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Prologue

1330 April 21, 2006.

Naval Air Tracking Station

West of Hsinchu, North Taiwan.

Since first light, they had been observing the blue-water Fleet of the People's Liberation Army/Navy moving menacingly back and forth in a classic 'racetrack' pattern, 50 miles offshore. Twenty-two warships in total, including the new 80,000-ton aircraft carrier from Russia. So new it did not yet have a name.

The Taiwanese had nervously tracked the destroyers of mainland China, the Luhus, the old Ludas and the new Luhai; they'd logged the surface-to-surface missiles unleashed in short fireballs by the Jiangwei frigates. Just as they had done three times before in the previous 18 months.

They had watched the fleet move ever nearer, then, finally, cross the unseen dividing line down the middle of the Strait, and continue into Taiwanese national waters. Instantly the supervisors signaled Tsoying, their main naval base, and the automatic alert to the US Pacific Fleet in Pearl Harbor flashed onto the satellite.

Two hundred miles east of Taiwan, the American Admiral in the giant US Nimitz-Class aircraft carrier, John C. Stennis, signaled his warships west. And the massively-armed, 12-strong, guided-missile fleet out of San Diego glowered, then turned their bows arrogantly back towards their friends on the independent island which now felt the hot breath of the Chinese dragon.

But at 1357 on that clear, cool April day in the Taiwan Strait, every alert there had ever been in the tracking stations of Taiwan faded into obsolescence. Mainland China suddenly fired a big, short-range land-attack cruise missile straight at the capital city of Taipei.

The military tracking radars in Taiwan's coastal station west of Hsinchu picked it up, 45 miles out, hurtling in over the Strait at 600 m.p.h., low level, no higher than 200 feet, on a varying course around zero-eight-zero, right out of Fujian Province. At first they thought it was an aircraft overflying the Chinese fleet, but it was too fast, and too low, making ten miles every minute.

There was no time to shoot it down, and decoys were useless against the kind of pre-programmed inertial navigation system used in a Russian-designed M-11 cruise, which this most certainly was. The military barely had time to assess the danger before the missile came screaming in over the coastline, plainly visible to any local citizen who happened to look upwards.

At the time there was heavy traffic all along the Taipei West Coast Freeway. One military truck driver spotted it, couldn't believe his eyes, and drove straight into a tourist bus, ramming it through the central guard-rail into the path of oncoming traffic, and causing a 59-vehicle pile-up in which 14 people were killed.

Simultaneously the emergency radio procedures were put in place and people were urged to remain in their homes, if possible below ground, in the face of imminent missile attack. No one knew whether the cruise carried a nuclear-tipped warhead, but the danger of radiation was uppermost in the minds of the authorities.

Everyone in air-traffic control at CKS International Airport, four miles from the traffic pile-up, watched the missile streak across Taiwanese airspace, both onscreen and from the big viewing windows. It seemed to make a slight course adjustment and then rocketed across the city of Taoyuan. It was still making 600 m.p.h. and maintaining height as it cleared the railroad terminal, passing dead overhead of the new McDonald's off the Fuhsing Road.

Right now it was 120 seconds from Taiwan's capital and all the military could do was warn the populace to take cover. They informed the US and United Nations Headquarters they were under immediate missile attack from China, and at 1406 the cruise came in sight of Taipei.

But, to the astonishment of the military the missile kept right on going, straight across the center of the city, over the Tanshui River and on to the second largest container port in the country, Chilung up on the northeast coast. But it did not stop there either and headed right on out into the Pacific, where it crashed and blew up 30 miles off Taiwan's coast.

The Taiwan military protested in the strongest terms to Beijing, seeking assurances there were not more missiles on the way. The Prime Minister himself contacted Beijing direct, to deliver an icy warning to China's Paramount Ruler that Taiwan's armed forces would fight the last inch of their ground to preserve their independence. And, if they had to, Taiwan would hit back at China with US-built guided missiles which were far superior to anything the Chinese had in their current arsenal.

'We may go,' the Prime Minister concluded. 'But we'll take Beijing with us. That I promise.'

The Chinese neither apologized, nor gave any assurances that such a thing would not happen again.

0900 (local) April 27.

Office of the National Security Advisor,

the White House, Washington.

Admiral Arnold Morgan was listening with mounting fury to the reason why the Chinese ambassador to Washington was not able to report to the White House in the next 20 minutes.

'He's in a conference, Arnold,' insisted his secretary. 'They won't even put me through to his assistant. They say they'll get the message to him and he'll call you in a half-hour. He's actually speaking with the General Secretary of the Communist Party who you know is in town, dining with the President tonight.'

'Kathy O'Brien, upon whose very footsteps I worship the immediate airspace,' growled the NSA. 'I want you to listen to me very carefully. I do not care if Comrade Ling Fucking Guofeng, Honorable Ambassador to our nation, is in direct spiritual contact with Chiang Kai-shek, or speaking at this very moment to the deranged ghost of Mao Zedong or any of those other goddamned coolies who rose to power. I want him here in 20 minutes, otherwise he will be Ling Fucking Guofeng, former ambassador to our country. I'll have him deported by 1700 tonight.'

'Arnold, I will pass on your wishes to the highest possible authority.'

Seventeen minutes later, Ambassador Ling was escorted into Admiral Morgan's office.

'Siddown. This is serious. And listen.' The Admiral was not in gracious mood.

The ambassador sat, and said with the utmost courtesy, 'Would it be out of order, Admiral, for me to wish you good afternoon?'

'Yes it would, since you mention it. I'm more concerned with the fact that a few hours ago, your goddamned pain-in-the-ass country almost caused a fucking war.'

'Admiral, surely you are not referring to that insignificant incident in our Taiwan Strait?'

'Insignificant, hah? You crazy sonsabitches threw an M-11 cruise missile straight over the city of Taipei. You call that insignificant?'

'Admiral, I have received a most reliable communiqué that it was a mere accident. The missile somehow became out of control. In any event it failed safe, and just flew into the Pacific. Quite harmless.'

'Ling, I don't believe you. I think you guys have taken up a new 21st century sport called "Frightening the Taiwanese to Death" – I mean you had a battle fleet in their territorial waters at the precise time the missile came in. What the hell did you expect them to think?'

'Well, I can appreciate their anxiety.'

'Ling, what would you have done if the Taiwanese had had a little more time, and our Carrier Battle Group had been a lot closer? How about the Taiwanese started throwing missiles back? And we decided to take out a couple of your navy bases, maybe knock out a few of your missile sites? What then?'

'Admiral, I do not think that would have been very wise, for either the Taiwanese or yourselves. We are no longer the backward, militarily unsophisticated nation you once considered us. These days we have missiles to match your own, in both power and range. Serious Inter-Continental Ballistic Missiles. ICBMs, Admiral. Made in China. You would do well to remember that.'

'Ling, the most you guys have ever done is to employ a group of devious little spies and sneak thieves to try and steal from us. But when you get the stuff it's always too advanced for you to adapt. You've had more missile test failures than even I can count. You always think you can match us for military hardware and technology. But you never can. And you never will. Any more than we're any good at chicken chow mein.'

Ambassador Ling ignored the insult. 'Admiral,' he said. 'Your assessment of our capabilities was probably accurate for many years. But no longer. We have effective long-range missiles now. We are as big a threat to you as you have always been to us.'

'Maybe. But we don't go around launching cruise missiles to fly over the capital cities of other countries, terrifying the populace, edging nations into war. So I'm warning you and your government, right here, and right now – you wanna play hardball with the US of A over the nation of Taiwan, you better take a damn close look at the rule book. Because when we decide to play, we play for keeps.'

Ambassador Ling did not answer immediately. Instead he looked thoughtful, academic, like the professor he once was. When he spoke it was quietly, and carefully considered.

'Nonetheless, Admiral,' he said. 'Should it come to an ICBM contest between us, I wonder if you would really care to swap Taiwan for Los Angeles.'






One

Friday, October 7, 2005.

Pacific Ocean, 120 miles west-southwest of San Diego,
 California.

The darkness crept ever westwards through low overcast skies, and the gusting northwest breeze whipped white crests onto the long wavetops. At this point of the evening, in the 20 minutes of no man's time between sunset and nightfall streaming in over the immense ocean, the Pacific takes on a deeply malevolent mande. Its awesome troughs and rising waves glisten darkly in the last of the light. There's no bright, friendly phosphorescence in the bottomless waters out here. To stare down at the black seascape, even from the safe reassuring deck of a warship, is to gaze into the abyss. Oh Lord, your ocean is so vast, and my boat is so small.

Eight hundred feet into the abyss, way beneath the twilit melancholy of the surface, USS Seawolf thundered forward, making almost 40 knots, somewhere south of the Murray Fracture Zone. The 9,000-ton United States Navy attack submarine was heavily into her months of Sea Trials, following a massive three-year overhaul. Seawolf was not at war, but a passing whale could have been forgiven for thinking she was. Forty knots is one hell of a speed for a 350-foot-long submarine. But Seawolf was built for speed, constructed to lead the underwater cavalry of the Navy, anywhere, anytime. And right now she was in Deep Submergence Trials, testing her systems, flexing her muscles in the desolate black wilderness of America's western ocean.

Powered by two 45,000-horsepower turbines, and a state-of-the-art Westinghouse nuclear reactor, Seawolf was the most expensive submarine ever built. Too expensive. The Navy was permitted to build only three of her class – Connecticut, and USS Jimmy Carter were the others – before budget restraints caused the cancelation of these jet-black emperors of the deep. Over a billion dollars was spent on her research and development before Seawolf was commissioned in 1997.

Now, after her multimillion-dollar overhaul, the submarine was, without question, the finest underwater warship in the world; the fastest, the quietest nuclear boat. At 20 knots there was nothing to be heard beyond the noise of the water parted by the bulk of her hull. She could pack a ferocious wallop too. Seawolf was armed with a phalanx of Tomahawk land-attack missiles which could travel at almost 1,000 m.p.h. to a target 1,400 miles distant. She could unleash a missile with a 454-kilogram warhead and hit an enemy ship 250 miles away. She bristled with eight 26-inch torpedo tubes, launching bases for big Gould Mark 48s, wire guided, homing, if necessary, to 27 miles. Highly effective, these weapons offered a kill probability of 50 percent, second only to the British Spearfish.

Seawolf carried sonars estimated as three times more effective than even the most advanced Los Angeles-Class boats. She used both TB16 and TB29 surveillance and towed arrays. For active close-range detection she used the BQS 24 system. Her electronic support measures (ESM) were nothing short of sensational. Any ship, anywhere within 50 miles could not move, communicate, or even activate its sonar or radar, without Seawolf hearing every last tell-tale sound. She was not a gatherer of clandestine information. She was an electronic vacuum cleaner, the last word in the US Navy's most secretive, private, advanced research.

And Captain Judd Crocker was darned proud of her. 'Never been a submarine to match this one,' he would say. 'And I doubt there ever will be. Not in my lifetime.'

That was worthwhile praise. Judd knew about ships like the Rockies know about skiing. The son of a surface-ship Admiral, grandson of another, he was born into a family of Cape Cod yacht racers, and he had been around boats of all sizes since he could walk. He didn't inherit his father's unique talents as a helmsman, but he was good, better than most, though destined always to be outclassed by the beady-eyed Admiral Nathaniel Crocker.

Judd was 40 years old now. A lifelong submariner, he had served as Seawolf's first Executive Officer back in 1997 and commanded her five years later. He received his promotion to captain just before she came out of overhaul, and resumed command in the high summer of the year 2005.

That was the culmination of all his boyhood dreams, and of a plan he had made at the age of 15 when his father had taken him out to watch the annual race from Newport around Block Island and back. The Admiral was not racing himself but he and Judd were guests on board one of the New York Club committee boats. It was a day of intermittent fog out in the bay, and several competitors had trouble navigating.

Evenjudd's committee boat was a little wayward in the early afternoon, straying too far southwest of the island, about a half-mile from the point of approach of a 7,000-ton Los Angeles-Class submarine rolling past on the surface towards the New London Base. The sun was out at the time and Judd had watched through binoculars one of the great black warhorses of the US Navy. He was transfixed by the sight of her, and noted the number 690 painted on her sail. He almost died of excitement when a couple of the officers on the bridge waved across the water to the Committee boat. And he had stared after the homeward-bound USS Philadelphia, long after she became too small to identify on the horizon.

Submarines often have that effect on non-military personnel. There is a quality about them that is so profoundly sinister, utterly chilling. Judd had gazed upon the ultimate iron fist of US seapower with barely contained awe. In his stomach there was a tight knot of apprehension, except that he knew it was not really apprehension. It was fear; the kind of fear everyone feels when a 100-m.p.h. express train comes shrieking straight through a country railroad station, a shuddering, ear-splitting, howling display of monstrous power, which could knock down the station and half the town if it ever got out of control. The difference was that the submarine achieved the same effect in menacing near-silence.

Judd Crocker was not afraid of the submarine. He was fascinated by a machine that could demolish the city of Boston if it felt so inclined. As he turned back to the infinitely lesser thrills of the yacht race, he was left with one thought in his mind: what he really wanted was to drive the USS Philadelphia, and that meant the United States Naval Academy at Annapolis, three years hence. From that moment on, Judd never took his eye off the ball, which was why, a quarter of a century later, he commanded the most awesome submarine ever to leave a shipyard.

'Conn – Captain. Reduce speed to 20 knots. Five up to five hundred feet. Right standard rudder. Steer course two-two-zero.'

Judd's commands were delivered always in a calm voice, but there was pressure behind the words, betraying not anxiety, but the fact that he had given the matter careful thought before speaking.

'Conn, aye, sir.'

Judd turned to his Executive Officer (XO), Lt. Commander Linus Clarke who had just appeared back from a short conference with the engineers.

'Everything straight down there, XO?'

'Minor problem with a jammed valve, sir. Chief Barrett freed it up. Says it can't happen again. We going deeper?'

'Just a little for the moment, but I want her at 1,000 feet a couple of hours from now.'

They were a hugely unlikely combination in command, these two. The Captain was a barrel-chested man, a shade under six feet tall, with a shock of jet-black hair, inherited from his mother's Irish antecedents. Jane Kiernan had also bequeathed to him her deep hazel eyes, and the carthorse strength of the male members of her family, farmers and fishermen from the wild windswept outer reaches of Connaught on Ireland's western shores.

Judd was a rock-steady naval commander, experienced, cool under pressure, and self-trained in the art of avoiding panic. He was popular with his crew of 100-plus, because his reputation and record demanded respect, and his presence, a mixture of imperturbable confidence, professional approach and wide experience – all leavened with a quiet sense of humor – inspired total trust.

He knew as much as any of his expert crew, and often more. But he still took care to show that he valued their work and opinions. He would mildly set them straight only when strictly necessary – often with an apparently simple and innocuous question which would cause his advisor to think again, and work it out for himself. He was anyone's idea of the perfect Commanding Officer.

Judd had high qualifications in hydrodynamics, electronics, propulsion and nuclear physics. His appointment to command Seawolf had come direct from the top, from Admiral Joe Mulligan, the CNO in person, himself a former nuclear submarine commander.

The reasons behind Linus Clarke's recent appointment as Captain Crocker's Executive Officer were less apparent. The Lt. Commander was only 34, and he was known to have served for several months with the CIA at Headquarters in Langley, Virginia. No one ever asked anyone precisely what they had been doing there, but serving naval officers with Intelligence backgrounds were rarely appointed second-in-command to big nuclear attack submarines.

Linus wore his mild celebrity with relish. He was a tall, slim Oklahoman with dead straight floppy reddish hair. He wore it rather longer than is customary among the disciplined officer corps of the US Navy. But his rise had apparently been consistent, and he had graduated from Annapolis in the top quarter of his class. But no one was interested then, and he managed to disappear very successfully for a few years before emerging from the portals of the CIA with a rather mysterious reputation.

There were 14 officers in the wardroom of USS Seawolf, and while each of them knew something about Lt. Commander Clarke, no one quite knew everything – except for Captain Crocker, and, like the rest of them, he avoided the subject. Among the enlisted men there was a certain amount of chatter, principally emanating from a seaman in the ship's laundry who claimed the name on the XO's dog-tags was not Linus Clarke. But he could not remember what the name was, so was only half believed. Nonetheless, there was chatter.

Linus himself was naturally rather secretive, and he added to this by adopting a measure of irony in his conversation, a thin knowing smile decorating his wide, freckled face. He also had the slightly self-serving attitude of one who is a bit too daring and adventurous to spend long in the company of the hard, realistic men who handle the front-line muscle of the US Navy. He undoubtedly saw himself as Hornblower as opposed to Rickover.

A typical Clarke entrance to the wardroom would be, 'Okay men, has there been any truly serious screw-up you need me to sort out?' He always grinned when he said it, but most people thought he meant it.

One week after his appointment to Seawolf, still moored alongside in San Diego, there had been a small cocktail party ashore. After three quite strenuous glasses of bourbon on the rocks, Lt. Commander Clarke had ventured up to his new Captain and confided, 'Sir, do you actually know why I have been detailed to your ship?'

'No, can't say I do,' Judd replied.

'Well, sir, we're going on a highly classified mission and, as you know, I've been on similar missions before. Basically I'm here to make sure you don't screw it up. You know, for lack of experience.'

Captain Judd Crocker gazed at him steadily, concealing his total disbelief that any jumped-up Two-and-a-Half, even this one, would dare to speak to him in such a way. But he rose above it, smiled sardonically, and declined to say what he really thought: 'Oh, really? Well, I'm deeply comforted to have such a rare presence on board.'

At that moment, Linus Clarke made a mental note to be extra careful in his future dealings with the Commanding Officer. 'This is one cool dude,' he thought. My little speech was meant to throw him. But he didn't even blink.

What Linus Clarke hadn't taken into account was that Judd Crocker had been around ranking admirals all of his life, men of enormous intelligence. He had sailed the East Coast with the heavyweight financiers of the New York Yacht Club, crewing on the annual summer cruise up the New England coast, and sometimes navigating all the way up to the glorious Maine archipelago. Since he was a boy, and even when he was a midshipman, he'd sat in the most expensive staterooms in some of the biggest ocean-going yachts in the United States, and listened to conversations of great moment. It would take rather more than an insolent, smartass remark by a slighdy drunk Lt. Commander to unnerve him. But he assumed too, that young Clarke had also had his share of company with the great and the mighty.

Nonetheless they did not form what the Navy traditionally hopes will become a natural trusting partnership in command of a ship which had cost something close to the national debt.

Beyond the Silent Service, Judd Crocker was married to the former Nicole Vanderwolk, ten years his junior and the daughter of the redoubtable Harrison Vanderwolk, a big-hitting Florida-based financier with major holdings in three states. Like the Crockers, the Vanderwolks had a waterfront summer house on toney Sea View Avenue in Osterville, a couple of doors down from the former residence of the US Army's youngest ever General, 'Jumping' Jim Gavin, 82nd Airborne, legend of the Normandy landings.

The Vanderwolks, the Gavins and the Crockers were lifelong friends, and when Judd married Nicole it was cause for a mass celebration in a yellow-and-white striped tent, the size of the Pentagon, on the sunlit shores of Nantucket Sound.

Unhappily they were unable to have children, so in 1997, shortly after Judd was appointed to Seaiwlf, they adopted two little Vietnamese girls, aged three and four, renaming them Jane and Kate. By the turn of the century they were all ensconced in another waterfront property out on Point Loma in San Diego, both sets of parents having clubbed together to buy the $2 million home as an investment while Judd was stationed out on the West Coast under the command of SUBPAC. The deal was simple. When it was time to sell, the Admiral and Harrison would receive $1.1 million each. Judd and Nicole would keep the change. The way things were going in the California real estate market, Judd and Nicole were winning, hands down.

The private life of Linus Clarke was rather more obscure. He was unmarried but there were rumors of a serious girlfriend back at his family home in Oklahoma, a place in which Linus retreated at every available opportunity. He made the journey by commercial jet to Amarillo, Texas, and then used the small Beechcraft single-engined private plane owned by his father, for the last northerly leg of the journey.

Once on the family cattle ranch, deep in the Oklahoma panhandle, Linus, as usual, disappeared. Given his family connections it was not much short of a miracle that no word ever appeared about him even in local newspapers. But perhaps even more unlikely was that he had always avoided the media during his tenure in Washington, and at the Navy base in Norfolk, Virginia.

Judd Crocker thought it a major achievement by the young Lieutenant Commander. But of course the English royal family had been doing it for decades, effectively 'hiding' Prince Charles and Prince Andrew while they served in the Royal Navy just as they had done with King George V and Prince Philip. Indeed Prince Andrew hardly had his photograph taken when he flew his helicopter off the deck of HMS Invincible during the Falklands War. Same with Linus Clarke. And he seemed determined to keep it that way.

So the aura of mystique clung to him. On the lower decks the men knew who he was, and that he had CIA connections. But the subject was not aired publicly. In the wardroom he was watched carefully. It was an unspoken fact that no one wanted him to make a mistake.

'I guess,' the Combat Systems Officer, Lt. Commander Cy Rothstein, remarked, 'we always have to remember just who he is.'

'That's probably the one thing we ought to forget,' the Captain replied. 'And we better hope he can too. Clarke has a major job in this ship, whoever the hell he is.'

Right now as Seawolf cruised through the pitch-black depths of the Pacific, still making 20 knots, Judd Crocker was preparing to go deeper, down to almost 1,000 feet for the torpedo tube trials, another searching examination of the submarine's fitness for front line duty.

Behind Judd Crocker's crew were weeks and weeks of meticulous checking, in which every system in the ship had been tested, at primary, secondary and tertiary level. They'd completed their 'Fast Cruise' – driving the systems hard while still moored alongside, still made 'fast' to the wall. They'd tested for 'fire, famine and flood', Navyspeak for any forthcoming catastrophe. They'd done all the drills, all the tuning, all the routines, checking and changing the water, changing the air, running the reactor, checking the periscopes, checking the masts.

They'd found defects. Engineers from Seawolf's original builders, General Dynamics of New London, had been aboard for weeks, fixing, replacing and adjusting. The process was exhaustive and meticulous. Because when calamity comes to a submarine, the kind of calamity perhaps easily dealt with on a surface ship, it can spell the end for the underwater warriors. Laborious and time-consuming as Sea Trials may be, every last man in a submarine's crew gives them 100 percent of their effort. Pages and pages of reports had been written, signed and logged as they tested and re-tested.

Out here in the Pacific they were effectively going over all of the same ground again, the same stuff they had checked over and over on the Fast Cruise. But this time they were at sea, and that adds a massive new dimension to the equation. Moreover, these tests would be conducted both dived and on the surface.

'Conn – Captain. Bow down 10. 1,000 feet. Make your speed 15 knots. Right standard rudder. Steer course three-six-zero.'

Judd Crocker's commands were crisp and clear and they all heard the slight change in the beat of the turbines as Seawolf slowed and slewed around to the north, heading down into the icy depths.

The Captain turned to his XO. 'I'm going to run those tube tests again. You might go up for'ard in a while and take a look. I still think those switches are awful close together.'

Fifteen minutes later, Linus Clarke made his way to the for'ard compartment which houses the launching mechanisms for Seawolf's principal weapon. By the time he arrived, Chief Petty Officer Jeff Cardozo had already supervised the loading, easing the torpedoes through the massive, round hinged door. The identical door at the seaward end of the tube was of course jammed shut, not only hydraulically, but also by the gigantic pressure of the ocean at 1,000 feet depth.

The really tricky part occurs next, when the air is vented out of the tube, ready for the tube-flood valve to be opened to let seawater in and equalize the pressure inside the firing tube with the seas beyond the outer door. Chief Cardozo was on duty, eyeballing his tubes crew.

Nineteen-year-old Seaman Recruit Kirk Sarloos from Long Beach was at his post in front of the panel of switches which control the torpedo systems. After flooding the tubes, equalizing the pressure inside with the sea pressure outside the hull, and opening the bow shutters, the brutally powerful pressurized air turbine system will blast the torpedoes out into the ocean, without leaving as much as a bubble on the surface. When the missiles have war-heads fitted – not today – that procedure spells death. For someone.

'Number one and number two tubes ready for flooding.'

'Flood number one tube!'

Kirk hit the two switches for number one tube listening to the hiss of air forced out through the vent by the water rushing in through the flood valve. He shut both valves as he heard the hiss turn to a gurgling, crackling noise when the last of the air was displaced by seawater. He hit a third switch, equalizing the pressures in case she changed depth.

'Number one tube equalized,' he called. 'Flood and vent valves shut.'

'Open number one tube bow doors.'

Again Kirk made a switch. 'Number one bow door and shutter open.'

Number one tube was now ready to fire.

'Flood number two tube.'

Kirk's eyes scanned the switchboard and he made both switches. But he hit the flood-and-vent switches for number one tube by mistake, and a steel bar of water blew clean through the open valve and caught him hard in the upper chest, the colossal force hurling him 10 feet back across the compartment into a bank of machinery. At this depth the pressure behind the water was equal to around 30 atmospheres.

A lethal inch-wide column of ocean was blasting straight into the casing of the torpedo-loading gear, breaking up into a fine dense mist of blinding water particles. Kirk lay motionless, face down in the deafening thunder of the incoming ocean. It was like a roar from the core of the earth, a hiss which sounded like a shriek, as the single jet dissolved into a lashing white screen of spray, completely obscuring everything. In that hell-kissed compartment the three men couldn't see, couldn't hear, and couldn't be heard.

Chief Cardozo knew where Kirk was. He covered his eyes from the sting of the spray and with his head down, struggled through the water. It was 15 feet but it seemed like 15 miles as he pushed forward in the disorienting blindness of the flood. He grabbed the young seaman and somehow dragged him clear of the blast of seawater. Kirk was groggy, but he hadn't drowned.

Lt. Commander Clarke, unfamiliar with the sheer force of the ocean at this depth, grabbed the nearest intercom and yelled: 'We have a major leak for'ard. Blow all main ballast . . . and surface, Captain . . . for Christ's sake . . .' He exited the torpedo room and raced up to the conn.

Captain Crocker, surprised at the unorthodox intervention of his XO, but aware now there was a problem, overruled his number two. 'I have the conn . . . Planesman . . . Belay that order . . . ten up . . . make your depth 200 feet

Now in the conn, Lt. Commander Clarke could not believe his ears. Agitated, his ears still ringing from the shattering blast of the leak, he turned to the Chief of the Boat, the senior enlisted man aboard the submarine, now in the control room, Master Chief Petty Officer Brad Stockton from Georgia.

'Is he crazy? This submarine is sinking. We got an unbelievable leak in the torpedo room. Jesus Christ! We gotta get to the surface.'

'Easy, sir,' replied the veteran Master Chief. 'The boss knows what he's doing.'

Linus Clarke stared at Brad in disbelief. 'That water's gonna sink us. He hasn't seen it. I have.' He turned as if to argue further with his Captain, but the Master Chief grabbed his arm in a steel grip and hissed, 'Steady, sir.'

Judd Crocker turned to his XO and quietly asked, 'Did you shut the bulkhead door behind you?'

Linus Clarke hesitated, and then admitted, 'Er, no sir.'

'Good,' the CO said. 'Check it's still open.'

Linus began to wonder if he could get anything right today, and moved off to check the door.

Judd Crocker turned to the Combat Systems Officer now standing beside him, Lt. Commander Cy Rothstein, the smooth, composed intellect of the ship, known locally as 'Einstein'.

'This may be quite minor, Cy,' he said. 'I just want to cool it. I know a leak at depth is unnerving. But I can't feel the pressure increasing in my ears. And look at the barometer. No change. The trim's not altering significantly. Even if we are taking on water, the flow rate is small, the leak is small. Right now I have to conclude it's not sinking us, and certainly won't sink us in the next 20 minutes. Go deal with the problem, Cy. Aside from a lot of noise and flooding which we seem to be coping with, there's nothing disastrous happening . . . yet. So let's not act as if there is. Because that way we might make it worse.'

'Aye, sir.'

Both men knew that only the most thorough mental preparation by the CO for all imaginable eventualities will ultimately ensure the survival of the crew. Fear is the enemy when things go wrong. Panic follows fear, and inappropriate reaction follows panic. Confusion follows that, with disaster close behind them all. Judd Crocker knew the rules. Especially the unwritten ones.

At this point Master Chief Stockton and Linus Clarke re-entered the control room.

'Hi, Brad. How do we look?'

'It's only a tube vent valve, sir. We don't have a hole punched in the hull or anything. It's just a matter of shutting the damn thing and then getting the water pumped out.'

'Someone make the wrong switch?'

'Guess so.'

'Schultz got it in hand?'

'I wouldn't say that, sir. But he's on the case.'

The water continued to blast through the valve and into the torpedo room, collecting eventually in the bilges. The engineers worked to close the valve, but the entire electrics system in the torpedo room was blown, so it had to be done by hand. Which was thunderously difficult because it was so close to the steel bar of water that was capable of knocking men clean across the compartment.

However great, however small, a leak at depth in a submarine plants fear into the minds of the men who operate her. Inevitably, some of them were already thinking about Thresher, SSN 593, the Navy's most advanced and complex attack submarine, which sank with all hands 200 miles off Cape Cod on April 10, 1963.

Every submariner knew the story, and in several minds there were already alarming similarities. Thresher had gone to the bottom with her entire crew within 10 minutes of incurring a major, unstoppable leak in her engine room. The men of Seawolf had now been working for seven minutes, and that span of time gave them room to think about one of the Navy's worst ever disasters, the loss, 45 years ago, of the top American nuclear submarine, because of a leak, during her Sea Trials, in the Deep Submergence phase. Jesus, was this creepy, or what?

The US Navy's final report on the loss was required reading among officers and irresistible to the men. It laid the likely and primary blame on a catastrophic failure of the casting of a big hull valve which effectively left tons of water bursting every second through a 12-inch-diameter hole in the pressure hull. There was no way to shut the valve off. There was no valve left.

On that fatal spring morning in 1963, the submarine hit the bottom and broke up minutes after it first reported a problem to its accompanying warship USS Skylark. Sixteen officers, 96 enlisted men and 17 civilian engineers perished with her. And like Seawolf, she was, without doubt, the best submarine in the US Navy.

The Captain, too, had allowed the apparition of the sinking Thresher to flicker across his mind, but was able to discard it almost instantly. Not so, Commander Linus Clarke. 'My God, sir,' he almost blurted. 'I implore you to take this ship to the surface.'

The CO stared at his number two. 'XO, take the conn. Slow down to 10 knots. Clear your baffles and come to periscope depth. Then prepare to surface if I so order. I'm going for'ard to inspect the damage. You have the ship.'

'Aye, sir, I have the ship.'

Judd Crocker could see the XO's mouth was dry, and there was a strange cast to Linus's voice as he ordered, 'Helmsman – XO. Make your speed 10. Right standard rudder. Come to course one-two-zero. Sonar – conn. Clearing baffles prior to coming to periscope depth.'

Judd never even bothered to change into seaboots, just made his way for'ard, pondering, as all COs might do at times such as these, why Thresher had imploded and crashed to the bottom with such alarming speed: first indication of a problem 0913, slammed into the sea bed 8,000 feet below at 0918.

Seawolf's CO had always had his own private theories as to why the disaster occurred with such terrifying swiftness. Firstly he believed that the old method of linking alarm systems was a truly lousy idea, because one instantly triggered the next, which triggered the next, which would end up with an automatic reactor scram, when the power would cut out. Above all, however, Judd Crocker thought the key to Thresher was that she was going too slowly, creeping along 1,000 feet below the surface at only around four knots. When the valve casing burst and the reactor shut down, she had power for just a very few minutes, but she had no momentum, and she used her power revving her turbines, building speed to drive her upwards, virtually from a standing start. That power, Judd believed, failed when she was only 150 feet below the surface. There just was not sufficient thrust to carry her upwards all the way, so she slid back down, gathering speed before crashing into the bottom at some 80 knots.

When he arrived at the scene of the flood he was taken aback by the noise, the amount of seawater entering the ship, and the stupefying roar of the leak. Lt. Commander Schultz appeared to have the situation in hand, and he had two burly engineers, wielding a wrench, shutting the valve. Soaked through, they were working in the dark mist in a maze of pipes and valves, fighting to get at the bronze fitting.

Even as he stood there, already soaked by the freezing spray and unable to speak because of the noise, he felt Mike Schultz tap him on the shoulder and, grinning, offer a silent 'thumbs up'.

As the valve was finally shut, and the noise stopped, Judd squelched his way back to the control room and announced that the torpedo tube trials would be delayed only as long as it took to pump out the water, repair the electronics and clean the place up. He didn't want to get too far behind the eight-ball. This section of the tests was supposed to be completed by noon the following day.

Once more he ordered a speed change, back to 20 knots, running silent, steady, without further hysterics. The way he liked it.

'Carry on, XO,' he said. 'Go back down to 800 feet at 20 knots. I'm just going back to change my shoes. I'll be back in five. Get someone to bring me a cup of coffee, willya. I'll drink it while you're changing your underpants.'

Linus Clarke had the sense to laugh.

Thursday evening, June 15, 2006.
 The Pineapple Bar, Pearl City, Hawaii.

'Well, guys, we got our celebrity XO back, right?'

Chief Brad Stockton was referring to the one fact that had occurred on this day which everyone knew. Lt. Commander Linus Clarke, fresh from another six-month stint at CIA headquarters, had arrived by air from San Diego, to resume his duties in Seawolf. The CO had not made any public comment on the merit of that appointment. In Chief Stockton's view, Judd had always known that Linus would be his number two on this particular mission.

They were due to leave in a few days, now that Seawolf had finally completed her Trials. But their destination remained wrapped in secrecy. In Brad's opinion they were heading southwest for a long way, bound for the Indian Ocean and then the Arabian Sea where there was the usual unrest along the oil tanker routes; Iran was still making veiled threats about her historic ownership of the Gulf.

In the rest of this cheerful gathering, on this warm tropical night to the north of Pearl Harbor, opinion was divided. Petty Officer Chase Utley, the communications operator, thought they might be headed northwest, way up the Pacific towards the Kamchatka Peninsula, where the Russians were reportedly planning to conduct missile tests off their base at Petropavlovsk.

'Jesus, I hope the hell not,' veteran Seaman engineer Tony Fontana said. 'That place is the goddamned end of the world, coast of Siberia for Christ's sake. We'd be about 10,000 miles from the nearest bar.'

'Well, how the hell could that matter?' Chase asked. 'We never get out of the ship on these patrols anyway.'

'That's not the point,' Fontana retorted. 'It's just a feeling of being at least somewhere close to civilization.'

'For civilization read Budweiser,' said Stockton, grinning.

Fontana shook his head. 'I'm serious. You guys don't understand. There's a terrible feeling, kinda desolate, when you're operating at the absolute ass-end of the world off Siberia. You just know there's nothing there, nothing in the sea, or even on the land, 'cept for rocks and trees and shit. Something happens, you're a dead sonofabitch, thousands of miles from anywhere.'

'You ever been up to the Kamchatka?'

'Well, no. But I used to know a guy whose cousin had been there . . .'

They all fell about laughing. Fontana was a funny guy who really should have gone for a career on the boards, or at least on television. He'd never quite advanced as he should have in the Navy, owing to a determination to be the last man to leave any party. He'd twice missed his ship, which had been regarded as a character flaw by the powers that be. But the tall, tough Ohio-born engineer was outstanding at his job and various COs had found a way to get him forgiven. Just as well, in the opinion of Brad Stockton. Tony Fontana was the man who shut the valve in the torpedo room last October.

At this point Petty Officer Third Class, newly promoted Andy Cannizaro from Mandeville, Louisiana, arrived with an armful of beers, set them down on the table and expounded his own theory on where they might be headed two days hence.

'Shit, it's obvious to anyone except for a bunch of morons,' he confided. 'Seawolf is going to China.'

'China? Fuck that,' said Tony. 'Crazy bastards will probably try to sink us. Fuck that.'

'You ever been there?' asked Andy.

'Sure. My uncle used to run a laundry in Shanghai. Went broke – guy by the name of Kash Mai Chek.'

Seaman Fontana's endless store of magnificently awful one-liners was so vast no one could ever quite remember whether they had heard them before or not. But they always got a major laugh, mainly because they were funny, but also because everyone liked Tony.

'Jesus, this is unbelievable,' said Andy. 'Like trying to have a conversation in a nut house. Anyway, when we leave here I happen to know our course is two-seven-zero, due west, and in case any of you guys are having trouble with that, it's a direct course to Taiwan. And I guess y'all know what that means.'

'I'm not sure you're right, Andy,' said the group's second Petty Officer Third Class, Jason Colson. 'I'm not revealing any secrets, but I can say I've never once heard the word "Taiwan" mentioned recently.'

Jason, like Andy, was 24, but whereas Andy was actively involved in the pure movement of the submarine, watching the planes and the pressurized water systems, Jason was the Captain's Writer, which essentially made him a clerk. He was privy to a lot of information, and subject to a major level of secrecy, as he formally recorded and logged the actions and plans of the Commanding Officer of Seawolf. If anyone at this table had the remotest idea where this next mission was going, it would most certainly have been junior Petty Officer Jason Colson, and he most certainly did not know.

'Well,' said Andy, 'I did hear we were headed due west, not southwest. And if we hold that course we'll run straight up one of the eastern beaches of Taiwan.'

'Christ, that's nearly 4,000 miles away.'

'Yeah, but we can knock off 700 miles in a day at two-thirds speed,' said Fontana. 'Pushed we can make nearly a thousand miles. Jesus, we could be on the beach a week from now, surrounded by Taiwanese pussy, slit-eyed beauties fighting to get at me . . . Give me that beer, Andy, I'm trying to hold myself back.'

Everyone laughed again. But then Chase Utley said quite seriously, 'Do you guys really think we might be going to China? Because if we are, that really gives me the creeps. That place is damn scary. I mean what was all that shit about in the papers recently?'

Brad Stockton, the Senior Petty Officer, the absolute focus for all inter-departmental discipline on board Seawolf, stepped into the conversation the moment it took an earnest, thoughtful tone.

'It was just the Chinese Fleet moving too close to the shores of Taiwan and firing missiles right across the land mass of the island. Just too close.'

'Yeah, but didn't the Ronald Reagan show up and drive them off?'

'Well, it showed up. But it didn't actually drive them off. They left of their own accord. They usually do, steaming away up the Strait, northwest away from Taiwan towards their own coastline.'

'The carrier didn't actually warn them off?'

'No. Not precisely. But the sight of that ship would give anyone pause for thought. Apparently the Chinese just backed right off before we got within two miles of them.'

'I thought we used to be good friends with China, back in the late 90s?'

'Well I guess we did. But they're hard to be friends with. They just have a totally different mindset from us. Like the Japanese, they'll take, take, take. Until you stop 'em.'

'You think we might ever have to fight a war with 'em? I mean a real shooting war?'

'I doubt it. They are damned self-interested, and they like money better than war. They always back off if we even look like growling at 'em. But these days, you never know. They've been building up their goddamned Navy for a lot of years now – 300,000 personnel, new ships, Russian submarines, a new carrier and Christ knows what else.'

'I'll tell you what,' said Jason. 'I was looking at the Wall Street Journal the other day and they had a front-page article on China. Some Minister or other said something dead scary. He was talking about the appearance of the big US carrier, and he said, "Do you really think the USA would trade Taiwan for Los Angeles?" I mean that's bad shit.'

'It sure would be if they really could throw a ballistic missile right across the Pacific'

'And can they?'

'Who knows,' said Chief Brad Stockton. 'Who the hell knows.'

'I bet our XO knows,' Andy said. 'That's one mysterious guy. But he spends half his life in the CIA, and I'm told he's officially involved with Navy Intelligence.'

'If you ask me, he ought to stay there,' Jason said, indiscreetly. 'I mean did you guys tune into that shit that broke out last October?'

'You mean when we had the leak in the torpedo room?'

'Yeah. That was one scared dude.'

'Yeah, he was scared,' Chief Stockton said. 'But so was I.'

'So was everyone.'

'The CO wasn't.'

'I bet he was. He just wasn't letting on.'

'Well, if everyone was just as scared as everyone else, how come the CO pulled everyone together, took command, and refused to panic?'

'Because he's the goddamned CO, that's why. That's what he's trained for,' Brad said. 'In case you haven't noticed, they don't make many people commanding officers of nuclear submarines, not out of all the thousands of guys who want to join the Navy.'

'They don't make many XOs either. And ours was one scared dude.'

'Right. But it was his first major incident on a deep submergence trial. You know, the guy had no idea what to expect. And he thought he might die in the next five minutes. That tends to concentrate your head. People react different. He'll learn, I think.'

'Yeah, well he might. But I sure know who I'd rather have in command.'

1625 Friday, June 16.
 Office of the President's National Security Advisor, the White
 House.

Vice Admiral Arnold Morgan was irritated, which was not a totally unusual situation. He sat behind his huge desk, glowering. On the wall opposite were three magnificently framed oil paintings, one of General Douglas MacArthur, one of General George Patton, one of Admiral Chester Nimitz – 'Guys who had some semblance of an idea of what the hell was going on,' in Morgan's view.

The Admiral remained irritated, despite being gazed down upon, not disapprovingly, he thought, by three of the 20th-century titans of the US military.

'KATHY!' he yelled, bypassing the excellent state-of-the-art White House communications system. 'Coffee for one. None for that late bastard from the Pentagon – anyway, where the hell is he?'

The slim-line pastel green telephone on his desk tinkled discreetly like a little silver bell, which also irritated him – 'Goddamned faggot phone' – and he grabbed it like a wild boar with a truffle.

'Morgan!' he rasped. 'Speak.'

'Oh, such a relief to find you in such rare good humor, Admiral,' came the voice of his very private secretary, even more private girlfriend, Kathy O'Brien, the best-looking lady in the White House and possibly the best-looking redhead in Washington. 'I do hope you don't object to my using the phone, rather than standing up in the hall out here and trying to bellow through a five-inch-thick oak door like a rutting moose – like you.'

The Admiral dissolved into laughter as he usually did at the sassy turn of phrase of the lady he loved. Recovering his natural poise, he continued, 'Well, where the hell is he?'

'You mean Admiral Mulligan, sir?'

'Who the hell do you think I mean? John the Baptist?'

'I didn't even know John the Baptist was working in the Pentagon.'

'Jesus Christ, Kathy! Where the hell is he?'

Kathy's tone changed. 'Arnold Morgan,' she gritted, 'I have told you five times that I have been in touch with the office of the Chief of Naval Operations and on each occasion I have been informed that Admiral Joseph Mulligan has left his office and is on his way here. Each time I have told you exactly that. I am not a traffic cop, I am not a chauffeur, I am not Admiral Mulligan's mistress. I have no idea where he is. When he arrives I will be sure to inform you.'

Before she put down the phone, Kathy O'Brien whispered, 'Goodbye, my darling, rude pig.' Slam.

'Kathy!!'

Phone rings. 'What?'

'Well, where the hell is he?'

'As a matter of fact he has just walked through the door. Shall I send him in?'

'Jesus Christ.'

Admiral Joseph Mulligan, 6 feet 4 inch former commanding officer of a Trident submarine, former C-in-C SUBLANT, ex-Navy tight-end in the 1966 army game, came marching through the door.

'Hey, Arnie, sorry about the lateness. Been sitting in the car on the phone to Norfolk for the last 20 minutes. That damned new cruiser, Jesus, it's more trouble than it could ever possibly be worth. Got any coffee?'

'Yeah, but I'm not sure you're getting any. I'm not good at sitting around waiting for disorganized sailors.'

'Heh, heh, heh.' The big Boston Irishman who occupied the most senior position in the United States Navy, chuckled. The two men had known each other for a long time. Both had commanded Polaris submarines, and they had been through a few scrapes together. As long as Admiral Morgan was the President's right-hand man on military and national security matters, the Navy was not going to be looking for a new CNO.

Kathy O'Brien came in with fresh coffee. Admiral Mulligan thanked her graciously, while the boss muttered, ' 'Bout time. I was better looked after when I was an ensign.'

'He doesn't get a whole lot better, does he?' said Joe Mulligan. 'No wonder all his wives left him.'

'No wonder indeed.' Kathy smiled as she swept out of the door.

'Christ, she's beautiful, Arnie. You better marry her while you've still got the chance.'

'Can't. She's rejected me till I retire.'

'Then you've both got a long wait.'

'Guess so. But I'm hanging in there.'

'Anyway, old pal, what's on your mind?'

'China. What's on yours?'

'Cookies. Got any?'

'Jesus, don't they feed you at the hell-hole you work in?'

'Only rarely.'

'KATHY!! Cookies for the chief!'

'Okay, Arnie, tell me what's on your mind, as if I don't know. It's that Chinese missile, right?'

'That's the one, Joe. And whether anyone likes it or not, we are, in the end, gonna have to do something about it. We can't have a bunch of fucking coolies running around with a ballistic missile which could flatten LA.'

'Well, I agree. Not hardly. But you know there really is no reason to think they could (a) build one that big, (b) aim the sonofabitch straight, and (c) make sure it goes off bang in Beverly Hills.'

'Joe, I know that. But you know they have been building a brand new Xw-Class ICBM submarine. We've just picked it up on the overheads. Damn thing's conducting Surface Trials in the northern Yellow Sea right now. They got pictures at Fort Meade. Whatever else, you can bet they didn't build it for nothing. They built it to carry a missile which could, if required, threaten the USA.'

'Can't argue with that, Arnie. But they're still a long way from firing a missile right across the Pacific Ocean.'

'Are they? And might I ask how the hell you might know that?'

'Mainly, old buddy, because they've never tested anything like that, and because every shred of Intelligence we have says they are simply not that advanced.'

'If this new fucking Xw-Class boat is any good they won't have to be that advanced. They could drive the sonofabitch way across the ocean and let one rip a thousand miles off our west coast.'

'Yeah . . . I suppose they could. If they owned such a missile.'

Arnold Morgan stood up, and pulled out a cigar from a snazzy polished wooden box on his desk. He walked slowly around the room, nodding formally at the portrait of Admiral Nimitz. He clipped the end of his cigar, and lit it with a gold Dunhill lighter, a gift from a Saudi-Arabian prince who thought, wrongly, that he might study in the USA to become a submariner.

'Lemme lay a few facts on you, Joe. Get one of those cigars if you want one, but listen. By the year 2000 we actually knew the Chinese had stolen top secret design information for our most advanced thermonuclear weapons, and transferred ballistic missile technology to Iran and Libya, among others. Beautiful, right?'

'Beautiful.'

'They had also stolen our top missile guidance technology . . . they've got 3,000 corporations in the US of A, probably half of'em with lines to Chinese military Intelligence – and you can't trust politicians one fucking inch to do the right thing. Jesus, Joe, Clinton's Attorney-General denied the FBI permission to wire-tap the fucking Chinese spy's phone, and then the President himself went on television and told a barefaced lie, denying he even knew about the leaks. Then they hushed up half the Cox Report in order to save his ass.

'Clinton made it possible for the goddamned Chinese to get their hands on US technology no one should see, and what's worse, they're still in here, stealing and lying.

'Joe, five years from now the People's Liberation Army/Navy is gonna consist of around three and a half million people. They are no longer specially concerned with a major ground war doctrine. For the first time in 500 years, they are becoming expansionist, and have formally recognized their massive Navy as their Senior Service.

'Right now more than a third of the entire Chinese military budget is going on Navy research, development and production. They've finally managed to get four Russia-built Kilo-Class submarines, despite my best efforts. They have this brand new Xia-Class SSBN, they have a production line of new Song-Class SSKs, two new 6,000-ton Luhai-Class destroyers, they have a land-attack cruise missile program, they're aiming for two big Aircraft Carrier Battle Groups inside the next eight years – one for the Indian Ocean, one for the Pacific.

'And how about this Burma bullshit? The Chinese have piled nearly $2 billion worth of military hardware into that country, updating all the Burmese naval bases, which they of course will be utilizing. That adds up to a permanent Chinese presence in the Indian Ocean. Christ, Joe! These guys are on the move, I'm telling you. And I'm not proposing we make moves to stop 'em. Not yet, anyway. But I do seriously want to know if the little pricks can hit LA with a ballistic missile fired from the South China Sea. Is that too much to ask, for Christ's sake?'

The President's National Security Advisor faced the US Navy Chief, and for the first time the two men were silent. Admiral Mulligan took a deep swig of coffee. Admiral Morgan drew deeply on his cigar, and then he spoke again.

'Joe, China supports 22 percent of the world's population on only 7 percent of its arable land. Because of their grotesque mismanagement of their farming areas they're losing millions of acres a year. In the next 15 years their population is going to be 1.5 billion and sometime in the next five years they're gonna have an annual shortfall of 285 million tonnes of grain, which is a lot of cookies.'

'Yeah, I know the feeling – we're a bit short in here as well.'

Admiral Morgan grinned but ignored him. 'Joe, we're looking at a nation which sooner or later is going to have to raise a gigantic sum of money every year to buy grain and rice to feed its people. Either that, or they're gonna steal it. Or at least frighten someone into selling it to 'em cheap. And remember they already require nearly six million barrels of oil a day – that's more than us, for Christ's sakes. In my view they are a very grave danger, and we have to get a grip of the situation.'

'Arnie, I agree. But are you proposing a new offensive of some kind?'

'No. But I'm proposing we put the old one on a real fast track. Every day I'm getting reports that their Dong Feng-31 missile has been fitted with a nuclear warhead based on the designs stolen from the Los Alamos laboratories in New Mexico. Every report I get says they've done it, and that their new warhead is based on our ultra-compact W-88 – which you know packs a punch ten times heavier than the goddamned bomb that hit Hiroshima – and the fucker's only three feet long. If the Chinese really have stolen the technology to manufacture that warhead, they could fit it into a missile in about ten minutes.

'And we both know they could deploy it in a submarine, specially a brand new one, tailor made for it. My guys think the DF-31 might have a range of 5,000 miles, which would not get it across the Pacific, but launched from a submarine they could get it damned nearly anywhere . . .'

'Well, we sure as hell can't measure it, since we don't know where they keep it, so we're not gonna find out its fuel capacity in a big hurry.'

'No, Joe. But we could measure the submarine.'

This time Admiral Mulligan stood up. He walked over to the window and said slowly, 'Arnie, we had a similar conversation at the end of last year, and I told you then there is only one submarine in our fleet I'd risk going into Chinese waters to undertake such a mission. And that was Seawolf. She's fast, she's quiet, and she could make a getaway if she was detected just so long as the water's not too shallow. She could, if necessary, also obliterate any enemy, but I know we don't wanna do that.

'I promised you before Christmas I'd put this thing into action just as soon as Seawolf came out of overhaul and finished her Trials. But since then we have another real problem – you know, it turned out the Chinese got hold of the new sub-detection technology from the Lawrence Livermore lab. That little prick Yung Lee, or whatever his fucking name was, stole it.

'According to the Livermore guys it was just about the last word in that kind of technology: low angle polarimetric and interferometric satellite radars to pick up very small pattern changes in the ocean's surface. The system works straight through clouds and will pick up the subtlest changes caused by a submarine's propeller. The Livermore guys say it will identify even the type of propeller.'

'Shit. Did we throw that little Hung Ling guy in the slammer?'

'I think so . . . but anyway, I'm real reluctant to send the best submarine in the US Navy deep inside Chinese territorial waters. Because now I know they might find it, and then wipe it out, with all hands. Jesus, any submarine's nearly powerless if it gets detected in shallow waters with enemy surface warships in the area. And you can believe me, if the goddamned Chinks caught our top submarine prowling around their Trial areas deep in the northern part of the Yellow Sea, shit they'd become enemy, real fast.'

'Joe, I know the risks. Where's Seawolf right now?'

'She's at Pearl. On 48 hours' notice to head west, for the Yellow Sea – and I sure hate to send 'em.'

'Joe. So do I. But they gotta go.'

1200 Saturday, June 17.
 Office of the CNO, the Pentagon.

Admiral Mulligan was on the phone to an old friend, Sam Langer, the recently retired chief nuclear systems engineer at General Dynamics, the corporation which built Seawolf and carried out her major overhaul at the Electric Boat Yards in Groton, Connecticut.

'Sam, just a small point – you remember we talked about a little device to be fitted onto Seawolf's emergency coolant system, about a year ago?'

'Sure I do, Joe. Small adjustment to the isolating valve on the "cold leg"?'

'Yup, that's the one. I remember we talked about it, just couldn't remember whether you did it.'

'Well, it was supposed to be, er, non-public, wasn't it?'

'Correct. That's why it doesn't figure in the plans and billing. Anyway, did you do it?'

'Yup, sure did.'

'Remind me.'

'It was nothing, really. Just a small adjustment to that valve. In the event of an electrical failure, or a reactor scram, that valve will just drift open – and I guess that will deactivate the emergency cooling system. But it will give no indication of having done so.'

'Would it kick in automatically? If, say, we had an unforeseen reactor scram or something?'

'Christ, no, Joe. The Captain and his nuclear engineer would have to set it correctly. I believe the whole idea was in case the submarine should fall into enemy hands?'

'Yes, it was, Sam. Yes it was. Did you tell anyone about it?'

'Well, the guys who fitted it knew. Although they didn't know what it was for. And I took the Captain over it very carefully just a few months ago, when he came down to see the ship. Judd Crocker, right? He and his engineer, tall, blond guy, Schultz, I think his name was.'

'So Captain Crocker is thoroughly aware of it?'

'More than aware, sir. He spent about an hour in there looking at the emergency cooling system. By the time he left, he knew more about it than I did.'

'Hey, Sam. Thanks a lot. Come on down and have a drink next time I'm in New London.'

Admiral Mulligan picked up his secure line and dialed Kathy O'Brien's number in Maryland. The Admiral himself answered, the way he always answered. 'Morgan, speak.'

'Christ, Arnie, it'd be great if I'd been Kathy's mother or someone. You call your daughter and some gorilla says, "Morgan, speak".'

'Heh, heh, heh. Hiya, Joe. I'm happy to say that Kathy's mother, like the President, has come to terms with most of my little ways. What's hot?'

'Seawolf's reactor, since you mention it.'

'Whaddya mean?'

'I just wanted to let you know. Remember that conversation we had around a year ago, about fitting some device on the big nuclear boats which would cause them to self-destruct. I just wanted to let you know, there's one on Seawolf.'

'That's the trip on the isolating valve in the emergency system?'

'That's it. Captain Crocker knows all about it. And, you remember, it won't kill the ship by itself, should it fall into enemy hands. But it would enable us to damage the ship, knowing it would self-destruct completely, immediately the reactor went down.'

'It's a kinda gloomy subject, Joe. But it's important to know, and I'm grateful. I just hope to hell we never have to use it. By the way, how many of those goddamned political nuclear committees did you have to go through to get it done?'

'None.'

'How'd you fix that?'

'Simple. I never told anyone. But it's there.'

'Heh, heh, heh. You're a great man Joe Mulligan.'

0100 Sunday, June 18. Submarine Jetty,
 US Navy Base, Pearl Harbor.

The night was stiflingly hot, windless above a calm sea, and USS Seawolf was ready. She lay moored alongside like a vast, black, captive undersea monster, which was precisely what she was. Except she was bigger, faster, quieter, more aware and more deadly than any other creature in all the world's oceans.

Since the late afternoon, deep in the reactor room, the marine engineering officer Lt. Commander Rich Thompson and his team had been pulling the rods, the slow painstaking procedure of bringing the nuclear power plant up to the required temperature and pressure to provide every ounce of energy Seawolf might need on her long voyage. You could run the whole of Honolulu off Rich Thompson's nuclear reactor.

The signal to leave had arrived direct from SUBPAC shortly before lunch: 'CO USS Seawolf:proceed immediately to Yellow Sea as authorized in orders of 170900JUN06. Observation only. Do not, repeat not, he detected.'

Junior Petty Officer Jason Colson, Judd Crocker's writer, had already transferred a full copy of the orders into the Captain's private ledger, and now he, in company with the CO, the XO, the Navigation Officer Lt. Shawn Pearson, Cy Rothstein, and Rich Thompson were the only personnel privy to the hair-raising nature of their mission. It was not classified as 'Black', because that involved attack, possibly combat. But this was equally secret, equally highly classified, equally dangerous.

Down in the engineering area, outside the reactor room, Lt. Commander Schultz and Tony Fontana were busy, but still in the dark about the mission. Lt. Kyle Frank, the young sonar officer from New Hampshire, had not yet been briefed. Petty Officer Andy Cannizaro still thought they were going to Taiwan, but Master Chief Brad Stockton had been at it too long to make second guesses. He was seeing the CO later this morning, when he knew he would be kept informed.

For one o'clock in the morning, the jetty was relatively crowded. The departure of a nuclear submarine is something of an event in any major navy base, and Pearl was no exception. Many of the engineers and even some of their wives had come down to watch Seaivolf go. The Squadron Commander was there, the duty officer, and the line handlers. There was no reason for tension, but there always was a tautness in the atmosphere as, deep inside the ship, the men finalized their entries in the next-of-kin list, which detailed every member of the ship's company, and whom the US Navy should contact should the submarine fail to return. Nicole Crocker's name, and the address of the house on Point Loma, was right at the top of that list. There was little information about Lt. Commander Clarke. Certainly nothing about his blood relatives.

At 0115, Captain Crocker came on the bridge, high above the dock. He was accompanied by the Officer of the Deck Lt. Andy Warren, and the navigator Lt. Pearson. All three men wore summer shirts in the heat. The order to 'Attend Bells' was issued at 0125, and a frisson of anticipation quivered through the ship. After all the months of preparation, those two words meant one thing: we're going, right now.

Linus Clarke ordered all lines cast off, and Andy Warren leaned into the intercom. 'All back one third.' Deep inside the ship, the massive turbines began to roll. The giant propeller, churning in reverse, caused a soft wash to roll up over the stern as Seawolf came off the jetty moving quietly backwards in the wide Pearl Harbor seaway. Fifteen seconds later she was stopped in the water, and then Judd Crocker called out, 'Ahead one third.' His 9,000-ton nuclear boat moved forward over the opening few yards of her 4,600-mile journey to the forbidden waters of the Yellow Sea.

The spectators beneath the dock lights waved as Seawolf stood down the moonlit seascape, running fair down the main southerly channel.

'All ahead standard,' called Lt. Warren, and everyone felt the sonorous increase in speed. A glance behind showed a white wake developing behind the stern.

'Course one-seven-five,' advised Shawn Pearson.

Seawolf slid into her surface rhythm, the flat water cascading up over her bow and parting at the great upward curve of the sail, to form the two strange vortices of swirling water on either side, behind the bridge, a condition common to all big underwater nuclear boats.

'We should hold this southerly course for three more miles after we fetch the harbor light, sir,' said the navigator. 'Then we turn to the west, course two-seven-zero, for several thousand miles.'

Judd Crocker smiled in the dark, and said quietly, 'Thank you, Shawn.' Adding, 'Around 25 miles on the surface?'

'Yes, sir. We got 120 feet right after the light on Barber's Point off to starboard. But 20 miles after that it goes real deep. In this flat sea, I thought we might as well stay on the surface.'

'You might find it's not so flat after Barber's Point, Lieutenant.'

'I suppose so, sir. But I'm not trying to interfere. I'm basically here to protect the innocent.'

Judd Crocker chuckled. He liked his young navigator, but on this ship he thought Shawn might be a bit short of customers to protect.

Seawolf eventually went deep in the area Lt. Pearson had suggested, and within 15 miles she had 12,000 feet of water beneath her keel. The CO increased her speed to 30 knots and she ran smoothly 800 feet below the surface, aimed at the steep undersea mountains of the Marcus-Necker Ridge, and then on towards the sloping Mid-Pacific Mountains which rise up to bisect the Tropic of Cancer. At this speed Seawolf would make 700 miles a day, which would put her at the gateway to the Yellow Sea in a little under a week. God knows how long it would take to locate her quarry.

The crew were, almost to a man, unaware of their destination. On a mission such as this it was strictly a 'need to know' situation. Tony Fontana had come around to Brad Stockton's way of thinking that the ship would turn southwest in the near future and run south of the old Eastern Indies, avoiding the busy, shallow Malacca Strait, and then run north up to the Gulf.

But the general consensus was that they were headed to a point somewhere on the far eastern seaboard of the continent of Asia, either China or Russia. Taiwan was the favorite, because most of the men knew there was constant trouble out there. But no one had written off the 1,500-mile-long stretch of the Kamchatka Peninsula because of the big Russian naval base on the edge of those freezing, lonely waters. One thing they all knew. Seawolf was headed due west right now. No arguments there.

But the mere fact that they had not been told their destination suggested that this was no ordinary mission. Seawolf was heading into very serious waters, of that there was no doubt.

7.30 p.m. Saturday, June 17.
 Home of Kathy O'Brien, Chevy Chase, Maryland.

Admiral Arnold Morgan was lighting the barbecue grill. He was using one of those 'chimneys' which require lighted paper only to begin the charcoal burning. However, he had used four times more paper than was required, and he had used 'match-light' charcoal which did not even require any paper. The result was a kind of controlled blaze upon which Dante himself might have roasted a few sausages.

Inferno was the word, and the Admiral gazed at it with some satisfaction. 'Get some goddamned power in there, right?' he told Kathy's labrador. 'Get a little real heat going. You wanna cook lamb, you need power, right?'

Kathy herself, accustomed to Arnold's unique view of how to light a barbecue, emerged from the house carrying a large platter on which was a large, marinated butterflied lamb, cut from an entire leg bone. She took one look at the fire and cast her eyes heavenwards. 'In case you hadn't noticed, this is not a butterflied brontosaurus,' she said. 'Just a regular leg of lamb, which requires nice hot gray coals, under the lid for about an hour. It does not require flames three feet high, nor will it taste any better for having been roasted in your personal version of Hiroshima.'

'I'm getting there,' he muttered, grinning. 'Just gotta let the heat subside a little.'

'Oh, it should be just about perfect sometime on Tuesday evening. How about a drink while we wait?'

The Admiral took the heavy plate from her, and placed it on a small red table next to the inferno . . . grill. Then he placed his arm around her shoulder and told her he loved her as he did every evening before dinner. He asked her to marry him, and she said no, and he headed for the fridge to retrieve a bottle of her favorite 1997 Meursault and poured two glasses.

It was a ritual that amused them both, an affirmation that she would not become the third Mrs Arnold Morgan until he retired from the White House, on the basis that she had no intention of sitting at home alone in Chevy Chase while he ran half the world.

The sun was setting now, westwards behind the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia. And they sat outside watching the dying flames – of the sun, not the grill – in the clear light blue of the evening sky.

The pale gold taste of the dry wine from the slopes of Burgundy relaxed them both, and they discussed the possibility of taking a break together, perhaps to go back to Europe and call in to visit their old friend Admiral Sir Iain MacLean in Scotland.

Kathy did not hold out much hope for that. 'You're very preoccupied this past couple of weeks,' she said. 'Is it China?'

'Uh-huh,' he said. 'They're a goddamned PITA.'

'A what?'

'A PITA.'

'What's that? You always have initials for everything – SUBLANT, SUBPAC, SPECWARCOM. What's a PITA?'

'Pain in the ass, stupid,' he said.

Kathy's laughter took her unawares, and she only just managed not to blow Meursault down her nose. When she recovered her poise, she said, 'You are not only crude to the point of absurdity, but I feel like I'm in love with Mao Zedong. China this, China that. It's about a million miles away. Who cares?'

'My publishers, for a start. They're just beginning to prepare The Thoughts of Chairman Arnold.'

Kathy shook her head, smiling at the ex-submarine commander to whom she had lost her heart. She had loved him since the first time she ever saw him, three years ago; ever since that first day he had come growling into the office as the President's National Security Advisor and told her to 'get Rankov on the line and tell him he was, is and always will be a sonofabitch. A lying sonofabitch at that.'

Stunned by the instruction, she had inquired lamely, 'Who's Rankov?'

'Head of the Soviet Navy. He's in the Kremlin. Oughta be in a salt mine.'

Amazed that the Admiral still had not looked up from his papers, she had said, 'But, sir. I can't just call him in his office and call him a sonofabitch.'

'A lying sonofabitch.'

'Sorry, sir. I actually meant a lying sonofabitch.'

Then Admiral Morgan had looked up, a faint smile on his craggy, hard face. 'Oh, okay, if your goddamned nerve's gone before I've been here 10 minutes, I'm sure as hell gonna have to whip you into shape. How about a cup of coffee, but get the Kremlin on the line first, willya. Ask for Admiral Vitaly Rankov – I'll talk to him.'

Kathy had retired to order the Admiral's coffee, and when she returned, she heard him yell, 'Rankov, you bastard – you are a lying sonofabitch.'

She did not of course hear the great roar of laughter from Arnold's old friend and sparring partner in the Russian Navy, and she could only stand there in astonishment. Kathy O'Brien had worked in the White House for several years but never had she encountered a man such as this. She'd worked for confident men before. But not this confident.

The relationship between the twice-divorced Admiral and the spectacularly beautiful private secretary had taken months to develop mainly because it was beyond Arnold's imagination that any woman this pretty, this smart, with her own private money, could possibly have any interest in him.

In the end it was Kathy who made the running, and invited him to dinner. Since that evening they had been inseparable, and everyone in the White House knew it though no one ever mentioned it, mainly through fear of the Admiral.

The President himself was very aware of the romance, and equally aware that the future Mrs Arnold Morgan would not marry him – yet. He had asked her personally about it once, and she told him flatly, 'His other two marriages failed because he happens to be wedded to the United States of America. His other two wives did not, I believe, understand how important he is. All they knew was that he was in the office and not at home. I'm different. I know why he's in the office. But I'm not waiting at home for him. I'll marry him when he retires.'

Which was why they lived almost all the time at Kathy's home in Chevy Chase, and found a way to have dinner together every night. And with every passing week, Kathy O'Brien loved him more, not so much for his power to terrorize global military leaders as for his intellect, his knowledge, and always just below the surface, his humor.

Kathy O'Brien understood that even in his snarling, sarcastic White House Lion mode, Arnold Morgan was amusing himself mightily, toying with the opposition and dazzling even himself with his cascading, brilliant nastiness.

The phone rang, and Kathy, looking comfortable, said: 'You better get it, darling. That's your secure line.'

The Admiral strode to the phone; the voice at the end was deep and strident.

'Hey, Arnie. Joe. Real short. They're on their way, cleared Pearl early Sunday morning, their time.'

'Thanks, Joe. I'm grateful. Wish 'em well from me if you get a chance.'

'I'm afraid they're gonna need all the good wishes we can get to 'em. That's a dangerous spot they're headed to.'

'I know it. But they're in a hell of a ship. Just so long as they don't get caught in shallow water. Chinese pricks.'
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