuke mine was already placed in the torpedo tube. Guang Xi struggled again to lie on the deck of the torpedo room and attached the timer display and control unit. He went through the now familiar routine that armed the mine and set the countdown timer.
He signaled the sonar room and the soft pulse gave him the contour of the Cascadia Subduction Zone fault line. He asked the Captain to make a small course correction and counted down the seconds to start the timer. He pressed the button that set the mine into its final countdown sequence. The torpedo tech again closed the torpedo tube door, flooded the tube, opened the outer door and nodded to Guang Xi to let him know everything was ready. Guang Xi glanced again at his map and counted the last few seconds. He pressed the large button that ejected the mine, and the sub accelerated back up to its eight-knot traveling speed. Five minutes later the thud of the mine on the ocean floor gave them the image he waited to see. The mini-nuke mine was again placed exactly on the line formed by the two tectonic plates. Mine number 20 was in place. Fifteen mines and approximately 30 hours remained to complete America’s punishment.
Guang Xi hobbled back to the sonar room and leaned in. “Hear anything out there?”
“Only the normal background sounds of the ocean,” the sonar tech replied. “No pings, no screw sounds, no one anywhere close to us.”
“Good,” Guang Xi said. “Even with America’s vaunted technology, they still don’t know we’re here. The great America isn’t so mighty after all. Soon they will be brought to their knees.” He returned to the torpedo room and settled in for another short nap. He had to keep his mind clear and sharp in order to complete his mission. He dreamed of the horror he would unleash on America, which was long overdue. Soon, he thought. Very soon.

CHAPTER 44

U.S.S. Massachusetts, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of Oregon
Captain Paul Jacobs rushed out of his cabin with the COB close behind him. The alarm was sounding with the call going out over the 1MC loud speakers, “Battle stations, battle stations, this is not a drill, I repeat, this is not a drill, battle stations.” He passed Lieutenant Grimes as she ran toward the ladder that would take her down to her station in the torpedo room.
“Status?” Jacobs demanded as he entered the control center.
“Still at flank speed,” Silverton answered. “Underwater contact dead ahead, range 40,000 yards and closing. All stations manned and ready, Sir. Captain has the Con,” he announced.
“Reduce speed to sixteen knots, silent running rules in place,” Jacobs ordered. “Sonar, con, what exactly do we have?”
The helm answered first, “Make speed sixteen knots, aye-aye, Sir.”
Stephanos, the sonar officer spoke next, “We have a faint sonar ping, Sir, frequency and strength indicate it’s being used to map the ocean floor.”
“Any screw sounds?” Jacobs asked. Screw was navy slang for propeller.
“No, Sir, nothing yet. At this depth sounds travel in thermal channels, which are also frequency sensitive. We’re going to have to get closer to pick up the screw signature.”
“Any estimate on the depth of the ping,” Jacobs asked.
“Too far away, Sir, but for us to hear it, it must be around our depth.”
“Very well, keep on top of this.”
“Aye-aye, Sir.”
Jacobs examined the tactical layout on the electronic screen, which showed a red dot on the top edge of the screen representing the location of the potential ghost sub. “If all they’re doing is mapping the ocean floor, then this is probably an intel mission rather than operational,” Jacobs said to Silverton.
“That would be good news,” Silverton replied.
“Maybe. It certainly changes our range of responses. We need to get closer to get a more accurate idea of what’s going on.”
“Of course.”
Stephanos, stuck his head into the control center. “A minute, Captain?”
Jacobs walked back into the sonar room. “What’s up?”
“We picked up a very faint sound, Sir, something we’re not sure about.”
“So you’re speculating about this sound?” Jacobs asked.
Stephanos shrugged. “We’ve never heard anything like it before, hence our speculation.”
“Which is?”
Stephanos looked at his men seated at their consoles and then back to Jacobs. “We think it sounds like something hitting the ocean floor, Sir. Something heavy.”
“How long after the ping?”
“Around six minutes, Sir.”
“Let me know if it happens again.”
“Yes, Sir.”
Over the next two hours, the Massachusetts gradually closed the distance to the suspected ghost sub, reducing the distance to 24,000 yards. Stephanos again poked his head into the control center and motioned for Jacobs to come to the sonar room.
“We were picking up some very faint screw sounds, not enough to identify, and then the sound disappeared.”
“Are they turning to clear baffles?” Jacobs asked.
“Can’t really tell, Sir.”
Jacobs leaned into the control center, “Helm, all stop.”
“All stop, aye-aye, Sir.”
Jacobs stood in the doorway to the sonar room as the Massachusetts drifted slowly and silently forward. It felt like the entire crew was holding its collective breath, waiting to see what would happen next.
“Another single ping, Sir,” a sonar tech said. “Just like before, mapping the ocean floor.”
They all waited in anxious silence.
“There’s another very faint sound, Sir.”
“Best guess?” Jacobs asked.
The sonar tech looked over at the Captain, clearly uncertain of what he heard. “It sounded a little like a torpedo being flushed out of the tube, but there’s no screw sounds. Just silence.”
Jacobs felt his inner guts tighten. Could they know the Massachusetts was following them? They may have deployed a torpedo left to drift silently in the water, waiting for the Massachusetts to get close to it, at which time it would awaken to the sounds of the sub, go active and home in on them. It was the cat and mouse, predator and prey game, if only you knew which one you really were.
“Screw sounds,” the sonar tech announced. “Target is picking up speed.”
“We’re going to stay here for a few more minutes,” Jacobs said. “Let’s see if something hits the bottom of the ocean again.”
“Got an ID on the screw signature, Sir,” the sonar tech said. “It’s our ghost sub, signature confirmed.”
“Well, that answers our first question.” Jacobs said. “Now for the second one.”
The waiting game continued. Finally the sonar tech looked over at the Captain. “Heavy impact on the ocean floor, Sir.”
“Time in between ping and impact?”
“About six minutes, Sir.”
“Okay, so probably not a torpedo waiting for us — so far, so good.” Jacobs walked back into the control center. “We need to update COMSUBPAC and see what they want to do. Helm, maintain heading, make your speed sixteen knots and your depth 500 feet.”
“Heading true north, sixteen knots, 500 feet, aye-aye, Sir,” the helmsman answered.
As they rose above one thousand feet depth the sonar officer called out, “Con, sonar, surface contact directly above us.”
“Helm, hold this depth,” Jacobs quickly ordered.
“Holding depth, Sir,” the helmsman answered.
Jacobs ducked back into the sonar room.
“Screw signature is from a Chinese Frigate, full Anti-Submarine Warfare capable according to our records,” Stephanos said.
“Chinese?” Jacobs asked incredulously. “Have they heard us?”
“Doubtful, Sir. Very heavy weather topside, I’d be surprised if they can hear anything at our depth.”
Jacobs slowly wandered back into the control center of the Massachusetts, deep in thought. “Helm, take us back down to 1500 feet and resume pursuit of the ghost sub.”
“Making depth 1500 feet, course 000,” the helmsman replied.
“Lieutenant Kent, you have the con. Notify me if anything changes — anything, you understand?”
“Understood, Sir.”
“XO, COB, join me in the wardroom.” As the two men followed Jacobs, he asked Stephanos to join them. They entered the wardroom where officers’ meals and conferences took place, and sat around the long oval table. “Gentlemen, this is our dilemma.”

CHAPTER 45

Falls Church, Virginia
Billingsly met with Cummings and Bentonhouse again after their monthly dinner. Cummings appeared especially distraught. “Ralph, calm down and tell me what’s happening,” Billingsly said.
“Our country is going to die,” Cummings said, “and China is going to kill it.”
“They don’t have the weaponry to do that,” Billingsly replied calmly. “Besides, we have the best anti-missile defense system on the planet. It’s suicide for China to start a war with us. The whole of China would be radioactive for the next 10,000 years. They’re not going to do it.”
“You don’t understand,” Cummings replied. “China has a gun to our head. It’s not nuclear, it’s financial.”
Billingsly frowned. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“China owned $1.2 trillion in U.S. Treasury Notes and Bonds.”
“What do you mean, ‘owned?’ What did they do with them?”
“China dumped all of them on the international market 48 hours ago,” Cummings said.
“So we buy them back,” Billingsly replied. “That’s only, what, 7 % of the national debt. I don’t see what the problem is.”
“No, no. The notes and bonds aren’t the problem. The Federal Reserve is running the printing presses day and night to print enough U.S. currency to buy back the notes and bonds. If we don’t, the value of the U.S. dollar crashes. We have to buy them back at market value.”
“Okay, so what’s the problem?”
“China hasn’t lost anything by selling the notes and bonds.” Cummings said. “They get paid in U.S. dollars, just like they got paid for everything they used to send to us as imports. With all of the money they have collected, plus the dollars from the notes and bonds, by the end of the week, China will hold over two trillion in U.S. dollars.”
Where the hell is this going? Billingsly wondered. None of this is making any sense. “I don’t understand. Why would two trillion dollars be a gun held to our head?”
Cummings looked as frustrated as Billingsly felt. “The leverage of the debt they held was the gun. By dumping the debt on the market all at once, China forced us to give them the bullets for the gun. We’re printing U.S. dollars to buy back the debt. When China dumps the dollars on the international market in exchange for other currencies, we can’t print other country’s currencies to buy back the dollars. With a glut of U.S. dollars that size, our currency becomes worthless. Our whole economy would crash overnight. You’re looking at $1,000 for a loaf of bread, $5,000 for a gallon of gasoline. Nobody will be able to afford anything!”
“Come on, it can’t be that bad,” Billingsly said. “The international market will absorb the dip in the value of the dollar. It’ll be fine.”
“No it won’t,” Cummings replied emphatically. “Just over a hundred years ago the U.S. dollar was backed 100 % with gold and silver. Our paper currency had ‘Gold Certificate’ or ‘Silver Certificate’ printed right on it, depending on the amount. That’s why the world came to depend on the U.S. dollar as the world’s reserve currency — it was directly redeemable in gold or silver. Anyone could walk into any American bank and exchange the paper currency for gold or silver coins. Franklin D. Roosevelt changed that when he took our currency off the gold standard in 1933. Nixon took our currency off the silver standard in 1971. All of our currency now says Federal Reserve Note on it. A note is a promise to pay, but pay what? It doesn’t say. While we had oil contracts set up around the world to be paid only in U.S. dollars, our currency could always be used to buy oil, so it retained some semblance of value. Now oil contracts can be paid in any currency, so the dollar has to compete with other currencies on the global market.
“Right now the only things of value that back the dollar are the Treasury Notes and U.S. Bonds, and those are debt instruments. They’re worth only what the world believes they’re worth.”
“Go on,” Billingsly said, as he sat in near shock at what he was hearing. Cummings is an expert in finance. If he says it’s bad, it’s probable worse that he thinks.
“Remember the new financial system I told you about? How Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa are forming their own banking system? Those five countries comprise about half of the world’s economy. Once the U.S. dollar falls, that financial system becomes the new standard. They’ve already talked about introducing a new currency, a gold-backed currency. China has announced the Yuan is now a gold-backed currency. Russia is doing the same thing, making the Ruble gold-backed. India and Brazil are talking about the same move. When the world moves to the new financial system, a gold-backed currency, U.S. dollars will be relegated to third world, banana republic status. Every country that holds U.S. debt will want a gold-backed currency in exchange for the debt. Yes, we can print more paper dollars, but who’s going to want them? Nobody! That’s when America dies.”
Billingsly sat in total disbelief. “So you’re saying paper money is a more powerful weapon than nuclear bombs?”
“China has been buying gold for decades,” Cummings said. “Once the dollar crashes, China could buy every American business, every piece of property, including government buildings, for a fraction of a penny on the dollar. They wouldn’t have to fire a shot. Instead of beating us, they’d own us, right down to the last toothpick.”
“But we’re the greatest superpower in the world,” Billingsly protested.
“Which will be sold at fire sale prices,” Cummings replied. “Every person in America would be working for a company owned by the Chinese, paying rent to the Chinese on what used to be their own house.”
“That’s not possible,” Billingsly stated. “We have our own gold supply. We could back our own currency again. It might take all of the gold in Fort Knox to do it, but it could be done.”
Cummings looked at the floor and shook his head. “You don’t understand. We don’t have any gold in Fort Knox. It’s all been sold or paid out to cover trade imbalances through the Bank of International Settlements in Basel, Switzerland.”
“Aw come on!” Billingsly roared. “What about the damned Federal Reserve System? They have gold!”
Cummings shook his head again. “The Federal Reserve Banks are all privately owned, and they have sold off their gold reserves, too.”
“No, no, no,” Billings shouted. “The Federal Reserve is a government agency. We own it.”
Cummings looked Billingsly in the eye. “A common misunderstanding. Only the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve is a government agency. Their role is to help direct or control the economy through fiscal policy and interest rates, and to review financial legislation and place their interpretation of the law into the Code of Federal Regulations. That’s all the Board of Governors does. It doesn’t own anything. All of the Federal Reserve Banks are privately owned.”
“This can’t be happening,” Billingsly fumed.
“Federal Reserve Banks are supposed to hold gold for other countries,” Cummings said. “You remember when Venezuela demanded all of its gold back from the Federal Reserve Bank of New York?”
“Yeah,” Billingsly replied. “I watched on TV when the gold arrived back in Venezuela. So what?”
“What you don’t know is that it took the Federal Reserve Bank of New York seven years to quietly buy back enough gold to return it to Venezuela. They used the U.S. legal system to delay the process long enough to collect the gold.”
“Bullshit!” Billingsly exclaimed. “All of those gold bars have serial numbers stamped into them. Each one is individually identified.”
“And each bar is simply melted down, recast and a new serial number is stamped into it. That’s what the New York Bank did. They collected gold, melted it down, cast it into new bars and stamped the old serial numbers into the bars. Then they sent the gold bars back to Venezuela.”
“You can’t be serious.” Billingsly bellowed.
“I’m deadly serious,” Cummings replied. “I should make a correction here. There is gold in Fort Knox, it’s just that we don’t actually own any of it. It all belongs to other countries.”
“How could this happen?” Billingsly asked.
“Over that last hundred years, top U.S. politicians and International Bankers have played fast and loose with our gold reserve. Now there’s nothing left.”
Billingsly closed his eyes and breathed out heavily. “That I can actually believe.”

CHAPTER 46

U.S.S. Massachusetts, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of Oregon
Captain Jacobs sat with Silverton, Stephanos and Adams in the wardroom. “This is what I see at this time,” Jacobs said. “I was thinking the ghost sub was North Korean, it has the screw signature of an old Russian Alfa, but it didn’t make sense because it was decommissioned nearly twenty years ago and was supposed to be cut up into scrap. We have a Chinese frigate with full ASW capability riding shotgun on the surface, effectively hidden from radar and satellite surveillance by the hurricane on the surface. That didn’t make any sense, either. Russia and China aren’t exactly friends but North Korea and China are, at least to some degree. Yet I can’t really see them cooperating with each other on something like this.”
“But what if China bought the old Russian Alfa?” Silverton asked.
“And replaced the old liquid metal reactor,” Jacobs finished. “Then what we see would make at least some sense.”
“They’re planting something heavy on the ocean floor,” Stephanos said. “How does that fit in?”
“How far apart?” Jacobs asked.
“About eighteen miles,” Stephanos replied.
“So we have no idea how many of these things they have planted or how many more they intend to plant, or what these things actually are,” Jacobs said. “Why here?”
“They appear to be placing these things at the bottom of a valley on the ocean floor,” Silverton added.
“Valley?” Adams asked.
“Yeah,” Silverton replied. “Here’s a map of this section of the ocean floor.”
Adams stared at the map. “Oh God, no.” he said quietly.
“What do you see?” Jacobs asked.
“Any of you guys grow up in California?” Adams asked. He looked around at the blank expressions on their faces. “I did. This isn’t just a valley — it’s an earthquake fault line.” He grabbed the map and looked at the small printing along the line of the valley. “Oh God. It’s the Cascadia Subduction Zone. The heavy things they’re planting, they’ve got to be mines, every eighteen miles, they probably run back to where the Subduction Zone meets the San Andreas Fault.”
“How bad?” Jacobs asked.
“2002, a 9+ Subduction Zone quake took out every city along the coast of Chile and moved the coastline by twenty feet. 2004 a 9.2 Subduction Zone quake destroyed coastal Sumatra and parts of Indonesia. 230,000 people died right after Christmas. This thing will take out every city in the Pacific Northwest and send a massive tsunami halfway around the globe. That’s how bad,” Adams said.
“We have to be sure,” Jacobs said. “This could start World War Three.”
“It’s not like we can sink it from here,” Silverton replied. “We still have to sneak up on it. That’ll give us more time to verify what we think is happening.”
“And when we do sink it,” Stephanos said. “We’ll have an Anti-Submarine Frigate right on our butt.”
Silverton looked over at Adams. “I’m just thinking about your dad’s story of the Scorpion. He believed it was a sub-on-sub conflict where both subs sank, and there was no one around to tell anyone what happened. What if we go after the ghost sub and we don’t come back? No one on the surface will know anything about what’s coming. We need to think of the people we can save if we break off our pursuit, get out of range of the Chinese Frigate and warn COMSUBPAC in Hawaii.”
Jacobs thought for a minute. “Whatever mines are currently laid are going to detonate at some point, correct?”
“Yes,” Adams replied.
“How far does the Cascadia Subduction Zone run?”
Adams looked at the map again. “Past Vancouver Island.”
“So this ghost sub is only a little more than half way along the fault, right?” Jacobs asked.
“Yeah,” Adams replied.
“If we break off now, get clear of the Chinese Frigate, go to periscope depth, notify COMSUBPAC and try to reacquire the ghost sub, what are the chances that we will get back to it in time to make a difference?” Jacobs asked.
Everyone sat there looking down at the map. Silverton shook his head. “By that time the ghost sub will have laid most if not all of the mines. The quake will have its maximum damage. Yes, we will be able to warn people, but if we are delayed at all, the ghost sub could disappear. Once it’s done laying mines, we’re never going to catch it. It’ll be gone.”
“If we act now, we reduce the intensity of the quake by reducing the number of mines on the fault line. That’ll save people too,” Stephanos said. “The risk is if we all die in the process, we can’t warn anyone. But if we survive, we reduce the damage from the quake, and we get to warn everyone.”
Jacobs looked into the eyes of his most trusted officers on the sub. It was one of those lose/lose types of decisions.
“It’s your boat,” Adams said. “You have to choose.”
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“Right now what we have is a worst case scenario,” Jacobs said. “How confident are we that that scenario is actually true?” No one answered. “Okay, let’s take this one step at a time. I’ve never been a bolt-and-run kind of guy, so we are going after the ghost sub. In that process we should be able to verify at least some of what we suspect. If I am convinced the ghost sub is laying mines, we kill it and take on the Chinese Frigate. If we start World War Three, so be it. I am not going to sit by and let an attack on our country go unanswered.”
The four men exited the wardroom and took their places for battle stations. As Jacobs and Silverton entered the control center of the Massachusetts, Lieutenant Kent announced, “Captain has the con.”
Jacobs hit the intercom button, “Torpedo room, con, what’s your status?”
“Con, torpedo room,” Lieutenant Grimes answered, “four Mark 48, mod 7 torpedoes in tubes one through four. Tubes 5 through 8 are open, Sir.”
“Lieutenant Grimes, load four MOSS decoys in tubes 5 through 8 and notify me when complete,” Jacobs ordered.
“Loading four MOSS torpedoes in tubes 5 through 8, aye-aye, Sir,” Tiffany replied.
“Helm, reduce speed to twelve knots, maintain current depth, and heading, silent running rules in effect,” Jacobs ordered.
“Twelve knots, 1500 feet, heading true north, silent running, aye-aye, Sir.”
Jacobs looked at Silverton, “Everybody at battle stations?”
“Yes, Sir,” Silverton replied.
“Close all watertight doors.” Jacobs ordered. “Sonar, con, let me know immediately if there is any change in screw speed of the ghost sub.”
“Con, sonar, notify of any change, aye-aye, Sir.”
Stephanos notified the Captain of every thousand yard change in range. At the expected two-hour interval the ghost sub slowed again.
“Helm, all stop,” Jacobs ordered as he put on his head phones.
“All stop, Sir.”
Current range?” Jacobs asked.
“Current range is 19,000 yards, Sir,” Stephanos replied.
“Are they turning to clear baffles?” Jacobs asked.
There was a pause. “Single soft ping, Sir, mapping the ocean floor.” Several tense minutes passed before Stephanos said. “Tube sounds again, Sir, no screw sounds.”
“Okay,” Jacobs said. “Helm, ahead slow, come to course 090 and stop.”
“Come to course 090 and stop, Sir,” the helmsman answered.
“Anything?” Jacobs asked.
“Screw sounds, the ghost sub is picking up speed, Sir,” Stephanos reported. The silent wait continued to about the six-minute mark. “Heavy impact with the ocean floor, Sir.”
“Anyone following us?” Jacobs asked.
“Baffles are clear,” Stephanos said.
“Let me know when we are at 18,000 yards,” Jacobs said. “Helm, come to course 000, speed twelve knots, maintain depth.”
“Course true north, twelve knots, maintain depth, aye-aye, Sir,” the helmsman answered.
“XO you have the con,” Jacobs said. He immediately took off his head set, went to his cabin and closed the door.
Jacobs immediately threw up in the sink. After several more wrenching heaves the nausea subsided. He heard a soft knock on his cabin door.
“Captain, are you all right?”
It was Adams. Jacobs ran water in the sink to rinse the mess down the drain.
“Captain?”
Jacobs slowly opened the door. His face felt damp and drained, his jaw quivered slightly and his hand was shaking. He felt about as miserable as a person could get.
“May I enter, Sir,” Adams asked softly. Jacobs motioned him in and closed the door behind him. Adams stood while Jacobs took a wet washcloth and wiped his face and then sat on his bed. “I’m just here to listen, Sir, nothing more.”
Jacobs sat staring at the floor. Several minutes passed before he spoke. When he did his voice was soft and clearly shaken. “Twenty-two years,” Jacobs said. Adams sat on the one chair in the Captain’s cabin. “I’ve been in the Navy for twenty-two years. I’ve been through hundreds of exercises, drills, war games and simulations.” Adams nodded. Jacobs looked up, making eye contact. “In twenty-two years I’ve never had to kill anyone. Twenty-two years.” Adams sat quietly, apparently to let Jacobs work it out for himself. “The ghost sub is clearly on a time table. They aren’t stopping to clear baffles, which is a critical mistake. I am convinced that they are planting some kind of explosive device. That is an act of war, and we must respond accordingly.”
Jacobs slowly stood, tossed the washcloth next to the sink. “Our only choice is to kill the son of a bitch.” He rinsed his face with cold water, dried off with a towel, and turned toward Adams. A firm resolve had replaced the unsteadiness in his chest, the quivering and shaking had stopped. He was ready.
Jacobs strode confidently into the control center of the Massachusetts and looked around.
“Range 18,000 yards,” Stephanos reported.
“Fire Control, are the Mark 48’s in tubes one and two online?” Jacobs asked.
“Yes, Sir.”
“Program both torpedoes to home in on the ghost sub’s screw signature, silent approach, active ping and high speed attack from 200 yards, spread tube one to the left of target and tube two to the right of target 500 yards apart. Tell me when you’re ready.”
The ADCAP, or advanced capability, torpedoes had both propellers and pulsejet propulsor drives. This enabled the torpedo to approach its target silently, but at a slower speed, using the pulsejet. Once the torpedo reached the designated distance from its target, the twin high speed screws, or propellers, would kick in, and accelerate the weapon to its maximum speed.
The torpedoes also had a sophisticated sonar system built into them, allowing them to track a target in passive sonar mode, listening, essentially, and then go to active sonar mode, using sonar pings to positively locate the target, assess its size, and select the best place to strike.
“Why active pinging and high speed screws at 200 yards and not the usual 500 yards for the torpedoes?” Silverton asked.
“The Alfas can go from a dead stop to sixty knots in ninety seconds. The top speed on our torpedoes is fifty-eight knots. If we give them enough time, they can out-run the torpedoes. Two hundred yards and they can’t respond fast enough to get away.”
“Got it,” Silverton replied.
“Firing solution ready,” Fire Control said.
“Fire tubes one and two,” Jacobs ordered.
“Tubes one and two fired, Sir,” Fire Control replied.
“Helm, come to course 120, speed sixteen knots,” Jacobs ordered.
“Course 120 degrees, speed sixteen knots, aye-aye, Sir,” the helmsman answered.
“Why not 180 degrees?” Silverton asked.
Jacobs turned to face him. “First, we need our flank-mounted hydrophones to monitor what happens when our torpedoes go active, we don’t want that event in our baffles, and second, if someone discovers where our torpedoes came from, we don’t want to still be in line with that direction.”
Silverton smiled. “Lesson learned, Sir.”
Jacobs hit the intercom button, “Torpedo room, con, Lieutenant Grimes, load two more Mark 48, Mod 7 torpedoes in tubes one and two.”
She repeated the order ending with, “Aye-aye, Sir.”
“Time to get the hell out of here,” Jacobs said. He checked the tactical display. The run time showed 78 minutes in silent mode. Jacobs checked the time on his watch and made a mental note of when the torpedoes would go active. Sneaking up on the target was critical so the enemy would be caught by surprise when the torpedoes went active. Once that happened, though, your presence was no longer a secret, which made sneaking away even more critical. It was hard to know exactly when you were safe. Maybe you never were.
* * *
Tiffany led her crew in loading two more Mark 48, Mod 7 torpedoes into the bottom tubes. Through days of intense practice her crew had gotten the load time down under 10 minutes, but it still needed to be faster. She kept close track of the time. In the beginning, she had to remind members of her crew of what task came next. Now it was a silent ritual as each member went through the exacting steps. She took pride in their growing efficiency and skills, just as if they were her own family.

CHAPTER 48

Chinese Submarine, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of Oregon
Guang Xi woke to the sound of alarms screeching.
“What’s going on?” he shouted above the din.
“Enemy torpedoes,” the tech shouted. “We have to get our torpedoes into the water before it’s too late!” The tech opened the first torpedo tube door and plugged in the programming cord. He ran toward the programming console but never made it. The first explosion rocked the sub, knocking Guang Xi to the side of the torpedo room. One of the storage racks still full of mini-nuke mines broke loose from both the deck and the ceiling, falling sideways onto the downed torpedo tech, crushing him. The second explosion came from the other side, slamming Guang Xi against the other side of the torpedo room.
Sea water began spraying into the torpedo room from broken pipes, cracked seams and the open torpedo tube door. The sub tipped toward the back end and Guang Xi felt the sub moving down. Air pressure inside the sub was increasing rapidly, hurting his ears. There was still one mini-nuke mine that was not being sprayed with sea water. Guang Xi grabbed his programming panel and plugged it into the interface connector on the mine. The lights in the sub flickered and then went out, plunging him into total darkness. He screamed as his eardrums ruptured under the pressure as sea water began pouring in through the doorway that led to the rest of the sub. The only light was the display panel on his programming panel. He entered the activation code that armed the mine. The rising sea water swirled around him, lifting him up and away from the mine. He swam back to the mine which was about to disappear under the water. He ran a quick calculation for the timer in his mind, punched in the numbers and hit the button to start the countdown.
The rushing water washed him away from the mini-nuke mine and lifted him to the ceiling of the torpedo room. He gasped for the last remaining air in a gap in the overhead. First, loud groaning sounds wracked into his head and then extreme cracking and banging sounds. The pressure suddenly spiked, forcing out what little remaining air he had in his lungs. The last thing he felt was the metal structure of the sub suddenly squashing him.
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Meanwhile, Captain Paul Jacobs stood in the control center of the Massachusetts.
“Torpedoes are actively pinging,” Stephanos said. “High speed torpedo screws.”
The torpedoes were closing in for the kill. “How long?” Jacobs asked.
“Eight seconds,” Stephanos replied. “Cavitation from the Alfa’s screws. They’re trying to run. Noise makers deployed.”
Jacobs looked at the tactical display. Noise makers aren’t going to work. The advanced capability of the torpedoes will filter out all of the distracting sounds.
“First torpedo, direct hit,” Stephanos reported. He paused. “Second torpedo, also a direct hit. Sounds of flooding and air escaping.” Everyone waited in silence as the deadly drama played out. “Ghost sub is sinking, Sir. Screw sounds have stopped; all systems have shut down. Only sounds of escaping air now, Sir.” Three minutes later Stephanos said, “Hull is collapsing, Sir, crush depth exceeded.”
“Helm, bring us up to 1000 feet.” Jacobs ordered.
“Making depth 1000 feet, aye-aye, Sir.”
“We need to take a look around and find out where that Chinese Frigate is. Then maybe we can report back in to COMSUBPAC. They need to know about the earthquake that’s coming,” Jacobs said.
As the Massachusetts rose above the thermocline, at 1,000 feet the sonar room called in: “Con, sonar, multiple surface contacts, two Chinese Frigates, one bearing 340, range 28,000 yards, and the other bearing 260, range 8,000 yards.”
“Shit,” Jacobs said. “Helm, take us back down to 1,500 feet, make your course 060 degrees, speed sixteen knots.”
Before the helm could answer, the sonar room cut in, “Con, sonar, active pinging from the closest Frigate. They may have us, Sir, focused pings in our direction. Torpedo in the water, high speed screws, sounds like a TU-8, Sir.”
“Fire Control, make the closest Chinese Frigate target one for tubes one and two, silent approach until 200 yards from the target, then full speed and active pinging. Let me know as soon as you have a firing solution,” Jacobs ordered.
“Con, sonar, second torpedo in the water, high speed screws, third torpedo now in the water, they’re on to us, Sir.”
“Deploy noisemakers,” Jacobs ordered.
“Noisemakers deployed.”
“Helm, come to course 180, maintain silent running.”
“Captain, firing solution complete for tubes one and two.”
“Fire tubes one and two,” Jacobs ordered.
“Con, sonar, fourth torpedo in the water, Sir, high speed screws, all heading toward us.”
“Fire Control, set all four MOSS decoy torpedoes toward the Frigate, standard spread and let me know as soon as you are ready.” Let’s see what their torpedoes do when it sounds like our sub is coming right at them from four different places.
“MOSS decoy torpedoes ready, Sir.”
“Fire tubes 5 through 8.”
“Tubes 5 through 8 fired, Sir, standard spread pattern.”
“Torpedo room, con, start loading 4 more MOSS decoy torpedoes in tubes 5 through 8. Let me know as soon as that is complete.”
“Aye-aye, Sir,” Lieutenant Grimes replied.
“Con, sonar, incoming torpedoes are not going for the noisemakers, Sir, MOSS decoys now going active,”
Jacobs turned to Silverton, “Torpedo run time on one and two?”
Silverton checked the electronic display, “Less than ten minutes, Sir, should we have gone straight to high speed?”
“That would have given them too much time for countermeasures,” Jacobs said. “The Chinese have recently demonstrated an anti-torpedo torpedo. We can’t take the risk of losing both of our torpedoes.”
“Con, sonar, looks like the Chinese torpedoes are going for the decoys.”
Jacobs checked the electronic tactical display. It showed the Chinese Frigate designated as Target One was now at bearing 270, range 7,000 yards. “Helm, make your course 250 degrees.”
“We’re heading toward the Frigate?” Silverton asked.
“If you were commanding the frigate and were going after an enemy sub, would you expect it to run away?”
“Absolutely,” Silverton answered.
“So, let’s not,” Jacobs replied. “The thermocline will give us some cover from the active pinging. Besides, they have to figure out if they actually hit us with any of their four torpedoes before they do anything else. By that time our torpedoes will be right on them.”
Four explosions rocked the Massachusetts as the incoming torpedoes collided with the MOSS decoys.
“Con, sonar, torpedoes one and two both in active pinging, high speed screws, three seconds to impact — two, one.” The two shockwaves hit the Massachusetts a second apart before the sound could get there. “Torpedoes one and two, direct hit, Sir, secondary explosions inside the frigate, Sir.” Everyone waited in silence for the next report. “More explosions, Sir, she’s breaking up, sinking fast.”
As the Massachusetts passed to the south of the sinking frigate the only sounds were the creaking and crunching of the ship’s metal hull as it sank deeper into the Pacific Ocean. Jacobs turned to Silverton. “The second Chinese Frigate?”
“Headed straight for us at flank speed,” Silverton said.
Jacobs shook his head. “Helm, come to course 340.”
“Heading 340 degrees, aye-aye, Sir.”
“Fire Control, give me a firing solution for the second Chinese frigate, designate as Target Two for tubes three and four, silent approach to 200 yards then active pinging and high speed screws, torpedoes to run a parallel path, 500 yards apart. Notify me when you have a solution.”
Thirty seconds later Fire Control answered, “Firing solution complete, Sir.”
“Fire tubes three and four,” he ordered.
“Tubes three and four fired, Sir, torpedoes on their way.”
“Helm, bring us to 500 feet.”
“Making depth 500 feet, Sir,” the helmsman answered.
* * *
Tiffany’s crew was scrambling, loading the MOSS decoy torpedoes. Though the decoys were smaller and lighter in weight than the Mark 48’s she still had to be careful. One mistake and the Massachusetts would lose its combat capability. Now intimately engaged in the loading process, she handed members tools, took tools from them to keep their hands from any wasted motions, helping her team become a seamless efficient mechanism.
She watched the clock as critical seconds swept away. The first MOSS was loaded. A seaman flooded the tube as the rest of her crew shifted to the second torpedo. Clamps were removed, and the lifting mechanism was assembled in place. Her team drove the torpedo forward and into position for the loading tray. Eight minutes and twelve seconds load time on the first MOSS.
* * *
As the Massachusetts rose above the 1,000 feet thermocline, Jacobs asked Stephanos, “Contacts?”
“Only contact is the Chinese frigate, designated as Target Two, range 20,000 yards and closing fast, Sir.”
Jacobs turned to Silverton. “Run time on torpedoes three and four?”
“Fifteen minutes, Sir,” Silverton answered.
“Okay,” Jacobs replied, “We’ll wait at 500 feet, once Target Two goes down; we’ll go to periscope depth and report in to COMSUBPAC.”
“Aye-aye, Sir,” Silverton answered.
“Torpedo room, con, status?”
“Loading third MOSS decoy torpedo into tube 7, Sir,” Lieutenant Grimes replied. “Almost in, Sir.”
“Stop at third MOSS in tube 7. Start loading Mark 48, Mod 7’s in tubes one through four.”
“Aye-aye, Sir,” she replied.
* * *
Tiffany’s crew shifted to work on a Mark 48 as the seaman flooded the tube with the third MOSS inside. She watched closely as the second hand swept around the clock. The last torpedo had gone in in under eight minutes. Adrenalin pounded in her veins as she was sure it pounded in her crew’s veins. She glanced again at the clock as the lifting mechanism rolled forward and the Mark 48 was transferred to the loading tray.
* * *
Jacobs watched the electronic tactical display as the two torpedoes closed in on the second Chinese Frigate. The run time that ticked away in the upper right corner of the display counted down with less than thirty seconds to go.
“It’s been a hell of a day, Sir,” Silverton said.
“It has,” Jacobs replied.
“Con, sonar, torpedoes three and four going to active pinging, high speed screws.” Jacobs waited. “Direct hit,” Stephanos paused. “Second direct hit, Sir. Secondary explosions; she’s breaking up, Sir.”
“Okay,” Jacobs said. “Helm, take us up to periscope depth.”
“Periscope depth, aye-aye, Sir.”
As the Massachusetts rose toward the surface a panicked voice came from the sonar room, “Con, sonar, multiple splashes on the surface. Probable rocket launched torpedoes in the water, high speed screws and active pinging. Screw pattern confirms TU-7 rocket launched torpedoes.”
“Dammit,” Jacobs swore. “They must have launched as soon as our torpedoes went to active pinging. How many torpedoes?”
“Two, three… four active torpedoes, two, no three actively pinging sono-buoys in the water, we’re lit up like a Christmas tree!” Sono-buoys floated on the surface and sent sonar pings down into the ocean, helping the torpedoes locate the sub.
Jacobs, Silverton and Adams quickly assessed the electronic tactical display. “Four active torpedoes, are in the water, roughly in the shape of a square. We’re on the western edge,” Silverton said. “Active torpedo on each corner.”
“Helm, hard right rudder, come to course 090, flank speed. Fire Control, fire the MOSS decoys in tubes 5 through 7 on my command, standard spread.”
“Aye-aye, Sir,” Fire Control replied.
Jacobs watched as the Chinese torpedoes all turned in the direction of the Massachusetts. As the submarine’s heading crossed the 90 degree mark Jacobs said, “Fire tubes 5 through 7, now.”
“Tubes 5 through 7 fired, Sir.”
“Lieutenant Grimes, where are we on the Mark 48’s?”
“Still loading the first one, Sir, almost there.”
“Rig the Mark 48 for guide-by-wire, Lieutenant, tell me as soon as it’s ready to fire.”
“Aye-aye, Sir.”
“Con, sonar, decoys went active.”
“How many following the decoys?” Jacobs asked.
“Three. Torpedo to the north is still locked on us Sir, fifteen hundred yards and closing fast.”
“Helm, hard left rudder, come to course 000, flank speed.”
“Aye-aye, Sir.”
“Torpedo room, con, where are we?”
“Torpedo loaded, Sir, inner door closed, flooding tube, rigged for guide-by-wire. As soon as the pressure is equalized we can open the outer door and fire, Sir,” Lieutenant Grimes answered.
“Incoming torpedo at 800 yards and closing fast.”
“Come on, Lieutenant, we’re out of time,” Jacobs said.
“Opening outer door, Sir,” she answered.
“Fire as soon as that door is clear!”
“Five hundred yards, four hundred, three hundred, two, one hundred…”
“Torpedo fired,” Fire Control answered.
“You’ve got to hit that thing dead…”
The force of the blast jolted the entire sub. Loose objects flew through the air scattering across the deck. People were knocked out of their chairs, slammed into their consoles and slid across the deck. Jacobs, Silverton and Adams were hurled forward onto the deck, smashing into the forward bulkhead. Displays went dark and the lights went out.

CHAPTER 50

U.S.S. Massachusetts, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of Oregon
The battery-powered emergency lights flickered to life in the torpedo room, bathing everything in a red glow. Tiffany groaned as she put her hand over the sharp pain on the left side of her rib cage. Broken, she realized. She was crumpled against torpedo tube two, her legs folded under her, with her back toward the room. Her eyes darted around the room as she turned, searching for her crew.
Caleb Johnson was ten feet away on the starboard side of the room, lying on his side, back toward Tiffany. He wasn’t moving. Hector, Patrick and Gusman were struggling to stand up. The rest were at least moving. She winced in pain as she slowly stood and stumbled over to Johnson. She gently rolled Johnson over onto his back, expecting the worst. His eyes blinked.
“Oh God,” he mumbled. He looked up at her. “What the hell happened?”
“Two torpedoes, head to head,” she said.
“Oh yeah,” he replied as he lifted his left hand to his head. “Where’s all the water coming from?”
Tiffany had been so intent on her crew that her mind had blocked out the hissing sound from the spraying sea water coming from torpedo tube one. She saw Hector grab the damage control kit and rush over to the source of the water. She looked back at Johnson. “You okay?”
“I think so.”
They both got up and headed toward the blasting streams of water emanating from torpedo tube one. Johnson grabbed the two-handed wrench that was used for manual override for many of the automated functions on the torpedo tube. He placed the socket over the square end of the drive rod that connected to the outer door gear train. It wouldn’t budge. “Hector, give me a hand.” Hector grabbed one side of the wrench while Johnson put both hands on his side. “Ready?” They strained to turn the drive rod, but it wouldn’t move.
“Try opening the outer door,” Tiffany suggested. “Maybe we can unjam it.” They got a turn and a half out of the drive rod before it stopped moving. “Now try closing the door,” she said.
The drive rod jammed at the same place. “Not going to work, ma’am,” Johnson reported.
* * *
Captain Jacobs opened his eyes and tried to focus his mind on the condition of his boat. He rolled to his hands and knees and staggered as he attempted to stand. Leaning against the bulkhead he began to assess the damage. The electronic tactical display was dark and had a deep crack that ran from the upper left corner diagonally down to the bottom of the screen near the lower right. He worked his way over to the command platform and pressed the intercom button. “Damage control, con, report.” He released the button waiting for a response. The only thing he heard was the ringing in his ears. “Damage Control, con, report,” he repeated. Still nothing.
The Massachusetts started to tip slowly toward the front. Jacobs saw Silverton struggle to his feet and look around, his eyes coming to rest on Adams, who was lying crumpled against the forward bulkhead. Silverton bent over Adams and shook him. “COB, COB.” He checked for a pulse and looked at Jacobs. “He’s alive, but unconscious.” More of the men in the control center started to move and gradually return to their stations. Silverton stood, held on to the side bulkhead and made his way over to the command platform. “Captain, you’re bleeding.”
Jacobs reached up with his left hand and touched his left cheek. When he looked at his fingers they were dripping with bright red blood. Silverton staggered over and opened the First Aid kit. He pulled out several gauze pads and put them on the gash on Jacobs’ scalp.
“It’s not too bad,” Silverton said. “But head wounds bleed like a bitch. Just keep some pressure on it.”
“The intercom isn’t working,” Jacobs said. He looked around. “Nothing is — main power is out.” He pointed to a young man who was one of the first to stand up. “Seaman, Karpinski.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Break out the Sound Powered Phone. See who else is doing the same thing.”
“Aye-aye, Sir,” he replied. Karpinski opened a cabinet under the display console, removed the headphone and mouthpiece from the box, put them on his head and plugged the connector into the receptacle. The Sound Powered Phone system didn’t depend on any outside power system. The operator’s voice vibrated the microphone, which generated an electrical signal that powered the speakers in the headphones in the system. “This is the control center,” he said. “Anyone there?” He listened. “Sir, reactor room and engineering reporting in, minor damage, no water, trying to reset systems.”
“What about the torpedo room,” Jacobs asked.
“Torpedo room, report in,” Seaman Karpinski spoke into the mouthpiece. He waited. “Torpedo room, report in.” He looked at Jacobs, “No response, Sir.”
The Massachusetts was starting to tip more toward the front. “We’re taking on water,” Jacobs said. He pointed to three men now standing in the control center. “You three, damage control, head below, do not open any watertight doors without checking through the glass first. Close doors behind you. Find out what’s going on in the torpedo room.”
“Aye-aye, Sir,” they answered. They looked through the small glass window in the forward watertight door, rotated the wheel and cracked the door open. Stephanos was on the other side of the door.
He stepped into the control center as the three men went through. “Without power we can’t tell what’s working and what’s not.”
Jacobs turned to Seaman Karpinski. “Find Lieutenant Kent. Get him to the torpedo room, and find out how long before we get power from the reactor room and from engineering.” Seaman Karpinski talked into the Sound Powered Phone and listened.
“Reactor room is functioning, turbine spinning, generator is currently off line. They’re checking fuses. Engineering reporting multiple blown fuses, main distribution panel is damaged; main bus bars are shorted and fused together, rerouting wires to the auxiliary panel, estimate ten minutes before they can try to restore power, Sir.”
* * *
Tiffany watched as Hector held the medium round wood plug in his left hand and the drive mallet in his right. The two sight glasses in the torpedo tube door had blown out, leaving two oval holes in the door. As he tried to position the plug in front of the stream of water the force of the flow blew the plug out of his hand and sent it careening across the room. He looked up at her.
“The force is a lot stronger than in the training room,” she said. “We need to improvise.”
Caleb Johnson grabbed a pry bar and stuck it into the top sight glass hole and lifted up on the bar. The water blasted upward into his face.
“Plug the bottom half!” he shouted.
Hector took another wood plug and lined it up with the lower half of the sight glass hole, smacking it into place with the mallet. Johnson repeated the maneuver with the bottom hole. Hector slammed the plug into the hole — that cut the flow to about half of what it was but the water was still getting deeper in the torpedo room much too rapidly. The water was now knee deep.
“What about the wide crack wedges?” Tiffany asked.
Hector pulled a wide wedge out of the kit and lined it up with the hole.
“Too wide!” he shouted over the sound of the spray.
Johnson withdrew a pocket knife from his pocket and carved the edges of the wedge down. “Try it now.”
Hector drove the wedge in on top of the round plug. It held.
“More wedges,” Tiffany shouted.
Within a few minutes the flow of water had slowed, but the gaps between the round plugs and the wedges still allowed a continuous flow of water into the torpedo room.
Tiffany heard a loud banging from the watertight door. She rushed over and looked through the small glass window. She saw Lieutenant Kent on the other side of the door, worry etched in his face. He held up a Sound Powered Phone set. She nodded and snatched the device from the lower drawer of the tool storage drawers, put the head set on and plugged it into the connector.
“Open the door!” he shouted into the phone.
She shook her head. “Too much pressure.”
She heard, “Torpedo room, this is the control center, can you hear me?”
“Yes,” she replied. “Get the Captain on the phone.”
“Lieutenant, what’s going on?” It was Captain Jacobs’ voice.
“When our torpedo hit the incoming torpedo, Sir, the outer door was still open for the guide-by-wire. The explosion jammed the outer door. We can’t move it. The inner door on tube one is broken and we’re taking on water. We already have three feet of water in the lower level. Pumps are not working. We’re driving wood wedges into the holes in the door. It’s slowing the rate of water coming in, but we can’t stop it.”
“Can you evacuate?” Jacobs asked.
“No, Sir, too much air pressure on the door. The torpedo room has the largest volume on the boat. If it fills with water the boat becomes too heavy, not enough volume left to maintain buoyancy. We would lose the boat, Sir.”
“Okay, Lieutenant, we may have auxiliary power in ten minutes, that should give you power for the pumps. Maybe that will help.”
“Sir,” Lieutenant Grimes said, “what is our depth right now? None of our displays are working.” She could feel the pressure increasing. Water pressure increases at approximately one half pound per square inch for each foot of depth.
“Passing 700 feet, lieutenant, we’re sliding down by the bow.”
“We’re too deep for anybody to get out of the sub, Sir, we have to stay in here and fight this leak. No choice, Sir.”
“Once we get power, we’re going to try to blow main ballast; see if that gets us up where we can get out. Hold tight Lieutenant.”
“Aye-aye, Sir.” She looked around the torpedo room. With the forward tip of the Massachusetts the damaged door was now three feet under water.
* * *
As the main power came back on, the lights in the control center flickered to life. “XO, blow the negative tank and the forward auxiliary tanks, leave the rear auxiliary tanks where they currently are.” The negative tank was centrally located and was used to control the internal volume of the submarine, which, in turn, controlled the buoyancy of the boat. A greater air volume inside the negative buoyancy tank displaced more water, which increased the buoyancy, making the sub float higher in the water. The auxiliary tanks were used to balance the sub front to back and side to side. Blowing compressed air into the tanks forced the water out into the ocean. The constant tilting of the sub toward the front slowed, as did the slide into the depth of the Pacific Ocean.
“Give me a three-second high pressure blow on all main ballast tanks. Let’s see how the boat responds.” Jacobs said. The sound of high pressure air rushing through the steel pipes echoed through the boat and then, at the three-second mark, abruptly stopped. It felt like being on an elevator as the Massachusetts started to rise. Then the sub began tilting strongly toward the front, and the rise quickly turned into a sinking motion.
“Front main ballast isn’t holding air, Sir,” Silverton reported. “Probable damage from the explosion.”
Jacobs pressed the button on the intercom, “Engine room, con, can you give me reverse thrusters?”
The reply came over the intercom, “Con, engine room — we’ll give it a try, Sir.”
“The Pulsejet Propulsar isn’t really designed to move us backwards very fast, Sir,” Silverton said.
“Well, going forward is only going to drive us deeper. Any other ideas?”
Silverton thought for a moment. “No, Sir,” he replied.
“Torpedo room, con, Lieutenant Grimes, how are you doing in there?”
“Pumps are running, Sir, water level looks stable, but everything has shifted forward, so it’s a little hard to tell exactly. We can’t work on the tube door, Sir, it’s four feet under water.”
“Understood, Lieutenant,” Jacobs replied.
The Massachusetts continued to tip toward the bow. Jacobs looked at the depth gauge. They were slowly rising. That was good news. Less pressure outside meant the water coming into the torpedo room would slow. It might give the pumps a chance to catch up and get more water out of the torpedo room. If that happened, they might be able to level the boat somewhat.
Chairs and other loose objects began sliding across the deck in the control center as the angle of tipping increased. “Downward angle now at 15 degrees, Sir,” the helmsman reported. “Depth is 680 feet.”
“Release the Emergency Buoy,” Jacobs ordered.
“Emergency buoy released and on the surface, Sir; beacon is transmitting.” The beacon sent out a radio distress signal identifying the sub and its location. All they could do now was wait and see what happened.

CHAPTER 51

U.S.S. Massachusetts, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of Oregon
Lieutenant Tiffany Grimes surveyed the damage to the torpedo room. Tubes and pipes were split and broken; water sprayed from multiple directions. Her crew had done all they could do to the torpedo tube door, now it was time to work on stopping the other leaks. Tiffany waded into the cold sea water, ducked under the surface and explored the damaged door with her fingers. Thirty seconds later she came back up.
“The whole door is bent,” she said. “Do you think we can get it to open?”
“Right now we have six small holes in the door,” Caleb Johnson replied. “Opening the door would turn that into a twenty-one inch diameter hole. Sea water would pour right in. How is that going to help?”
“I was just thinking, if we can get close enough to the surface, the pressure would lessen. At some point the air in the torpedo room would compress and counter balance the pressure from the sea. We could remove one of the other tube doors. Once the pressure stabilized, no more water would come into the room. We would have to work under the water, but if we could remove the damaged door, we could replace it with a good door. That would stop the leak, and then we could pump the water out of the room.”
Caleb put his fingers to his lower lip, obviously thinking about what she said. “How deep would the water be?”
“That’s a function of how deep we are,” she replied. “At a hundred feet…”
“We need only fifty pounds per square inch pressure to stop the water,” he finished. He looked at the damaged door. “We could pull the hinge pin right now. The locking ring will hold the door in place. All we’d have to do is turn the locking ring, pull the damaged door, put the new door in place and turn the locking ring back into place. Theoretically, it would work.”
“But we can’t do it against the flow of water through the torpedo tube — we won’t be able to hold the door in place,” she said.
“Right,” he replied. “The pressure has to balance first, and then the flow stops.”
“We can stand, what, two hundred pounds per square inch pressure?” she asked.
“Yeah, maybe a little more,” he replied. “Increasing the pressure isn’t the problem.”
“It’s decompression, I know,” she said. “But two hundred pounds per square inch in here means we can replace the damaged door at anything above four hundred feet.” She climbed the incline back to the water-tight door and pressed the intercom button.
“Con, torpedo room,”
“Go ahead Lieutenant,” Captain Jacobs said.
“Captain, we may have a possible solution, but we’ll have to flood the torpedo room in order to replace the damaged door. We’re going to need to be above 400 feet in order to try it.”
“Understood, Lieutenant,” Jacobs replied. “But flooding the room will cost us all of our buoyancy. We wouldn’t be able to maintain our depth.”
“Then could we route air under pressure into the torpedo room? If we can counterbalance the water pressure we can stop the water from flowing. Once that’s stable, we can replace the inner torpedo tube door.”
“Lieutenant Kent? Are you hearing this?” Jacobs asked.
“Already on it, Sir,” Kent answered.
Tiffany examined the tubes that lined the bulkhead in the torpedo room, noting how each tube was painted a color to identify what it carried. She spotted the light blue tube and read the tag attached to it. “I’ve got a P8-127 pneumatic tube here.” She traced it along the wall. “And a connector that I can get to.”
“Perfect,” Lieutenant Kent replied. “I’m closing the line from here. Go ahead and remove the connector.”
Tiffany picked up a crescent wrench and unscrewed the connector, and then yanked the line away from the bulkhead. “Line is open,” she said. Compressed air loudly hissed into the torpedo room.
“How long do you think this is going to take?” Caleb Johnson asked.
She looked at the double-story front section of the torpedo room, quickly running the numbers through her mind. “Depending on our depth, four to eight hours.”
“Okay, gentlemen,” Caleb Johnson said. “Let’s pull that hinge pin on the damaged door and take the door off tube number four. Move it!”

CHAPTER 52

U.S.S. Massachusetts, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of Oregon
The Massachusetts continued to tip slowly toward the bow as it drifted closer to the surface. “Down angle is now 35 degrees, Sir,” the helmsman reported. “Still slowly rising, depth is now 440 feet.”
Adams had regained consciousness and was sitting against the forward bulkhead. He had a splitting headache. Probable concussion, the boat medic had told him.
Another two hours passed. “Down angle is now 48 degrees, Sir, depth has stabilized at 320 feet.”
“Why aren’t we still rising?” Jacobs asked.
“Don’t know, Sir, but we aren’t,” the helmsman answered.
Adams struggled to his feet and worked his way around to the now badly tipped control console. He studied the gauges and ran the conditions through his mind. “Sir, I think we have another problem.”
Jacobs turned and looked at him. “Which problem?”
“I think I know why we aren’t rising any more, and if I’m right, we’re in danger of sinking, soon.”
“What?” Jacobs said, the level of anxiety clear in his voice. “What’s happening?”
“The main ballast tanks — they’re all open to the sea at the bottom.”
“Yeah,” Jacobs answered.
“The air is escaping out of the bottom of the ballast tanks, which is now more to the side instead of the bottom. Instead of the air being at the top of the tanks, it has moved to the corners of the tanks. The more the boat tips, the more air we’re going to lose.”
“And if we lose more air from our ballast tanks, we sink and we can’t stop our descent.”
“Exactly, Sir,” Adams replied.
“What if we make the stern heavier?” Jacobs asked.
“We’ll start sinking,” Adams replied. “But if we can stabilize the tilt of the boat, we can put more air back into the main ballast tanks. That might stabilize our depth.”
“Down angle is now 50 degrees,” the Helmsman reported. We’re headed down, Sir, depth now 560 feet and getting deeper.”
“Flood the rear auxiliary tanks,” Jacobs ordered. As the auxiliary tanks took on more water the stern of the sub sank faster than the bow did. “Two-second high pressure blow to main ballast tanks,” Jacobs ordered. The rush of high pressure air echoed through the sub for exactly two seconds.
“Down angle is now 45 degrees, we’re still sinking, Sir, depth is now 840 feet and picking up speed,” the Helmsman said.
“One-second high pressure blow of main ballast,” Jacobs ordered. Again the sound of rushing air filled the stricken sub. The boat shuttered as the air displaced the water in the ballast tanks.
“Down angle still at 45 degrees, depth passing 950 feet,” the Helmsman said in an anxious tone.
Jacobs watched the depth gauge as the reading exceed 1,000 feet. The rate of descent was slowing, 1,100, then 1,200 feet. The sub’s depth stabilized at 1,240 feet. Jacobs leaned against the sloping wall and breathed a sigh of relief. “We’re no longer sinking,” he said quietly.
“Yeah,” Silverton replied, “but our emergency beacon is now two hundred feet under the water. We haven’t got any more cable. How are they going to find us without that signal?”
“That may be the least of our worries,” Jacobs replied. “With the increased depth Lieutenant Grimes isn’t going to be able to stop the torpedo room from flooding. We’re not going to be able to maintain depth. We’ll slowly sink to our crush depth.”

CHAPTER 53

Office of Covert Operations, the Pentagon
Billingsly was surprised to see Rod Schneider enter his office with a big smile on his face.
“The Chinese Active Auroral Antenna Array is off. It’s been cold for the last four hours.” Billingsly leaned across his desk and snatched the report out of Schneider’s hand. “Hurricane Loretta is breaking up, falling out of Category 2 status as we speak. In 24 hours it’ll be nothing but light to medium rain and 20 MPH winds.”
Billingsly looked the report over. “Why did they stop? This doesn’t make any sense. What the hell is going on?”
“I don’t know, Admiral. All I can tell you is that the potential storm danger to the Pacific Northwest is over.” Rod turned and left.
Billingsly’s secretary buzzed him, “There’s a Senator Bechtel who just called. She wants you to meet her outside, now.”
Ten minutes later Billingsly slid into the back seat of Senator Elizabeth Bechtel’s black limo.
“What the hell happened to our storm, Admiral?” she demanded.
“Our storm? But this is good news,” Billingsly replied.
“The hell it is,” she yelled. “You know what this has cost me?”
“Cost you?” Billingsly replied, obviously confused. “I don’t understand.”
“I arm-twisted every major contractor on the Pacific Northwest coast for huge campaign contributions with the promise of billions of dollars in reconstruction projects after our Cat 5 storm slammed into Oregon and Washington State. Now your damned storm is dead. I’m not going down because of this. This is your damned fault and you are going to pay dearly for this.”
“My fault?” Billingsly yelled. “How is it my fault? All I did was act in the best interest of the nation. You are the one who acted in your own self-interest. You are the one who traded our National Security to fill your pockets with money! If anyone’s at fault here, it’s YOU.”
Her face was crimson and she looked ready to explode. “Get the hell out of my damned car!”
Billingsly quietly slid back out of her limo, which pulled away from the curb and headed down the street. I don’t know which is worse, being chewed out by the Secretary of Defense, or her, he thought as he slowly walked back into the Pentagon. Probably her. Self-righteous ass. I should have known better than to trust a politician.
As he got back to the door of the Pentagon and entered, he was met by four large men from the Pentagon’s Security Service.
“You’re coming with us, Sir,” the senior man said.
“Where are we going?” Billingsly asked. He didn’t get an answer. They led him through the Security Office and into an interrogation room. He sat and fidgeted for the next two hours. Finally the door opened.

CHAPTER 54

U.S.S. Massachusetts, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of Oregon
“The BQQ10 bow sonar array is completely dead,” Stephanos reported. “Forward flank hydrophones are also dead. Partial signal from the mid-ship’s flank hydrophones, but they’re clearly damaged and unreliable. Rear flank hydrophones are the only thing functioning. All our sonar transmitters are dead. We can listen, but that’s it.”
“Okay,” Jacobs said. “Then keep listening.”
“So we just slowly sit here and sink?” Silverton asked.
“Not really,” Jacobs replied. “At some point, those mines along the fault line are going to detonate, and we are drifting way too close to them. We may have only a matter of minutes after that happens.”
”I had to ask, right?” Silverton said. Jacobs looked at him and shook his head. “How long before they… you know?”
Jacobs shrugged. “Sooner rather than later would be my guess.”
“Con, sonar, we’re being pinged. It’s one of ours.”
“Who is it?” Jacobs asked.
“The computer’s down, so we can’t identify the screw signature, but it’s a Los Angeles Class sub. They must have gotten a fix on our Emergency Beacon before it went under.”
“Radio room, con, can you bang out an SOS on the hull?”
“Can do, Captain,” the radio room answered. The radioman used two wrenches: a single clang for a dot and twin clangs for a dash, and tapped out the familiar distress call from the sub’s hull.
“Con, sonar, the sub is moving in. We’re being hailed by voice modulated sonar, Sir, it’s the U.S.S. Boise, they want to know our status.”
“Radio, con, tap out the following message: Chinese heavy mines on Cascadia fault. Massive earthquake imminent. Warn COMSUBPAC and mainland. Got that?”
“Aye-aye, Sir. Tapping out now.”
“Con, sonar, they’re repeating your message back verbatim on voice modulated sonar. They want one clang to confirm, two clangs if not correct.”
“Radio room, con, one clang, and one clang only.”
One clang echoed from the hull of the Massachusetts.
“Con sonar, they’re moving off Sir — going to the surface to send your message. After that they’ll be right back.”
“They can’t stay here — we’re sitting too close to those damned mines. We can’t lose two subs over this.” Jacobs said.
“I’m sure they know that, Sir. If they were where we are and you were the one up there, what would you do?” Silverton asked. Jacobs didn’t answer.
Twenty-eight minutes later the Boise returned. “Con, sonar, they report message sent, FEMA notified. Rescue ship en route.”
“Yeah,” Jacobs said quietly. “It’s just never going to get here in time.”

CHAPTER 55

The Pentagon
Billingsly had never before seen the man who now sat across the table from him. The man was dressed in and old dull gray sport coat over a white shirt with a small blue pinstripe. He was older, late fifties, almost bald with a ring of short-cropped hair that ran around the back of his head just over his ears, and which stuck out to the point of almost facing forward. He looked at Billingsly suspiciously.
“I want to talk to the Secretary of Defense,” Billingsly said confidently.
“Go ahead,” the man said. “He’s listening.” The man pointed to the small camera mounted near the ceiling.
“Privately,” Billingsly demanded. The man sat still and stared at him. Several minutes passed before Billingsly broke eye contact.
“So, what’s your name?” Billingsly asked. The man continued to stare back at him.
“Are you military or civilian?” Billingsly asked. The man’s blank stare was the only answer he received.
“Okay, why are you holding me?” Billingsly asked.
“You know why,” the man replied. Several more minutes of the stare continued.
“Look,” Billingsly said, “I don’t have to talk to you.”
“No, you don’t,” the man replied. “Unless you want to get out of this room.”
“And what?” Billingsly said. “You’re just going to keep me here?” The man continued to stare at him. “Am I under arrest?” The man didn’t answer. Billingsly got up and went to the door. He grabbed the door handle only to find it was locked. Billingsly took a step toward the man.
The man shook his head. “Not advisable,” he said as he pointed the thumb on his right hand back toward the window. “Besides, I might enjoy hurting you too much before they got in here to rescue you.” Billingsly’s hand shook slightly. He looked at the man’s body. It was trim and slightly muscular. Billingsly had seen enough men on the SEAL teams who looked just like him, only this man was older. At this point, it probably didn’t make much difference. This guy was probably well trained and more than experienced. He looked at what had to be one-way glass and slowly sat back down.
“How long am I going to be in this room?” Billingsly asked.
“Until I am satisfied you have told me the truth. All of the truth,” the man replied.
“And if I don’t?”
The man shrugged. “You will, if not now, then tomorrow, or next week, or next month, or next year. It really doesn’t matter to me. I get to go home every night, and spend weekends with my grandchildren. You, on the other hand, will get out of this room only to use the restroom, and then only in shackles. You will eat here, in shackles. You will sleep here on the tile floor, in shackles. No one will ever know where you are.”
“You can’t do that,” Billingsly said. “I have rights.”
The man shook his head and returned to staring at him.
Billingsly tapped his fingers on the table and carefully considered his options. He realized the longer he held out, the less leverage he had to make a deal. He knew his career was over and he was on his way to federal prison, probably Leavenworth. His deepest regret was what this would do to his wife. Several more minutes passed. The man continued to stare at him.
“I have a substantial pension built up,” Billingsly said. “If I cooperate fully can that go to my wife? She doesn’t know anything about this. It isn’t right that she should suffer for something she wasn’t involved in.”
“You help me, and I help you,” the man said. “No promises up front, but it seems like something that can be done.”
Billingsly breathed out heavily. “What do you want to know?”
“Everything.”

CHAPTER 56

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
The sound of the emergency siren quickened the beat of her heart. Before she could respond, her cell phone chirped. Willa looked at the screen: Chief Dolan. This couldn’t be good, not at this hour of the morning, and not with the emergency siren blaring. She answered and listened to the words she never wanted to hear. FEMA had called and issued an immediate evacuation order for Dolphin Beach. A massive rupture of the Cascadia Subduction Zone was imminent. A 9.0+ earthquake was on its way.
Adrenalin flooded her system and her mind raced, clearing the cobwebs away in a matter of seconds. Her beloved Dolphin Beach was again in danger. The threat from the hurricane had passed just days before. Now this. She left her coffee on the table and rushed out the front door of her bungalow.
Chief Dolan’s voice boomed from the loudspeaker of Dolphin Beach’s only police car. “Earthquake. Follow the blue arrows. Walk. Do not use your vehicle. Earthquake. Follow the blue arrows. Walk. Do not use your vehicle.”
She glanced to her right and to the left. People emerged from their homes carrying their packages of most valuable items and flooded into the street. Chief Dolan’s police car, with its red and blue flashers strobing, slowly made its way through the bewildered crowd. He stopped as he saw Willa and got out of the car. “Get in,” he shouted.
“How soon?” she asked as she swiveled into the front seat next to the Chief.
“FEMA said imminent,” he replied. “The order was to evacuate now.”
“Oh my God,” she said. “All this time I couldn’t shake the feeling that something would happen. Now…”
“Now you know,” Chief Dolan answered.
They made their way slowly against the flow of the crowd as they headed north on Main Street toward the Ocean Grand Hotel. The guests remaining in the Ocean Grand had arrived well after the evacuation practice and wouldn’t have had the experience of following the blue arrows. As they arrived, the crowd of people stood outside the hotel with bewildered expressions etched on their faces. Chief Dolan and Willa got out of the police car, pointed down the street and shouted, “Follow the blue arrows painted on the street. Walk. Now!” As the crowd saw the first blue arrow in the middle of the street they started moving. Chief Dolan moved among the people exiting the hotel and pointed at the blue arrow, “Follow the blue arrows. Follow the blue arrows.”
Willa searched the crowd for any sign of Frank Gillis. Either he had already left, leaving his guests behind, or he was being his usual stubborn self, defiantly staying in his building. As the flow of guests coming out of the Ocean Grand tapered off to nothing, Willa made her way around the back of the hotel to where Frank’s residence was located. There he was, leaning against the door jamb with his front door open, arms folded across his chest smiling at her.
“Frank, we have to evacuate!” she shouted.
He chuckled. “I’ve had all the hysterics from you that I’m going to take,” he said. “Even if there is an earthquake, this building was constructed to the latest earthquake codes. I keep telling you, nothing is going to happen.”
The rumbling and shaking hit Dolphin Beach with a violence that knocked Willa to the ground, hard. Being hit by a car would have been easier, and less painful, she thought. Jason had said you wouldn’t be able to stand, that you would have to crawl on your hands and knees. That proved to be impossible. The ground was moving so violently that Willa couldn’t even lift herself up at all. Even lying flat on the ground didn’t work. The pavement under her cracked and broke, pieces were ejected into the air and bounced around like ping-pong balls. The ground beneath her dropped suddenly, leaving her falling to the pavement, now three feet below her, only to be knocked sideways when she landed. She rolled, amid being hit by chunks of concrete and flying pieces of wood, glass and shingles from the Ocean Grand. She yelled for help but the rumbling sound overpowered her. She couldn’t even hear her own voice.
She thought this level of catastrophic violence couldn’t last much longer, but instead of ending, it only got worse. The ground dropped another four feet leaving her to fall to the pavement again. Her knees and elbows slammed into the pavement repeatedly, breaking her skin and bruising her bones. Her head was struck again and again by flying debris as was every inch of her body. Dust and small stones swirled in the air making it almost impossible to breath without inhaling the small objects.
Willa covered her face with her hands as she continued to be battered by the pounding ground and careening pieces of the Ocean Grand Hotel. She prayed in vain for it all to stop as the earthquake continued unabated. In all of her imaginings of what hell might be like, nothing came close to what she now endured. She became convinced the torture in which she found herself would never end. She cried out in pain as the rising terror within her took over. Still the cataclysm continued. Visions of Jason and his prolonged demonstration in the Dolphin Beach Theater flashed through her mind. What he had showed them wasn’t anything even remotely close to what was currently taking place.
Eventually the shaking and rumbling stopped. Willa stood, wobbly and shaky, and looked around at the devastation. The dust hung in the air like thick ocean fog, with macabre shapes emerging from the shadows in every direction. Broken sections of 2x4’s and fractured pieces of plywood, mixed with twisted and mangled lengths of aluminum siding, glass and vinyl window frames jutted from the mountainous heap of wreckage that was once the most popular and well known structure in Dolphin Beach. It was also the pride and joy of Frank Gillis, now reduced to nothing but a disgusting pile of rubble. Frank, Willa thought, where the hell was Frank?

CHAPTER 57

U.S.S. Massachusetts, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of Oregon
The massive shockwave hit the Massachusetts on the port side of the bow, both lifting and twisting the sub in the water. Similar to the blast from the colliding torpedoes, the Massachusetts was violently shoved backward, slamming everyone inside into the forward bulkheads. The Massachusetts rolled to the right more than 90 degrees, tumbling everyone onto the right bulkhead. The air that had remained in the starboard ballast tanks rolled under the sub and bubbled out into the open ocean, while most of the air in the port ballast tanks remained trapped in place. The Massachusetts rolled partially back toward upright but still listed to starboard by 40 degrees. The sub began sinking by the bow.
“Blow the stern auxiliary tanks,” Jacobs ordered. “We’ve got to get more water out of the boat!”
“Blowing auxiliary tanks, Sir.”
Jacobs watched as the Massachusetts tipped further forward with more air slipping out of the main ballast tanks.
“Down angle is now 60 degrees, Sir,” the Helmsman reported. The crew of the control center now stood on the forward bulkhead rather than the deck.
“Down angle is stable at 70 degrees, Sir.”
At this angle the ballast tanks wouldn’t hold enough air to keep them from sinking. The air would all slip out into the water. Jacobs climbed over the broken tactical display and grabbed a headset off the console. “Torpedo room, con, what is your status?” There was no answer. He spoke firmly three more times while watching the depth gauge move steadily toward the red line that marked the sub’s 2400 foot crush depth. “Lieutenant Grimes, report,” he shouted into the intercom. “Lieutenant!” He was about to tear the headset off when he heard her voice.
* * *
Tiffany struggled back over to the communications console in the torpedo room and put the headset on. “Captain?”
“Yes, lieutenant, it’s me. What’s happening?”
“Sir, we can’t counter the water pressure. The torpedo room is flooding. We can’t stop it.”
“What about your crew?”
She looked around the room. Caleb Johnson was sitting against the bulkhead, blood seeping out of his mouth. Hector was unconscious on the deck a few feet away from her. The wooden plugs they had hammered into the torpedo tube door now floated on the top of the churning sea water. “Sir,” she replied, “of the ten men under my command, I see only five of them. Three of them are floating in the water, Sir, they’re face down in the water. I think they’re…”
“Lieutenant?”
“They were all working down by the torpedo tube when the shockwave hit, Sir, I should have had them back away from the door.”
“You were doing what you were supposed to do, Lieutenant.”
“Sir, Petty Officer Johnson is still alive. He’s bleeding badly. Petty Officer Hector, he… he isn’t moving.” She looked around the torpedo room once more, forcing herself to think. “Sir, what is our depth? It feels like we’re sinking,”
“We’re at 1,820 feet and going deeper.”
“Sir, with the water coming in so fast, the air pressure in the torpedo room is getting really bad. We have to get the water out of the torpedo room. I just… I…” I have to get the water out of the torpedo room, but how? She looked up at the open compressed air line that had been hissing all this time. It was now silent. The air pressure in the room is above what’s in the compressed air system, that’s why it’s not making any noise. I need more air pressure to push the water out of the torpedo room. But from where? If I can’t get the water out of the room, we’re all going to die. Then it came to her. The fear and sense of panic she was feeling faded away. It was replaced by a serene calmness and the knowledge of what she had to do.
“Lieutenant?” Jacobs said. “Lieutenant, what are you doing? Lieutenant, answer me!”
She moved slowly over to one of the work stations with the tool trays mounted against the bulkhead. “Sorry, Sir, I needed to get some tools.”
“Tools?” Jacobs asked.
She looked over at Caleb Johnson as he watched what she was doing.
“Yes, Sir,” she said. “I have to get the access panel off.”
“Lieutenant? What access panel?”
“The one over the high pressure bottles,” she said. She picked a socket from the tool tray, snapped it onto an extension and then to a ratchet handle. She began spinning the bolts out of the access panel on the side wall of the torpedo room.
“Lieutenant, those are for the main ballast tanks.”
“Yes, Sir,” she replied. “Those are the ones. Panel is off.”
“Lieutenant, that’s too much pressure. Those tanks hold 10,000 pounds per square inch of air.”
“That’s what I’m counting on, Sir,” she replied. “What is our depth now?”
“Two thousand and eighty feet.”
“I’m closing the manual valves on the tanks, Sir. Oh God. The pressure hurts so much. If I can…” She wobbled from the dizziness and the pain. I have to get the water out.
“Lieutenant?”
“I’m loosening the connector nuts. I can get to only two of the bottles, Sir, I…”
Tears flowed down her face as the pain in her head became severe. “Sir, my ears. I can’t hear you anymore. My head…” Blood began streaming out of her nose and ears. Instead of tears, blood now ran down her face. She looked at Caleb Johnson. “If I do this…”
He nodded at her. “Do it.”
She used the handle on the wrench to pry the lines free of their connectors. “Sir, the connectors are off. I just have to open…”
* * *
The extreme screeching sound of high pressure air being released screamed in Captain Jacobs’ ears. He pulled the headset off and threw it across the control center. The intense noise echoed all over the sub. She had accessed the high pressure air tanks and released the air into the torpedo room, forcing the sea water back out through the broken torpedo tube door and out the torpedo tube into the ocean. She had turned the torpedo room into a new ballast tank, giving the Massachusetts new volume and new buoyancy. Jacobs watched as the depth gauge slowed its rush to crush depth: twenty three hundred feet, twenty three twenty, forty. The sound of the high pressure air escaping faded. The tanks were running out of air. The gauge needle slowed even more: twenty three fifty, and finally settled at twenty three hundred and sixty feet. The Massachusetts hung silent and still in the ocean on the edge of its crush depth, clinging to the thin line between life and death.

CHAPTER 58

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Willa watched as Chief Dolan stumbled through the scattered debris surrounding the pile that used to be the Ocean Grand Hotel. He looked badly banged up. She suddenly realized she must look as bad as he did.
“Willa?” he shouted. “Are you okay?”
“Chief, over here,” she called out. “I can’t find Frank.”
“Why are you looking for Frank?”
“He was standing in the doorway, right over there,” she replied.
“Willa,” he said, “Frank is probably dead. We can’t waste any time, the tsunami is coming.”
“I have to know,” she said. “I can’t leave someone behind in Dolphin Beach to die — even if it’s Frank, I just can’t.”
A distant boom sounded from escaping natural gas exploding. The snap and crackle of live electrical wires punctuated the deathly silence.
“Oh, for cryin’ out loud,” he said.
Willa picked up pieces of the wrecked building and tossed them to the side.
“Come on, Willa, we have to go.”
“Wait,” Willa said. “I think I heard something.”
“How can you tell?” he said. “All I can hear is this horrible ringing in my ears.”
“No, listen,” she said as she lifted another shattered 2x4 out of the pile and threw it to the side.
Chief Dolan walked over, bent down, and stuck his head next to the debris pile, mostly to humor Willa so he could get her to leave.
That’s when he heard the soft moaning coming from the pile. “Willa, we can’t get him out in time. If we stay all of us are going to die.”
“Then you go on,” she said, “but I’m going to get him out.”
“Willa…” He realized nothing was going to change her mind. “Alright, just remember, this is all on you.”
Willa was too busy digging through the pile to say anything. Chief Dolan pitched in feverishly grabbing piece after piece and flinging them off to the side. The moaning became louder as they dug. Soon Frank’s head was visible and they could see which way they had to dig.
Progress was slow. Too slow. There was at least six feet of debris piled on top of Frank. There simply wasn’t enough time to remove it all. Chief Dolan looked around. A three inch diameter steel pipe stuck out of the debris pile about twelve feet over. He rushed over and pulled on it. The pipe moved but then became stuck on something.
“Willa, over here,” he said. “See that 2x4 right there? Lift up on that as hard as you can.”
Willa came over, looked at the pipe and smiled. “I get it,” she replied. She gripped the 2x4 and pulled up with all of her strength. Chief Dolan yanked hard on the pipe, with most of it pulling free.
“Again,” he shouted. The pipe came out. Chief Dolan ran back over to where Frank was buried and examined the way the debris was lying. He found the hole in the debris he needed, inserted the pipe, bent over and placed his right shoulder under the pipe. He straightened his back and legs, lifting a major section of the debris off of Frank.
“Those pieces should be loose now,” he said straining under the weight. “Pull them out and then pull Frank out.”
She snatched one piece after another from the pile until she could see that Frank was mostly clear. She grabbed Frank by the left arm and pulled. She could move him only six inches at a time.
“Come on, Willa,” he shouted, “I can’t hold this up forever.”
She yanked at Frank over and over until he was free of the pile. Chief Dolan set the pipe down and came over to Frank.
“Oh crap,” Chief Dolan said as he looked Frank over. “There’s blood all over his lower right pant leg and his foot is facing backward.”
“Which means?”
“His lower leg is broken,” he replied. “From the blood, it’s probably a compound fracture.”
“What are we going to do?”
Chief Dolan walked over to the south edge of the pile that was the Ocean Grand and looked at the water in the small bay that formed Dolphin Beach. “Oh, dammit,” he shouted.
“What?” she asked.
“The ocean is rushing out to sea. I can see the bottom of the bay for two hundred yards out.”
Willa rushed over to where the Chief stood. “Oh no,” she said. “That means…”
“Yeah,” Chief Dolan replied. “The tsunami is coming — we’ve got maybe two minutes. We’re trapped.”
“Not necessarily,” Willa said, “we have the old stairs going up to Promontory Point.”
“But Jason said the tsunami would over run the point.”
“Yeah,” she replied, “but the first wave won’t be the highest, the fourth one will be.”
Chief Dolan ran back over to Frank. “Help me get him up.”
“He can’t walk,” she replied.
“Fireman’s carry,” he shouted. “Help me get him up.”
Frank was only semi-conscious, but he stood shaking on his left leg. The Chief crossed his arms, grabbed Frank’s wrists, ducked and turned, pulling Frank’s arms over his shoulder. As the Chief stood, Frank’s feet cleared the ground. “Now run,” Chief Dolan shouted.
Willa and Chief Dolan got to the old stairs and started climbing. There was an old steel pipe railing along the steps that had been there for decades. As they climbed, Willa’s legs began to burn from the exertion. She could only imagine what Chief Dolan’s legs felt like with Frank’s weight added onto his own. Willa paused briefly to catch her breath and looked at the bay. Boats that were anchored in the bay rested on the mud, many on their sides. The large rocks that stood as the Three Sentinels to Dolphin Beach jutted up from the bottom of the bay. Then she saw the tsunami forming out in the deeper water. It was rising out of the ocean and drawing everything in under it. As the tsunami rose it began to dwarf the Three Sentinels. Chief Dolan glanced back.
“Run, Willa, run,” he screamed.
She forced herself to look away from the tsunami and rushed up the stairs. Chief Dolan had stopped and slowly turned to Willa.
“The rock has cracked,” he said. “We’re missing two steps. Do you think you can make the jump?”
“Yes,” she replied.
Chief Dolan backed down two steps to let her pass. Willa looked at the cleft in the rock where the steps had been. The step beyond looked solid, but she really didn’t know.
“It’s now or never,” the Chief said.
Willa breathed heavily three times, rushed forward and jumped. She landed on the step right at the edge of the cleft, her momentum carrying her up the next two steps. Willa turned back, holding on to the old railing.
“It’s solid,” she said.
Chief Dolan already looked exhausted. He was breathing hard and his face was flushed. He looked at the steps, counted back from the edge, took one step back and took a deep breath. He rushed up the steps and threw himself across the gap. His left foot landed solidly on the step, but his other foot fell short, and hung in the air. He tipped backwards. Willa grabbed the center of Chief Dolan’s shirt and pulled with all her might. Chief Dolan began to collapse with Frank’s weight on him. Willa held on to the railing with her right hand and pulled on Chief Dolan with her left. As the Chief collapsed, his right knee landed on the step. Willa pulled him forward and he gradually managed to stand.
“Thanks,” the Chief said.
They both looked at the tsunami closing in on Dolphin Beach and continued up the old stone stairs. As the tsunami closed in, they could hear the roar and rush of the wall of water. Before they could reach the top of the steps the tsunami hit Dolphin Beach. The wall of water didn’t slow down. It just plowed through everything, lifting and pushing cars and building debris along the front edge of the wave. The sound of the tsunami hitting the remains of the Ocean Grand Hotel sounded like everyone hitting a strike in the Dolphin Beach Bowling Alley, all at the same time. They still had a dozen steps to go as the tsunami swept past them demolishing the railing behind them. Willa recoiled as the railing she was holding was ripped out of her hand. She held close to the rock wall as she made her way to the top of Promontory Point, Chief Dolan right behind her.
As they stepped onto the hard flat surface of Promontory Point they turned to see the water rushing up the side of the hill. Willa watched in horror as the wave, filled with debris, rose up the side of the hill and curled around and over the road that led to Promontory Point. The wave covered the parking lot with incredible speed and swept back toward them pushing a shifting wall of building debris.
“The stairs,” Chief Dolan shouted.
Willa and Chief Dolan made it down only three steps when the wave hit. They ducked down. Willa clung to the only remaining piece of railing and wedged Chief Dolan and Frank against the rock wall. The wave and debris poured over them, heavy objects bounced and bumped against their backs and heads. When the water stopped Willa and Chief Dolan stood and looked around. Debris was scattered everywhere. They couldn’t even get a footing to walk, there was so much wreckage from Dolphin Beach left on the large flat surface. Jason had been right about changing the safe zone to the other side of Highway 101. Had the city collected here, the vast majority of people would have been washed out to sea. They wouldn’t have survived the fall from Promontory Point after being washed over the edge.
Willa cleared a place for Chief Dolan to set Frank down and wait for help. Many of the people up on the other side of Highway 101 had seen Willa and Chief Dolan as they made their way up the steps. They began clearing a path to her and the Chief. Within an hour Frank had been carried to higher ground and was one of the first to be examined and treated by the EMT’s who arrived in an ambulance.
Willa looked down on what little remained of Dolphin Beach. She couldn’t imagine three more tsunami’s hitting her beloved town. But the tsunamis were coming and all they could do was watch.

CHAPTER 59

U.S.S. Massachusetts, Pacific Ocean, Off the Coast of Oregon
“Sir?” one of the crew of the control center said as he handed the headset back to the Captain. “It’s the sonar room — we’re being hailed by the Boise.”
Jacobs took the headset and put it back on. “This is the Captain.”
“Sir, the Boise has us on their sonar system. They want to know if our situation is stable or not. They are asking for one clang for stable or two for unstable.”
Nothing had changed in the last twenty minutes, so things at least appeared to be stable. “Radio room, con, one clang and only one clang.”
“One clang, Sir.” The sound echoed through the hull of the sub.
“Sir, the Boise is going to periscope depth to report our position and condition. They will return to watch over us.”
“Thank you,” Jacobs replied.
When the Boise returned they reported over the voice modulated sonar that the seas had calmed on the surface and that a rescue ship with a floating dry dock was on its way. There was at least some hope. The Boise remained at 1500 feet relaying messages to the Massachusetts. Because of the HY-100 armor steel used in the hull construction, the Massachusetts was able to withstand greater pressure on its hull than the Los Angeles Class submarines, like the Boise, which used the older HY-80 steel. That difference was the only thing that kept the Massachusetts from being crushed where it was.
Twenty-eight hours later, Captain Jacobs heard noises from the hull of the sub. Something was operating outside the boat. Soon the noises stopped. Nine minutes later the Boise relayed a message: the Remotely Operated Vehicle from the rescue ship had attached a steel cable to the stern of the Massachusetts. They were aware that the boat had to remain almost vertical in the water in order to maintain its buoyancy.
The Massachusetts gave a sudden small jolt as the steel cable became taut. Slowly the sub began to rise in the water. The crew in the control center watched intently as the depth gauge needle slowly moved away from the red line that represented its crush depth. Progress was agonizingly slow as the sub was gradually pulled toward the surface. Hours passed as the sub approached the surface of the Pacific Ocean.
Finally the Boise reported that the stern of the Massachusetts was visible from the deck of the rescue ship and Navy divers were in the water attaching additional steel cables to secure the Massachusetts. Slowly the sub was pulled and rotated to a level position.
“Con, radio room, we’re being hailed by the rescue ship. We have a working radio.”
Jacobs opened the water tight door between the control center and the radio and sonar rooms. The radio operator handed the headset to the Captain.
“This is Captain Paul Jacobs of the U.S.S. Massachusetts. Is it safe for us to come to the top of the sail?”
It was, but for now, only the sail. All other hatches were to remain closed and latched. Jacobs quickly returned to the control center and climbed the steel ladder to the round hatch that led to the sail. He turned the wheel to disengage the latches and pushed up on the hatch door. Water cascaded down on him and then stopped. He climbed the next steel ladder to the top of the sail and emerged into the daylight.
The back end of the rescue ship was open to the sea. Large cranes were standing at the end of each of the sides that rose four decks above the water. Two smaller cranes were at the far end of the rectangular bay. The two smaller cranes were dragging the Massachusetts into the bay in the center rear of the rescue ship. The two larger cranes supported the damaged bow. Silverton joined the Captain on the observation deck. They watched over the next hour as the submarine was slowly pulled into the bay in the middle of the rescue ship. As the bow got close to the stern of the rescue ship, the two large cranes began to move forward on their rails, moving the Massachusetts completely into the rescue ship bay.
The rescue ship was also equipped with a system of ballast tanks, and as the water was pumped out of the tanks, the rescue ship rose in the water. The Massachusetts gradually settled onto the supports that were part of the bottom of the rescue ship bay. As the rescue ship continued to rise, the water flowed out the open stern. A large door that had been under the water came into view and was raised by hydraulic cylinders to close up the stern of the ship. Once sealed against the sea, the water continued to be pumped out of the bay. One of the cranes lifted a metal walkway over to the deck of the Massachusetts connecting the deck of the sub to the side of the floating dry dock.
The crew of the Massachusetts packed up their sea bags and exited the submarine through the deck hatches. One by one they crossed the metal walkway, paused and looked at the damaged sub upon which they had almost died. They were escorted to a berthing area where they settled into bunks. From there they were led into the mess hall where they enjoyed their first hot meal in three days.
Jacobs, Silverton and Adams stood silently on the side deck of the rescue ship as first, an investigative team entered the Massachusetts, and then a medical crew entered. The three of them stood vigil as the bodies from the torpedo room were removed one at a time, all covered in black body bags. Eleven black bags, one of which carried the remains of Navy Lieutenant Tiffany Grimes who had given her life to save her shipmates.
Over the next several days each of the crew members was interviewed. The rescue ship arrived at the Bremerton ship yard and the crew moved to their barracks on the Navy Base. Jacobs, Silverton and Adams attended the Court of Inquiry that reviewed the entire incident from start to finish. They left the courtroom not knowing what the final disposition would be.
Two days passed without any word from the court. Then at 11:30 at night, Jacobs received a phone call summoning him to the Squadron 5 Commander’s office in the Bangor Naval Station. The court had reached its decision, and being summoned in the middle of the night was not a good sign.

CHAPTER 60

Dolphin Beach, Oregon
Willa and Frank slowly made their way down the sloped road that led to what was Dolphin Beach. Frank’s leg was in a light blue cast as he used his crutches to navigate the scattered remnants of the city. A large front end loader was scooping up the debris and piling it into large dump trucks for removal. Most of the huge piles that remained of the buildings after the 9.1 magnitude earthquake had been washed out to sea. The people of California and the Baja Peninsula would be picking up pieces of Dolphin Beach that washed up on their beaches for the next several years.
They stopped at what was the city limits of Dolphin Beach. The Pacific Ocean now extended farther inland than it had before. The beautiful beach that the tourists loved so much was now covered by eight feet of water. The ocean waves crashed not on sand, but on the disintegrating foundations of small motels and B & B’s that once lined the ocean shore. It was difficult to even recognize what had been where. The open land stretched the length of what was once a thriving resort town. Willa and Frank walked and talked about Dolphin Beach and its future.
“I won’t oppose you if you want to run for mayor of Dolphin Beach,” Willa said. She was having trouble shaking the depression that had settled in since the loss of her beloved city. Frank stopped and thought about what Willa had said. She turned to him only to find him staring at the ground. When he finally lifted his head and made eye contact with her he spoke softly and slowly.
“I thought I would have made a great mayor for Dolphin Beach,” he said. “But if I had been mayor, the vast majority of people who lived in and visited Dolphin Beach would be dead. I would be dead, except for you.”
“And Chief Dolan,” she corrected.
Frank chuckled briefly. “Yeah,” he said, “about that. I spoke to the Chief. He said he would have left me in the wreckage of my hotel if it wasn’t for you. He respects you a lot more than he does me. I’m beginning to see why. I would have left me, too. I wouldn’t have risked my life like you did to save someone I didn’t like. Or need,” he added.
Willa was seeing a side to Frank she hadn’t known existed. He was finally being open and honest about how he felt. That alone was refreshing. Perhaps facing his own mortality had changed him. It had certainly changed her. She viewed life in an entirely different light. Where she had valued things, position and influence before, now she valued people, friends and life more than anything else. It was this change in her priorities that prompted her to offer Frank the unopposed election of mayor of Dolphin Beach.
“I respected you, you know,” Frank said. “You stood up to me. You were the only one in Dolphin Beach that earned my respect.”
“It didn’t feel like it,” Willa replied.
Frank nodded. “I know. I can be an angry old fool sometimes. I wouldn’t have fought so hard if I didn’t think you were worth the effort.”
Now Willa laughed. For the first time since the earthquake she could actually laugh. The release of pent up worry and concern flooded from her heart as she continued to laugh. Frank started to laugh, too. The two of them leaned against each other and continued to laugh, tears running down their cheeks. When the laughter came to a gradual end they looked at each other.
“You were a much better mayor than I could have ever been,” Frank said. “Your love for the people of Dolphin Beach is what got you elected. I know that now. And that is what should keep you as mayor. Personally, I think you should be mayor of Dolphin Beach for life. I will be your greatest supporter in the November election.”
Willa looked down at the ground. “I know you have always had a vision for Dolphin Beach. Years ago, when Dolphin Beach was just a sleepy little dent in the coastline, you saw a future that no one else could see. You built the Ocean Grand Hotel. I thought you were insane. How could you ever get enough tourists to come to Dolphin Beach to even pay the overhead on a building that size? No one could visualize that except you, and you made it work, not only for your hotel, but for all of Dolphin Beach as well. Everyone in this city owes at least part of their success to you and your vision.”
Frank looked around at the stretch of empty land that was once Dolphin Beach. “Yeah,” he said, “and look at how that turned out.”
Willa looked at the empty space. “Instead of looking at what was, we should be looking at what can be, and I don’t know anyone who can do that better than you can. I’ll agree to stay on as mayor if you will agree to become the community planner for the New Dolphin Beach.”
“The people need your heart to give them the strength to rebuild,” he said.
“And we all need your vision so we know how Dolphin Beach should be rebuilt,” she replied.
Frank stood motionless for a moment. He then held out his hand. “Deal?”
“Deal,” she said as they shook hands. “Since this has been declared a National Emergency Area, there are millions of dollars available in grants and guaranteed loans. Major contracting companies are already calling, offering to help us rebuild, mostly at the expense of the Federal Government.”
“Plus the insurance companies will be making payments on their policies,” Frank said. “There’s more than enough to rebuild the Ocean Grand Hotel and the other buildings the city needs. I was thinking we could…”
They walked together slowly up the hill imagining what the New Dolphin Beach would be like. Between the two of them it would all come together.

CHAPTER 61

Submarine Squadron 5, Bangor, Washington
Captain Jacobs walked from the Officers’ Quarters across to the Administration Building and entered the front door. He took the elevator to the third floor, turned to the right, and continued down the hall. The only other person he saw was a seaman in dungarees swinging the floor polisher from side to side. The seaman stopped polishing the floor and allowed the Captain to pass, then resumed his task.
The lights were on in the Submarine Squadron 5 Office. He knocked as a matter of protocol and entered the outer office.
“In here, Paul,” the Squadron Commander said from the inner office.
Jacobs took a deep breath, exhaled and went in. Two men sat in the office. The Submarine Squadron Commander sat at his desk, his uniform jacket hung on a coat rack. The Squadron 5 Commander was a Rear Admiral Lower Half with the single broad gold band with a gold star above it on the cuff of his uniform jacket. The other man was dressed in a nice suit. Jacobs was caught by surprise.
“I’m sorry, Sir, I didn’t expect the Secretary of Defense to be here,” Jacobs said.
The Squadron Commander extended his arm toward a padded chair. “Please, sit.”
Jacobs sat, not knowing what was about to happen. He had expected the Squadron 5 Commander, but the Secretary of Defense was a complete shock.
“I’ve had the Court of Inquiry’s report since noon, but I wanted to wait until the Secretary could get here. He arrived half an hour ago and he will return to Washington later tonight. You are not to speak of his being here.”
“Of course,” Jacobs replied.
“The U.S.S. Massachusetts suffered severe damage,” the Squadron Commander said. “It’s a damned miracle you and your crew managed to survive. I’m afraid the cost to repair the Massachusetts is more than we can put into her. We can build a new Virginia Class sub for less than the cost of repairing the Massachusetts. It’s going to be scrapped. That will leave us with only three Seawolf Class subs, but that will have to suffice.”
“Sir,” Jacobs said softly. “There were some extraordinary acts of courage and bravery that allowed most of my crew to survive. In my report I recommended…”
“Yes, Captain,” the Squadron Commander interrupted.” I’ve made some of my own recommendations as well. I’ve approved your recommendations and passed them on up the line. I’m afraid the Massachusetts will be the last sub you command. Your crew will be reassigned to other subs.”
Jacobs lowered his head. The Navy didn’t take the loss of a 3 billion dollar submarine lightly. He wondered if he might be able to patch things up with Lynn Waggoner. She might be in another relationship by now, but he could ask. He waited in silence for the rest of the Squadron Commander’s decision. Instead, the Secretary of Defense spoke.
“You showed great courage and skill in handling this situation, Captain. I know what you must be thinking. The thing is — this whole disaster was created by someone I trusted — someone who took it upon himself to use the force of one of America’s secret technologies to covertly attack mainland China without authorization. He has confessed to his crimes and will go to the hell he created. We have given his wife the pension he earned in exchange for his cooperation and her discretion.
“You have discovered part of the secret technologies in your encounter with the Chinese sub — the use of explosive devices to trigger what appear to be natural disasters. Your action of taking out that Chinese sub and stopping the placement of more mines cut the strength of the earthquake to a quarter of what it would have been. In doing that, and warning us before the earthquake struck, you saved several hundred thousand lives. I don’t take that kind of action lightly.
“Publically, it will be just that — a natural disaster. I don’t want to turn a man of your experience and, let’s say your knowledge, loose. You think fast on your feet and you make good decisions. You did not hesitate to make tough life and death decisions. You are a valuable asset to your country. Vice Admiral Billingsly’s departure moves General Jankowitz of the Air Force up to the position of Deputy Director of Covert Operations. I would like you to move up into the General’s position as Assistant Deputy Director. It will mean a desk job at the Pentagon and a promotion to Rear Admiral Lower Half. You will also receive the Navy Cross per your Squadron Commander’s recommendation. Does that interest you?”
Jacobs felt relieved on one hand and stressed on the other. He didn’t know if he could go back into another submarine and risk his crew again. But instead of taking on fewer life and death decisions, he was about to have more. It was that or resign and take his pension. But what would he do? The Navy was his life. He had never married or had a family. The Navy was his family, Lynn Waggoner notwithstanding, and serving his country was the only thing he was actually married to; there really was only one option.
“There’s more than bombs and earthquakes, Sir?” Jacobs said, managing a partial smile.
“There’s a lot more, Admiral Jacobs.” The Secretary of Defense replied. “You’re stepping into a whole new world — one you may not have imagined existed at all.”
“When would you like me to start, Sir?”
“You have some leave accumulated — you tell me when you can start.”
“I will do that Sir. I just have one more duty as Captain of the Massachusetts to perform.”

CHAPTER 62

Portland, Oregon
Senator Elizabeth Bechtel stepped out of the Oregon National Guard Humvee in front of what was the City of Portland Office Building. The driver had taken her past her local office two blocks away, or what was left of it. She stood in shock at the level of devastation. I expected storm damage; wind, water, some local flooding. She slowly turned a 360 degree circle, her left hand covering her open mouth. My God, how could this have happened? She knew from the news reports that an earthquake had occurred, but even from the photos that she had seen, she was totally unprepared for what lay before her.
Oregon National Guard bulldozers had pushed enough building debris and vehicles aside for large trucks to move through the streets. She watched a large front-end loader lift pieces of glass, bricks, broken concrete, splintered wood and sign parts from the side of the street into an oversized camo-colored dump truck. The Portland City Hall stood, partially collapsed floors running at diagonals between cracked and tilting columns. Pieces of cloth, roofing and fractured wood hung from the open sections of the building. The sixty-foot high tsunami had completely engulfed the City Hall Building as it passed through the downtown section of her home city.
This is what the attack by China has wrought. This is the new way war is being waged in our world — and I can’t say anything about the real cause without making things immensely worse. Glen Liechtfield was right. We can’t allow this to escalate — we can’t let nuclear weapons be used in response to this attack or any action to be taken against China. It has to stop here, before the whole world dies. As she turned, her gaze locked on a brown fuzzy object protruding from under a piece of broken concrete. She walked slowly over, lifted the ten-inch piece of what looked like part of a bus stop bench, and retrieved the item. It was a child’s Teddy Bear, missing its right arm and an eye. It was still wet and covered in mud, and the left foot was damaged. What happened to the child who held this? Is she still alive, or did she drown? What about my friends, the people who worked in my office? Are any of them still alive?
“Ma’am, are you alright?”
She turned to see who had spoken to her. The Oregon National Guard Sergeant who had driven her into the city stood there, his hand out to steady her.
“I…” she wobbled slightly.
“Ma’am, why don’t you sit down for a minute?” He gripped her arm and guided her back to the Humvee.
“How many… How many died?” she asked, as she held the Teddy Bear close to her chest.
She saw the muscles in his jaw flex as he gritted his teeth. “We don’t know exactly, ma’am, but somewhere in the ball park of 20,000. The good news is that it happened early in the morning, before most people were downtown. It could have been a lot worse. We’re still recovering a lot of bodies that were trapped in the collapsed buildings, people who would have been saved, except for the tsunami.”
“They were trapped, and then they drowned?” Nausea added itself to her feeling overwhelmed. I’m going to be sick. She closed her eyes, bent forward and tried to breathe deeply.
He looked at the pavement. “Seattle fared a little better than we did,” he replied, trying to sound positive. “The tsunami was only twenty feet high there, and they had more time after the earthquake, but the damage to the buildings is still severe.”
“My sister, she lives in Dolphin Beach, she’s on the coast. I can’t get her to answer her phone.”
“Look,” he replied. “Electricity is out all over the Pacific Northwest. No cell phone towers are functioning, land lines are down. She could be alright. The warning went out just before the earthquake hit. That alone saved thousands of lives. You can’t…” He stopped, breathed deeply, obviously trying to hold back tears.
“I can’t assume she’s dead?”
“No, ma’am, you can’t,” he said.
“You have family here?”
He nodded. “My mom and dad live on a farm. I haven’t been able to talk to them. My sister lives in Eugene…”
“And you haven’t heard from her, either?”
“No. ma’am.”
“How extensive is the damage?”
“All I can tell you is what I saw. We were airlifted in by helicopter the same morning as the quake and the tsunami. That was three days ago. The higher elevations didn’t have the tsunami to contend with, so the damage isn’t anywhere near as extensive as it is here. Still, from what we could see, the damage extends for at least a hundred miles inland from the coast.”
“I think I’m ready to see your Colonel. Thank you for taking this little detour.” She got back into the Humvee still clutching the Teddy Bear.
“Yes, ma’am.”
Ten minutes later they arrived at the command center. The Sergeant led her into the large tent where portable tables ringed the side flaps. Colonel Graytower stood in the center reviewing reports and issuing orders.
“Colonel, this is Senator Elizabeth Bechtel,” the Sergeant said.
The Colonel turned and smiled. “Senator, thank you for pushing for National Emergency Status on this. The federal funding is helping. I must have a hundred private contractors running all over the place, asking how they can help, and they all seem to know your name.”
“It is my district, Colonel, it’s my business to know them,” she answered.
“Of course it is,” the Colonel replied. “I wouldn’t have implied otherwise.”
“So, what’s happening?” she asked.
“Portland is our ground zero,” Colonel Graytower replied. “Between the earthquake and the tsunami, the greatest number of casualties were here.”
“What about the coastal cities?”
“They are a total loss, as would be expected, but the advance warning saved a large number of people. We were very fortunate for what little warning there was. Usually with an earthquake like this one, we don’t get any warning at all.”
He doesn’t know, she thought, and I have to keep it that way.
“Fortunately,” he continued, “with the shape of the Columbia River Valley, the effect of the tsunami was limited. As bad as this is, it could have been a lot worse.”
What he doesn’t understand, is that none of this should have happened in the first place, either here, or in China. I have to find a way to keep events like this from ever happening again. The problem is that I can’t pass a law prohibiting the military from using a weapon they already have. The public can’t know what happened. As a Senator, I can’t stop them from using this weapon, but there is one public office where I could…

CHAPTER 63

Naval Support Facility, Diego Garcia, Indian Ocean
The Island of Diego Garcia was the largest in the Chagos Archipelago in the British Indian Ocean Territory. Originally settled by the French, the island chain and surrounding ocean had been part of the Terms of Surrender agreed to with the defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte by the Duke of Wellington on June 18th, 1815. In 1971, under a Joint Operating Agreement with Great Britain, the United States Navy began on Diego Garcia construction of the largest Naval Support Facility in that part of the world.
As he awoke in his jail cell, Billingsly still felt exhausted from the long C-130 flight. It was dark when he had arrived, so he didn’t recognize any of the buildings or the locale. All he knew was that it was hot and muggy and his orange jump suit stuck to his skin. Well, I’m not in Kansas anymore, he thought. He had assumed that the rest of his life would be in the Special Prisoner Section of the Disciplinary Barracks in Fort Leavenworth, Kansas.
Four Marine guards entered the brig area and stopped at the door to his cell. “Prisoner 3258717, turn around, get on your knees, hands on your head, fingers interlaced, NOW.”
Billingsly complied calmly. There wasn’t any point to arguing or resisting. Two of the Marine guards approached and began the process of placing the handcuffs and chains on his wrists and ankles. When they were finished, the Marines lifted him to his feet. “Where am I going?” The Marines wouldn’t even make eye contact with him. “Where are we?”
Billingsly was led out of the brig, which was part of the Shore Patrol complex, and across the large paved area. He scanned the clear blue sky, taking in the aroma of the sea air as the gentle breeze drifted across the pavement. He took particular notice of the scattered palm trees interspersed between the light tan buildings. His stomach began to knot up as he realized how far from America he must be. What the hell are they doing? Why am I here? As the guards and Billingsly approached a small building with a covered porch, a man in a suit emerged from the door.
“I’m Sam Forrester, Secretary of State, Mr. Billingsly.” The man’s expression was grim. He didn’t offer his hand, nor did he make more than momentary eye contact. “We’ve had to resort to extraordinary measures in an attempt to de-escalate the situation you caused. This way.” Billingsly was led into a large room. On the left side of the room stood the Secretary of Defense and the Secretary of the Navy, along with a number of support staff. He noted the look of anger on the face of his old boss. The Secretary of the Navy wouldn’t even look at him. The men standing on the right side of the room had their backs turned to him.
“Gentlemen, we can begin,” Forrester said.
The men on the right slowly turned to face Billingsly. They’re Chinese! What the hell are the Chinese doing here!
An older man stepped forward from the Chinese delegation. “Premier Li Qijing,” the Secretary of Defense said. “The United States of America offers its profound apology for the unprovoked attack against your country and your people. I assure you the attack was not authorized and our country intended no harm to come to you or your people.” Premier Li Qijing’s face looked stone hard as he turned his gaze to Billingsly.
“Are you the one who ordered the attack that caused the earthquake in China?”
“What?” Billingsly replied. Panic suddenly filled his chest, his heart pounded and his mouth went dry. He looked around the room, trying desperately to understand what was happening. He locked eyes with his old boss, the Secretary of Defense.
“I told you, we’re not starting World War Three over this,” the Secretary of Defense said.
“Are you the one?” Premier Li demanded.
Billingsly glanced around the room once more. The only thing that met his eyes was hardened stares. They’re sacrificing me! His mind raced over the options as the final realization settled in. We’re on the verge of nuclear war. I am the sacrifice that will avert the destruction of my country. I am being called on to serve that greater good, one more time. Billingsly stood tall and faced Premier Li. “I am the one who ordered the attack on your country. I caused the earthquake. I acted without authorization. I alone am to blame for the death of your people and the destruction of your province.”
Premier Li studied Billingsly’s face for a full minute, nodded slightly several times, and turned to the Secretary of Defense. “Both of our countries have been seriously injured by the acts of this man. If there are no more provocations, we will take no further action against you. We will need time to heal, just as you will.” Premier Li stepped back as four men from the Chinese delegation came forward and took Billingsly by the arms and guided him out the door. As they passed between the buildings, the large white jet with the red Chinese national flag on the tail section came into view. Leavenworth I could handle. This? I don’t know. All I know is that I live to serve the greater good.

CHAPTER 64

Washington D.C.
For being on leave this had been the hardest week of Captain Paul Jacobs’ life: ten funerals in five days. Each one buried in his home town. One more to go, but this one would be different. The funeral service for Navy Lieutenant Tiffany Grimes was held in the lower level Bethlehem Chapel of the Washington National Cathedral. The entire crew of the Massachusetts and Lieutenant Grimes’ family had been flown in to Washington D.C. by the U.S. Navy.
As the Navy Blue Jackets Choir from the Great Lakes Naval Training Center sang The Navy Hymn, the words took on a very personal meaning for Jacobs.
Eternal Father, strong to save,
Whose arm hath bound the restless wave,
Who bidd’st the mighty ocean deep
Its own appointed limits keep;
Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,
For those in peril on the sea!


He had never been a religious man. He was always confident in himself and especially the command of his submarine and its ability to dominate the conditions of the ocean in which it operated. Through all of the drills, exercises and war games, he never imagined the dire circumstances that not only took the lives of his men, but initiated the supreme sacrifice of one woman so that he and the rest of his crew might live. He still felt stunned and shaken by what had happened. By all rights, he and every member of his crew should be dead and his submarine should be lying, crushed on the bottom of the Pacific Ocean, and yet he was here, along with 148 other members of his crew. They were alive, while she was not. He didn’t know what inspired her to do what she did. He wouldn’t have even thought of it, let alone had the inner strength and courage to do what she had done.
The end of the service dragged him back from his own deep thoughts and into the present world. They followed the Marine Honor Guard out the west entrance of the Washington National Cathedral under the flags of all fifty states and on to the white block surface where the long line of black cars waited for them. The flag-draped casket was carefully loaded into the back of the long black hearse while the rest of the people were guided to the waiting black limos.
The procession moved down Wisconsin Avenue NW, left to Pennsylvania Avenue NW, right at the traffic circle, south on 23rd Street, to the right around the back of the Lincoln Memorial, right again to the Arlington Memorial Bridge and into Arlington National Cemetery.
When the procession came to a stop the members of his crew walked swiftly and lined up in two rows, one on each side of the path that led from the hearse to the grave site. Seeing what was happening, the Marine Honor Guard stood at attention and waited. When the lines were complete, the Marine Honor Guard removed the casket from the hearse and began their slow, measured walk. Each step of the Honor Guard, deliberately taken, paused for an instant in mid stride before commencing the next step. As the casket of Lieutenant Tiffany Grimes passed, each member of his crew slowly lifted his or her white-gloved right hand, saluting her as she passed, and slowly returning to attention as she moved on.
Her home-town minister said a few words at the grave site and closed with a prayer. Jacobs stood across the grave site from Lieutenant Grimes’ mother, who stoically sat watching her daughter’s casket. Her husband and three sons, all in uniform, sat next to her. Jacobs was startled by the rifle shots from the seven sailors, each one fired three times for the traditional 21 gun salute. The sound of Taps being played for the eleventh time this week was more than he could bear, the tears running down his cheeks. The Marine Honor Guard lifted the U.S. flag from the top of the casket and folded it in crisply practiced motions. Once completed, the Sergeant of the Honor Guard approached Mrs. Grimes and bent forward in front of her.
“On behalf of a grateful nation, it is my honor to present you with this flag,” he said as he handed the folded flag to her.
The President of the United States had been the last to arrive for the ceremony and rose, with his Secret Service detail behind the minister. He came forward and Mrs. Grimes stood holding the folded flag in front of her, as he came to stand and face her. He held a black presentation box in his hands.
“Mrs. Grimes, I am so sorry for your loss,” he began. “While the details of what your daughter did remains classified, let me say that I have rarely seen such a display of courage and bravery in my term as president. It is, therefore, with great honor that I present her with this country’s highest recognition of her strength and courage.” He opened the presentation box, removed the star shaped medal with the bright blue ribbon and laid the Congressional Medal of Honor on the folded flag. “Your daughter stands tall among the heroes of this great nation. You should be very proud of her, just as I am.” He reached out and lightly gripped her arm for a moment and then turned and left.
Jacobs wasn’t sure of what he could say, but as the crowd of people was starting to disburse he approached Mrs. Grimes. She stopped and turned to him as he stood silent before her. She glanced at the name tag on his uniform.
“You must be her Captain,” she said, a smile finally forming on her face.
“Yes, Ma’am,” he replied.
“She wrote to me a lot about you.”
“She did?”
“Oh, yes. She told me how you guided her, acted as a mentor to her, and supported her as she struggled to find her place in your crew.”
He looked down at his shoes, his face reddened by her comment. “Ma’am, I…”
“Captain, I didn’t raise my daughter to be a wimp,” she stated.
“She never was, Ma’am.”
“Please call me Joyce,” she said. “I know it’s all classified, and I don’t need all of the details, but I want to know how my daughter died, Captain. They won’t tell me anything. But I know they don’t hand out Congressional Medals of Honor for ordinary things.”
“No Ma’am, they don’t.”
“It’s Joyce.”
“Joyce, all I can really say to you is that it was no ordinary thing.”
“I want the truth, Captain, was she in pain when she died?”
He hung his head and took a deep breath. “Joyce, no one would ever want to die the way your daughter did. The submarine was sinking — all of us faced certain death in a matter of a few minutes. But she chose to do what she did to save the lives of the rest of her crew. She did that with a courage and inner strength that I have never witnessed in my entire life. I don’t believe I would have been able to do what she did.”
“Then I raised her right,” Joyce Grimes said.
“Yes, you did, Joyce. She was the best person I have ever known.”
“Thank you, Captain. That’s what I needed to know.”
They continued to talk as he walked her to the limo. They said their good byes and both headed back to their own lives, each irrevocably changed by the incredible act of one young woman.

CHAPTER 65

ONE YEAR LATER
Saturday was just another workday at the Pentagon. Rear Admiral Paul Jacobs finished and encrypted his report to Senator Elizabeth Bechtel, the new chairwoman of the Senate Intelligence Committee. She had managed to become part of the loop in covert military operations. How she had managed that, he didn’t know. He just saw it as part of her career path that would probably culminate in the White House.
He checked his watch. He was running late, which wasn’t that unusual, but today was a special day for him. He had promised her he would be there. The man in the dark suit was standing next to the door in his office being as patient as he could be.
“You’re not going to have time to go to your apartment and change clothes, Sir,” the security man said.
“I know,” Jacobs replied. “Too high profile in the uniform?”
“Under the circumstances, I think it will be okay,” he replied.
“Then let’s roll.”
Jacobs reviewed some of the reports in his briefcase on the long ride out into the hills of Virginia. Once finished with that task, he put the papers away and watched the rolling green countryside drift by. It had been a long journey getting to where he was now. He missed the autonomy of being a submarine captain. His new job was much more demanding but at least it came with people who were experienced and who had helped him adapt to the new world in which he had been placed. Life and death decisions had become a daily occurrence but it wasn’t on such a personal level as it had been aboard the Massachusetts. He was now much more aware of what was going on behind the scenes in the complex machinations of world politics and international relations.
China had taken the losses from the earthquake very hard. The damage to the Pacific Northwest had been very hard, as well. Publically, China had not mentioned the loss of the two Frigates or the submarine. Political relations between the U.S. and China had been frozen for most of the last year, but there were small signs of a potential thaw. Each side had carefully backed away from what could have turned into a full scale nuclear war.
“Almost there, Sir,” his limo driver said as they turned off the main highway following a curving two-lane road that headed gently up hill. He smiled with bittersweet memories as they turned off on to a gravel road and passed the large wooden sign held in place by a stout log frame.
THE TIFFANY GRIMES
CALL TO COURAGE CAMP

The gravel road led through the deeply wooded area for half a mile before opening into a large grassy section with log cabins and teenaged children running around. The limo pulled up to the large log construction building where it stopped. He didn’t wait for the driver to open the door. He got out and eagerly climbed up the stairs to the large porch where she was waiting.
“Joyce, it’s so good to see you again,” he said as his security man closed in behind him.
“Mmm, mmm, don’t we look spiffy today,” she replied.
“Sorry, didn’t have time to change.”
“That’s fine, Paul, I’m just happy to have you here,” Joyce Grimes said. “I want you to see what you created.”
“It wouldn’t have happened without your dedication and your vision,” he replied. “You put the rest of your life on hold to make this happen.”
She chuckled. “My life’s not on hold, Paul, this project has given my life a new meaning. It has filled a void that could have consumed what was left of my life. Instead of grief, there is laughter and joy, and more importantly there is hope and courage.” She led him across the long porch, down another set of steps and across the lush green grass. “This is where the running course begins. There are three levels of difficulty, which brings us to the obstacle course over here.”
Admiral Jacobs looked at the courses as memories of Annapolis, and his days at the Naval Academy came back to him. “You don’t think it’s too much?”
“No,” she replied. “The kids enjoy the challenges. The special area is over here.” She led him to the right for a hundred feet where four towers stood. Each tower had a circular stairway inside. The first two towers had a sixty-foot-long rope bridge, strung between them, twenty feet above the grass below. On each side of the rope bridge two poles stood with a thick steel cable running between them, sliding pulleys mounted on each side of the bridge. The rope bridge had a two-inch-thick rope as the foot section of the bridge with one-inch-thick ropes for the hand holds on each side. Half-inch ropes tied the hand holds to the foot rope at two-foot intervals.
“No one goes on the rope bridge or the other challenges without a safety harness, which is hooked to each of the safety lines running along the length of the challenges,” she explained. “There’s no danger of anyone falling and getting hurt. Even with all of the safety equipment, it’s amazing how much courage it takes to walk across that bridge. I’ve done it myself; it’s a spooky experience.” The third tower had a twenty-foot-high rock climb constructed on the wide face of the tower with similar poles for the safety lines.
“You wouldn’t believe how this is changing the lives of so many people, Paul. I get the biggest kick out of the helicopter moms who spend their lives hovering over their children. They’re horrified watching their child walk across the rope bridge or climb the rock wall. The kids love every minute of it. You don’t protect your child by hovering over him or her and controlling everything he or she does. You protect him or her by teaching your child to have the courage and inner strength to take life on head first. That’s what they learn here.
“The hardest part isn’t getting the kids to do the challenges — it’s getting the parents to do them. You wouldn’t believe the difference in attitude toward life when the whole family completes all of the challenges.” Behind the rock climb were thirteen poles a little more than a foot in diameter and twenty feet above the ground placed two feet apart with the usual safety lines along the sides. “Once they complete the rock climb they walk from pole top to pole top, again all in safety harnesses,” she added. “Once across the pole walk to the final tower, they have a simulated parachute jump down into the sand pit. That completes their Call to Courage.”
“It looks so much larger in real life than it did on the drawings,” Jacobs said.
Just then a group of teens, parents and adult guides came running up to the towers. Admiral Jacobs and Joyce Grimes watched as the kids were harnessed, clipped to the safety lines and eagerly entered the challenges. Jacobs smiled as the guides encouraged the parents to participate in the challenges. Some joined in, others just watched as their children had the time of their lives finishing the Call to Courage Course.
“None of this would have happened without you buying the land and paying for the construction of the camp,” Joyce said.
“Well, like I said in the beginning, I make good money in the Navy and I don’t have a family, so…”
Joyce smiled. “You do have a family,” she said. “In a very real way these are your children and your family. They have a new lease on life because of your investment. They are stronger and more courageous because of you. They are embracing life and its challenges because of you, and don’t you ever forget that.”
Admiral Jacobs felt a little embarrassed by the praise. “This was your vision, Joyce. I’m just glad I was able to help make it happen.”
“Don’t get me wrong,” she said. “I love being the administrator for this program. I am growing through the speaking engagements that you organize and the fundraisers you put on. This has been my own Call to Courage, and I’m thrilled to be able to honor my daughter with this camp. Because of your efforts, we have enough funds to keep this camp going for the next ten years, and there’s more money flowing in every week.”
“Well,” he said quietly, “this camp is helping me get through some very tough days and nights. We make a good team.”
“Yes we do,” Joyce replied. “Look, I know you have to deal with some of the worst of humanity in your job at the Pentagon, but this camp can let you enjoy some of the best of humanity as these kids and some of their parents rise to be better people in a world that can really use their help.”
“Yes,” Jacobs replied, watching the first child start out on the pole walk. “It does help.” He stood there watching with a huge grin on his face as the young girl leaped gleefully from one pole to another. He felt truly happy for the first time in a very long time. He couldn’t remember how long it had been, but for now, just being happy was more than enough.
* * *
Willa McBride took the overly sized pair of shears out of her desk drawer and walked from the recently finished city hall out into the new Village Center. Some of the buildings were still under construction, the Ocean Grand Hotel in particular. Frank Gillis had postponed rebuilding his hotel so he could focus on rebuilding the homes and small businesses in Dolphin Beach first. Frank stood at the speaker’s platform near the midpoint of Village Center, updating the crowd that had gathered on what remained to be done in Dolphin Beach.
“I see our guest of honor has arrived,” Frank said as he saw Willa approaching. “Ladies and gentlemen, our beloved mayor, Willa McBride.”
Willa stepped up on the speaker’s platform and quickly surveyed the huge crowd of people. “Thank you Frank, and thank you my friends, the people of Dolphin Beach. We actually do have two honored guests with us today, Jason Roberts from Cal-Tech, will you please stand?”
Jason was seated in the front row. He stood, turned and waved to the crowd.
“Before you sit back down, Jason, I want to extend our profound thanks for all of the work you did to help educate us about the earthquake and tsunami. If it wasn’t for you and the evacuation plan you put together, most of us gathered here would have died last fall. Thank you Jason.” The crowd gave him a standing ovation. His face flushed, but he managed a small bow and another wave of his hand before sitting back down.
“Our other honored guest is my sister, Senator Elizabeth Bechtel.” Her sister stood and waved. “Thank you, Elizabeth, for all of your help with relief funds and the influence you exerted on our behalf to see that all of our communities could be rebuilt.”
Elizabeth quietly sat back down.
“In last year’s earthquake and tsunami we lost our homes, our businesses and our town. What we didn’t lose is one another. Dolphin Beach is the only town on the Pacific Northwest coast that didn’t have a single fatality in that disaster. That happened because you looked out for your neighbor. Young and old, rich and poor, you came together, and together we walked away from the greatest disaster in the history of the Pacific Northwest. I can’t tell you how proud I am of you. To me, you are the most wonderful people in the world.
“Which brings me to why we are here.” Willa turned to face the large tarp that covered the object over the new fountain in the Village Center. Frank held the wide ribbon that kept the tarp in place. Willa slowly approached, and glancing back at the people said, “I hereby dedicate this new piece of art to the courage and strength of the people of Dolphin Beach.” She cut the ribbon and the tarp fell away, revealing the new stainless steel sculpture of a Pacific White Sided Dolphin leaping over the central fountain. Frank reached down and turned the valve on for the fountain. Water sprayed into the air under the dolphin to the cheer of the people of Dolphin Beach. Willa turned and looked at her friends, the people of her home town. She turned again toward Frank and held out her hand. He came forward, smiling as he shook her hand.
“We’re back,” she said. “Dolphin Beach is back.”
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DF Capps is the author of Meteor Storm, and Tsunami Storm, sci-fi thrillers. Meteor Storm features new technologies and ancient history. Capps illustrates some of the ways technologies we currently have could be used and he mixes these new technologies with his fascination with ancient history and alternative Archaeology. For Capps mixing the new and uncharted with the old is an exciting and illuminating undertaking. Tsunami Storm features the use of secret weapons of mass destruction and the existence of a Covert War.
Capps attended Wayne State University for two years before joining the U.S. Navy. Later he was discharged from the Submarine Service and went to work as an electrician in the Machine Tool trade in the Detroit area. Capps was initially trained in electronics in the Navy and expanded his training to include Industrial Computer Control and computer programming. Due to the fluctuating automotive job market in the Detroit area, he developed his design skills in both mechanical design and electrical design. Capps has six U.S. Patents and won a national design competition in 1985.
As a former electrical and mechanical engineer, Capps draws upon his experience to create much of the technology in his novels. He has a keen interest in emerging energy sciences and in his quest for knowledge on this new technology, Capps developed the control system for an over-unity electrical generator and witnessed first-hand the capabilities of such developing technologies, "The day I made the measurements on a machine that was producing eight times the electrical energy that it was consuming was a life-altering experience. I saw for myself what could actually be done, even though it was against all of my electrical training. Since then I have questioned everything that is considered conventional knowledge and found it terribly lacking. We actually live in a world that functions at a very different level from what we perceive."
Capps uses this new understanding of the greater possibilities for science and technology in his sci-fi thrillers. Some of the writers who inspired Capps are Michael Baigent, Dr. Eben Alexander (Proof of Heaven & A Map of Heaven), and David Baldacci. Capps has attended dozens of webinars through Writers Digest to work on perfecting his writing craft. Capps’ goal as a writer is to fashion an entertaining story and then to weave generally unknown facts into that story leaving the reader wondering just what is real and what isn't. If he can entertain a reader and make that reader question the reality around them, then he considers his efforts a success.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

As much as a writer might like to think this is the work of the writer alone, nothing could be further from the truth. Each book that you read is the combined effort of a number of people who have all contributed to the end product. First I would like to thank my wife, Miriam for her endless patience and suggestions. Next is the much appreciated suggestions of Katie Reed and my talented publicist, Rebecca Berus. A special thanks to artist Natasha Brown for her cover design.
I would also like to thank Joseph P. Farrell for his tireless research and courage in publishing the often hidden side of human history and its dark endeavors in his book, Covert Wars and Breakaway Civilizations, Adventures Unlimited Press, ISBN 978-1-935487-83-8, from which I have drawn the inspiration for Tsunami Storm.

OEBPS/images/img00002.jpg





OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
CAPPS

1

i

i






