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Chapter 1

Mediterranean Sea
Early Morning,
Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Drinking as a competitor’s sport wasn’t very smart and Scott Evers knew that as well as any other who participated, but knowing didn’t improve his mood as he awoke in darkness with a pounding headache. The cabin was cramped, airless. He fumbled about trying to breathe, trying to think, unable to escape the images of Cynthia playing at the water’s edge with little James. A beautiful moment from Cynthia’s most recent video and a little too close for comfort.

    The Sea Shepherd listed. Scott reached up with both hands, grabbed at the low ceiling to steady himself, realizing only then that the blaring alarm was what had awoken him. Remnants of the dream images fell away. Calm found him—the kind that availed itself only to those who thrived in the chaos of the storm.

    The Shepherd was modeled after the Island-class patrol vessels used by the British Royal Navy in fishery protection patrols. She was 201 feet in length, 36 feet at beam, with a 14-foot draught, and her twin diesel engines helped her reach speeds approaching 20 knots. Her raised upper decks, reinforced to withstand just about anything Mother Nature could throw at her, gave an extended bird’s eye view to the captain and anyone else in the enclosed wheelhouse at the top.

    The mission aboard the Shepherd was a daring one. The Shepherd’s job was to disrupt fishermen on the Mediterranean who were exceeding their quotas. Bluefin tuna spawned in the Mediterranean then swam out to the North Atlantic, but overfishing was depleting the tuna to the point of collapse.

    Scott wasn’t an environmentalist—he was about as far from one as a person could be. His mission aboard was to protect the Shepherd’s standard crew of 45 and keep them from doing stupid things that would get them killed.

    One hand gripping the ceiling as the Sea Shepherd turned hard to port, Scott twisted to reach his utility belt on the wall hook. He clipped it on, felt for its holster, even as he slipped on first one boot and then the other. A sharp pull to the laces of each fitted the quick-tie military boots into place. Last thing he wanted was to be slipping about the deck as he assessed the situation topside.

    Red lights in the passageway signaled trouble. He moved double-time, rushing past agitated crewmembers headed in the other direction. Scott knew without asking they ran to the armory. Edie among them, looking uncharacteristically ashen, shouted out, “Libyans sank the Bardot III.”

    Scott gripped Edie’s shoulder, “Are you certain?” Last he checked, the Libyans were friends, or at least friendlier than they’d been in the past under Ghadoffi.

    Edie’s reply was drowned out in more confirmation than Scott needed: the screams of jet fighters racing by, close to the deck. Without seeing the jets, Scott knew they were French. French peacekeepers were the only ones daring the no-fly zone north of Libya right now, though the nearby USS Harry S. Truman had a Carrier Air Wing with several squadrons of fighter jets aboard too.

    “Divers in the water,” Edie cautioned, before continuing on.

    Divers in the water explained the tight circle the Sea Shepherd was turning. The divers were out cutting the nets of the purse seiners, freeing ensnared tuna. Fishing in near total darkness was a tactic to escape scrutiny, but it didn’t fool the crew of the Sea Shepherd.

    Topside, Scott found the usual in the early dawn light. Garet Dietrich, chief of Scott’s security detail, was kneeling behind a riot shield being held by Lian Qu, who everyone called Kid after Billy the Kid because he was too quick to draw his gun. Kid and the chief were taking cover from the heavy metal chain links men on five Tunisian fishing boats were hurling while the Shepherd’s crew responded with stink bombs and water from fire hoses.

    Seeing Scott, Garet said, “About time, thought you’d pissed yourself and jumped overboard like Hensely.”

    A jest, Scott knew, though it didn’t stop him from tossing back, “After our bout, I’d’ve thought you’d be swimming in your vomit about now.”

    Scott assessed the situation as he talked. Three of the Tunisian boats were scrambling to protect their nets. Two others were trying to cut off the Shepherd and chase her away. His words were harsh, as meant. Hensely’s “suicide” wasn’t something Scott was comfortable talking about. He’d warned Captain Pendleton about the repeated dressing downs. The young seaman didn’t know the ropes. Most of the volunteer hands on the Sea Shepherd were like that. They were “big idea” dreamers who had no idea what they were getting into until they were a few hundred leagues and a few “incidents” from the nearest safe port.

    “Like hell,” Garet said, grabbing Scott’s elbow and pulling him down behind the riot shield.

    In his mid 30’s, Garet was tough as a grizzly bear, built like one, and his dark unkempt beard and hair completed the picture perfectly. His cautiousness of late was thanks to catching an anchor chain link in the face at close range. The bruises the fist-sized heavy metal link brought were still fresh below his right eye and down his right cheek.

    Scott wrote off the wound as bad timing. Garet had turned into the flying link as one of the fisherman had hurled it.

    “How many divers? Where?” Scott asked.

    Garet grunted as he turned, pointed. “Kathy and Angel.”

    Scott was glad it was Kathy and Angel. They were the most experienced divers aboard ship, less likely to panic and more likely to follow protocol, which meant staying down at depth and out of sight for as long as possible to avoid another incident. “Air? Depth?”

    “Single tanks. Standard depth.” Garet studied his watch. “29 minutes down on my mark.”

    Scott turned his wrist, readied to mark time on his watch. The average scuba tank held about 80 cubic feet of air. Most divers used one cubic foot per minute near the surface. At a depth of ten meters, the same diver would breathe two cubic feet per minute.

    Garet called out, “Mark,” as he touched a finger to the face of his dive watch.

    “Mark,” Scott repeated back, starting the timer on his watch. “Water temperature?”

    “Still running a bit cooler than normal.”

    Scott nodded. Temperature affected the air supply. Diver’s experience, too. Cooler temperatures condensed the air and shortened breathing time somewhat. Experienced divers knew how to conserve air through carefully regulated breathing. “17 to 21 minutes before they’ll have to surface?”

    “That’s where I figure it,” Garet said.

    Scott nodded. Plenty of time for a clean retrieval once the fishing boats dispersed, as long as no one was trapped in a net this time. “What’s this about the Bardot?”

    “They sank her,” Garet said. “Opened fire with their chase guns without warning. Sank her before she could get away.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

Mediterranean Sea
Early Morning,
Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Sam, a crewer on a fire hose, turned away from incoming metal, spraying a fountain of water over the forward deck. Scott brushed aside the water like a bothersome bug. “Chase guns didn’t sink the Bardot. She’s too big.”

    “Been too busy to think about it.” Garet shrugged. “Must’ve been anti-ship missiles then. Heard they didn’t give the crew time to abandon to life rafts.”

    “Terrorists?” Scott asked. In the Mediterranean, terrorists were about the only wildcards with the capability and a more likely aggressor than Libya.

    Four bells rang out—a warning. The Sea Shepherd stopped her protective circling. Scott turned to look back and up to the wheelhouse. Captain Pendleton, at the helm, was fixed on something on the starboard side. A moment later, Scott heard, but didn’t see, what approached. The 470-horsepower twin Caterpillar Diesel motors were unmistakable. Out here that noise meant Naval Special Warfare Rigid Inflatable Boats (NSW RIBs) and the Navy’s Sea, Air and Land Forces (SEALs).

    Two NSW RIBs meant they were getting special attention. Each RIB had a crew of 3 and an 8-man SEAL squad aboard. The standard complement.

    Scott grinned ear to ear. The SEALs were right on time, if a little showy. Normally, the fishermen would try to flee the RIBs, and two of the five boats were fleeing. The others looked to be staying in place, however. Two with nets in the water.

    Scott felt a presence behind him before Edie spoke. “Here,” she said. Scott reached out, took the Kalashnikov without turning away from the fast approaching RIBs. AK-47s weren’t his weapons of choice, but they were plentiful enough in the region to buy in quantity. In a pinch, he preferred the .45 Beretta Px4 he had holstered. The Storm Special Duty gave maximum firepower with nine rounds in the standard magazine and ten in the extendeds, though it weighed nearly 28 ounces unloaded.

    Edie kneeled down, pressed her body into Scott’s purposefully. Her constant desire for closeness made him want to climb over the rail. Not because he’d bumped uglies with her and felt guilty, but because he hadn’t and wanted to as much as she did.

    “Get a cabin—later,” Garet shouted. “For now, do your crisis management voodoo because it looks like some of our Tunisian friends are staying.”

    Scott offered no immediate reply, but agreed with Garet’s assessment. He’d make his move when it was time, and after he’d assessed all that needed assessing.

    Being separated from Cynthia these past 14 months was a fresh hell every day, more so with Edie on the prowl. To say that Edie was an everyman’s wet dream was an injustice because she was so much more than that. Blue-eyed and red-haired—sapphires and flames—she spoke plainly and with a quiet intelligence. She was long-limbed, trim. Tall, but not overly so. Nicely bosomed, though not much more than a fair handful.

    Her roundhouse kick could knock his head from his shoulders—and almost had several times during sparring rounds. She could field-strip an AK-47 in 14 seconds and reassemble it in 30 seconds—blindfolded—drink like a fish all night, and still function at 150 percent the next day.

    The khaki survival vest that she wore over her skimpies was the clincher, though. The vest coupled with her fierceness was for him as catnip was to cats. There was nothing sexier than an unabashed warrior woman. In short, she made him wish he were a younger man, which he wasn’t. Twelve years older than her 28, he was much too old for her and he’d told her as much a few times already. Her single word response was deadly: Cynthia. She said it because Cynthia was 25, and his ex-wife.

    Scott clasped a hand to Lian’s shoulder. “Get Kathy and Angel out of the water now.” Lian grinned his approval and moved off. To Garet, Scott said, “Midship post. Take the riot shield.”

    Scott and Edie stood. “Admit it,” Edie whispered in Scott’s ear seductively as she awaited orders.

    Scott knew what she wanted him to say but held his tongue. He’d told her once that she must have Cossack blood, and she’d replied she was of the blood of czars and gypsies both. For him, the reply explained how she could switch from stoic to impassioned in the span of heartbeats—how she could flirt with him even in the midst of fire hoses, wailing alarms, and flying chains.

    “Boat ahoy!” sounded a voice over a megaphone. “Prepare to be boarded.”

    Scott noted a RIB coming alongside the Shepherd’s starboard just as Lian at the stern was slipping away in a zodiac, moving to port. The zodiac was his answer to the RIBs. Its twin 150 horsepower engines weren’t as powerful or fast as those of the 11-meter RIBs, but they were fast enough for what he needed doing right now. He grabbed Sam’s fire hose, switched it off as he shouted, “Stand down, stand down.”

    A feeling that something wasn’t right caught at the back of Scott’s thoughts. The fishing boats should have turned tail and ran. The fishermen didn’t want trouble any more than the Shepherd’s crew did. Three boats staying was unusual. “I don’t like the feel of this,” Scott told Sam and Edie quietly. “Edie, wheelhouse. Get us ready to move fast. Sam, clear this deck. Stand ready below.”

    Edie and Sam did as told without question. Scott shouldered his AK-47, caught the tie rope from one of the Navy SEALs and held it without tying down. The SEAL’s lieutenant he knew on sight. “Bob.”

    “Scott.”

    Military code of conduct meant addressing others with last names, first names though, as good-natured insults, were their standard greeting. The U.S. Sixth Fleet, based in Naples, had the Mediterranean Sea as its sole area of responsibility. The aircraft carrier, USS Harry S. Truman, back from the Red Sea, along with other warships in the strike group, like the guided-missile destroyers USS Gettysburg and USS Bulkeley, had been deployed in the eastern Mediterranean for several weeks. 

    Scott asked, “Any real reason you need to board us?”

    “You know it’s standard procedure.”

    “You know my reply.” Scott’s smug smile broadened. “Hand over your ARXs and you’re welcome aboard any time.” 

    “How many in the water?” The lieutenant asked.

    Scott tossed back the tie rope, watching the fishing boats out of the corner of his eye. “You know better than to ask. Don’t ask, don’t tell. Right?”

    The lieutenant glared, signaled for the rope to be tossed back. “We’re not going anywhere this time. Orders.”

    Lieutenant Ansely’s floating bucket was the amphibious assault ship USS Kearsarge. Sending out two RIBs instead of the typical one must mean an alert status, perhaps the Bardot really had been sunk by terrorists. Scott said, “Well, Bob, we’re not going anywhere either. Stalemate?”

    The lieutenant made a big show of getting his fire team into position. That meant, not only getting the SEALs at the fore and aft .50 cals to ready themselves to open fire, but also getting the rest of the 8-man squad to drop to a knee-steady position and take aim with their ARX 160s.

    “Better rethink the enemy,” Scott shot back. “We’ve got a very different situation here than you realize.” While he talked he pivoted, so he faced the wheelhouse. Close-chested, he balled his right hand into a fist, then displayed his open hand palm out before inverting his hand and wiggling his fingers.

    Three quick movements, three hand signals. Freeze, meaning stop whatever you’re doing and pay attention. Alert, meaning we have a situation. Obstacles, meaning trouble coming.

    Scott was raising his index finger into the air and turning it in a circle when it happened. Edie, following Scott’s signs, signaled a full-throttle reverse of the engines. The Shepherd lurched backward just as a resonant whoosh sounded. Scott leapt aside as the shoulder-launched RPG swept across the Shepherd’s deck, clipping a corner of the upper deck below the wheelhouse and exploding in a massive fireball.

    “Told you,” Scott shouted as he rolled to a ready position with his AK-47.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

Mediterranean Sea
Morning,
Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

The shooter was on the one fishing boat of the remaining three that didn’t have its net in the water. The boat had been drifting away from the others and closer to the Sea Shepherd. Scott thought this was because its net wasn’t in the water. Now he knew better.

    Scott opened fire on the shooter even before the RIBs’ forward .50 cal swung around and started ripping open the drifting fishing boat. Though a killing machine, the AK-47 wasn’t built for range or accuracy. Scott emptied one 48-round magazine, slapped in another and emptied it before he paused to assess.

    A long-standing question he had about the armament the SEALs carried was answered by the resonant thumps of MK19 grenade launchers and the resulting fiery explosions. What was left of the shredded fishing boat, started sinking into the sea at that point, allowing Scott to turn his thoughts to the Shepherd’s crew and his men.

    Garet was down. The riot shield on top of him made it difficult to determine his status. The starboard side of the upper deck below the wheelhouse was ripped open. Smoke billowed from the hole, making it impossible to get a clear view of the wheelhouse.

    Scott made his way quickly to midships, lifting the riot shield off Garet and turning over the scruffy bear of a man. Garet didn’t have any outward wounds, other than being somewhat singed. “You dead yet?” Scott asked, pulling Garet to a sitting position.

    “It’d take more than that,” Garet muttered.

    Scott gripped the chief’s shoulder, before moving through the central hatch into the smoky interior. Sam, among the confused, incensed crew in the hall, was visibly shaking, though his embrace was meant to calm blue-eyed Tara. Tara was shrieking, something about her 8-year-old daughter and ex back in the states.

    “Sam, Tara,” Scott shouted, pulling the two apart. “Sam, damage control. Get two others; get on it. Tara, take Willow. Ventilate this passageway; assess the damage. Report.”

    He pushed his way through to the narrow, nearly vertical stairs that led to the wheelhouse. As he climbed, he heard Edie’s voice in his ears correcting him. “Real ships don’t have stairs. They have ladders.” Her way of reminding him of how long it’d been since he’d last lived on a ship and one of the reasons he’d picked her for the job.

    Edie wasn’t one for big shows of emotion, but her eyes showed relief when Scott entered the wheelhouse. A few quick steps took him to her side, and only then did she unball her fists to let color return to her knuckles.

    “Damned mess,” Captain Pendleton quipped. “What good’s security if you can’t protect this ship?”

    Edie took a step back, cocked her head. Scott had no doubt this particular you’re-dead-to-me stare had flatly crushed many men. The captain didn’t even seem to notice.

    “Damage control under way. Sam’s leading the detail,” Scott reported. “Willow and Tara to assess.” Since they were ventilating below more smoke was making its way into the enclosed space. Scott moved to open the port door, pulling Edie away from the captain.

    “Not here, not now,” Scott started to say. He cut short, his eyes widening. He shouted, “Incoming, take cover!” His instincts took over. He pulled Edie with him, out the port door and over the side. The long fall into the tepid waters of the Mediterranean seemed an eternity, and the incoming projectile roaring at him was all he could see the whole time.

    He pulled Edie down, down into the dark waters, a vise-like grip on her as he tried to avoid the expanding shockwave of the blast. His mind worked as they dove for their lives. One of the two boats that had slunk off must have come back around. It’s the only thing that explained the second shooter. If so, what the hell was going on?

    He and Edie paused their frenzied dive, righted themselves. Ditching boots and unneeded gear, they treaded lightly so they could look up toward the surface. Edie reached out, squeezed him in a fierce embrace as something large sank to the depths close by, and he squeezed back with the same intensity. In that moment, he had no thoughts of Cynthia or little James—only thoughts of Edie and how if he’d walked to the port door a few seconds later there wouldn’t have been much left of him and her for the Navy SEALs to zip into plastic body bags.

    She was trembling, he realized. Whether from cold or anger, he didn’t know, but he knew her well enough to know it wasn’t from fear. They floated there, submerged, looking to the glow above that pointed the way while the oxygen in their lungs worked its dwindling magic. On his signal, they worked their way to the surface, and to a fresher hell than he imagined possible.

    Smoke and flames were everywhere. Scott turned a tight circle, signaled for Edie to do the same. Immediate threats were first priority. Someone out there wanted them dead. It didn’t matter who right now—only that they were determined and dedicated enough to martyr themselves because this was a mission you didn’t come back from and whoever planned it knew that.

    They’d waited for the Navy SEALs, though they’d plenty of opportunity beforehand. They’d attacked after the SEALs had attempted to board the Sea Shepherd and turned their guns. No accident, deliberate. They’d been watching, studying. There was no other explanation, but it still didn’t account for the carnage he was seeing.

    Four fishing boats shredded, in flames, sinking or all the above. The Shepherd trailed plumes of smoke. He saw flames too, but he was too low to the water to assess the ship’s status. One of the NSW RIBs must’ve attempted a ramming. Its .50 cals were silent though and there was no movement aboard, only bodies. Who or what took out a SEAL team, he wondered.

    Something bright caught his attention. He turned himself in the water, swung his head around. The bobbing speck of white trailing smoke was the fifth fisher—it had to be. Edie’s words pulled his thoughts back. “Where’s the second RIB?” she said quietly.

    Scott had assumed it was on the far side of the Shepherd, blocked from view. “I don’t—” Scott cut himself short, pointed. Something large, black was out there, chasing after the crippled fishing boat. “The RIB?”

    “What’s that then?” Edie said. The Shepherd was adrift, and her position had shifted. Scott and Edie were about to start swimming for the RIB when his dive watch started beeping. Instinct brought his finger to the off button, but it was Edie who pulled him under just as a heavy-caliber machine gun let loose.

    Bullets ripped up the water all around, whooshing by much too close for comfort as they continued to dive. Someone out there had an excited trigger finger. Not that Scott could blame them given the situation, and assuming they were friend and not foe. His next thought was of the Kid—Lian Qu—and the zodiac. Why hadn’t he thought of the zodiac before? The boat was out there somewhere with Lian aboard. Lian had Kathy and Angel too, if he’d done his job.

    Scott cursed wordlessly. He’d sent Lian toward the fishers—into a bloodbath.

    Edie used touch signals. Come, follow, she told him. Her sharp twist away told him where she was headed. He liked her line of thought, followed. They surfaced closer to the Shepherd’s stern than to her bow. Scott took the over water lead, around the stern to get a clear line of sight to what was waiting for them.

    He was cautious, swimming as quietly as possible. A trigger happy friend was as dangerous as a foe. Edie was uncharacteristically lagging behind. He waited for her to catch up.

    Her smile and her eyes—the way she held both told him much more than he wanted to know. “Shit, shit, shit, shit,” he muttered to himself, swimming back to her. “Damn you, Edie,” he whispered to her. “Damn you, damn you, damn you.”

    Scott caught Edie before she slipped under, held her tightly as he fought to tread water. “You didn’t signal. You didn’t say anything,” he whispered, his lips pressed against her right ear. “Damn you, damn you, damn you.”

    “Get them,” Edie said back, her voice soft and distant. His lips found hers, silenced further words. He hard-kissed her, as if he could chase away the cold from her lips.

    “I love you,” Edie’s mouth said, though her throat never voiced the words.

    “I know,” he told her back. “I know, I know, I know.” He held her as she went still, limp. A round had ripped into her shoulder—or at least that was his quick assessment. He took off his shirt, wrapped it up under and around her arm and shoulder, tightened the loose ends in a knot.

    He turned her on her back, secured his arm around her chin and cheeks. His thoughts spun with options, but it was a short list. Tread water or get help.

    The Shepherd was quiet, too quiet. Anyone alive on the Shepherd was either in hiding or dealing with their own problems. By himself, he’d never get Edie up a ladder and back aboard the Shepherd. That left one option: The NSW RIB.
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Scott swam out, perpendicular from the Shepherd’s stern. Towing Edie and moving backward wasn’t easy. His focus was on keeping her mouth and nose well above the water, and staying on course. The NSW RIB was a hundred years away, in open water.

    “Lieutenant,” he screamed out. “SEAL team! Friendlies swimming toward you. Wounded, don’t fire. Please assist.”

    He swam a good ten yards, turned and swam a direct line toward the RIB as quickly as the breaststroke kick allowed. “Edie, don’t you die on me,” he whispered. “We’re almost there, almost there.”

    All he could think about was her eyes from the night before in the officer’s mess, lighting up with her smile. What had she been saying, he asked himself. Something about drinking shots and sex. He’d been listening but was distracted by the argument Kathy and Angel were having with Mike D.

    Funny how he could remember Mike’s angry retort of “and that’ll be the last thing you ever do” and not Edie’s playful words. Die on me, Edie, and I’ll die inside.

    Swim. Kick. He had to be close. Why weren’t the SEALs offering assistance? Was Ansely waiting to put a bullet in his brain for the trouble and call op-end? A clean break from a bad situation.

    No, the lieutenant might not like Scott but he wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. Ansely was just doing his job every time they met—as Scott was doing his. It was a game. Brinksmanship of a sorts to make the other guy blink first. But if that was the case, what was taking so long? Did they think he was playing them?

    “SEAL team,” he called out. “Lieutenant Ansely. Edie’s in trouble, wounded. Please assist!”

    Scott adjusted his grip around Edie’s chin and cheeks, turned to look for the RIB. The boat was dead ahead. Three, four yards away. He risked raising his free arm to wave, before continuing on one breaststroke kick at a time. “You hang in there, Edie,” he said.

    He stopped kicking frantically when the back of his head touched the rigid side of the boat. He reached up to the air-filled sponson protruding from the hull as if to reassure himself that he’d made it. No time to waste, he pushed Edie up into the boat and then crawled up the side himself.

    The scene that greeted him inside the boat was one Scott never expected. He’d come aboard well behind the helm. Edie was sprawled on the deck beside him. The helm blocked his view of the forward section but everything around him was still, lifeless.

    It’d been a long swim. He was tired, pushed himself to move anyway. With Edie’s life hanging in the balance, she was priority one. The SEALs and the boat were priority two. The Sea Shepherd and everything else was priority three. It’s the way it had to be.

    The helm, he told himself. The most likely place to find a blow-out kit.

    A short crawl over the deck, between and over seats to the controls, past lifeless bodies, and he pulled himself up beside the helm. The hiss of the radio caught his ear. He grabbed the microphone, held the talk button. “Mayday, mayday, mayday, this is Sea Shepherd, Sea Shepherd, Sea Shepherd. Mayday, my position is—” He looked at the GPS, read out the latitude and longitude. “I am under attack from hostile forces with unknown persons on board. I require immediate assistance.”

    Releasing the mic, Scott started rifling through panels and under-seat compartments. The kit wasn’t bright red, yellow or orange. It was SEAL gray. He ripped it from its tethers, hurried back to Edie.

    Kneeling, Scott checked Edie’s pulse and breathing. Both were shallower than he liked. “Edie, don’t you die on me,” he said, ripping open the emergency trauma kit. The kit’s contents spilled onto the deck: quick clot sponges, tourniquets, trauma shears, Celox granules in packets, Bolin Chest Seals, airway tubes, a pocket face mask, thermal blankets, compression bandages, more.

    “Field trauma,” he told himself as he mentally sorted the items sprawled on the deck. “Gunshot wound. Think.” He sucked at the air, held it for a moment before grabbing the trauma shears.

    Using the shears, Scott cut away Edie’s shirt. He tore open a thick package of compression bandages and applied the battle dressing front and back as he pulled away his water and blood saturated shirt.

    His brief glimpse of the wound was reassuring. It wasn’t as bad as it could’ve been. Heavy rounds were meant to punch holes in steel beasts. Trucks. Boats. Planes. People hit by heavy rounds might as well have been made of tissue paper and cardboard as flesh and bones.

    “Edie,” he muttered under his breath. “How long were you in the water with this?”

    He ripped open two Celox packets, one-handed with his teeth while applying pressure with his other hand. Pulling back the battle dressing, he doused the entry wound. The blood and Celox slowly gelled into a thick plug that sealed the wound and controlled bleeding enough for him to reapply the battle dressing.

    More Celox, applied to the exit wound. Same technique. To finish, he wrapped her arm and shoulder in the elastic portion of the battle dressing and then wrapped her in the thermal blanket. It was the best he could do. It’d have to be enough.

    “Hang in there, Edie,” He said. “I’m the old goat. I go first, not you. You hear me?”

    There wasn’t a whole lot of room aboard a RIB. The boat was about 11 feet across and almost 36 feet in length. The boat’s compartments were divided by seats, helm and railings. He and Edie were in a flat compartment behind the helm.

    With Edie out of immediate danger, Scott started assessing the status of the SEALs, checking each before moving on to the next and the next. Adrenaline was helping his heart pump like a thoroughbred’s and he could hear the blood rushing in his ears. It’s Munich all over again, the voice of doubt said in the back of his thoughts.

    The sentry position for the rear .50 cal was behind the rear seats. He climbed over a row of seats and around another. A SEAL was hunkered down near the base of the tripod, barely conscious, and clutching his pistol with one hand, his chest wound with the other.

    “Friendly,” Scott said as he came around the seats. “Scott Evers from the Sea Shepherd. I’m here to help.” He checked the wound, put a palm-open hand to his head. It was a bad one—a sucking chest wound. Blood bubbled between the SEAL’s fingers with each breath.

    Scott let the pistol drop to the deck, put both of the SEAL’s hands over the wound. SEALs sanitized their uniforms before going into the field, so there was no way to know the wounded man’s name right now. “If you can hear me, keep pressure. Press down.” He scrambled back over the seats, tried to think.

    His training wasn’t in saving lives—it was in taking them. He was completely out of his league. Closing his eyes, he steadied himself so he could think. The answer was a 1-2-3. A paint by number. Sponge, bandage, seal. Was that it? It’d have to be, he told himself.

    He grabbed what he needed, raced back. “I’m here,” he told the wounded man. “Stay with me.”

    He cut open the seal’s uniform so he could begin his work. As he put the man’s hands back to the wound, he noted the name on the SEAL’s dog tags: Ben Cooper. “Ben, if you can hear me, keep pressure. Press down, if you can.”

    “Sponge, bandage, seal,” he repeated to himself as he ripped open the plastic bag containing the Quickclot sponge. He put the 5”x5” mesh bag containing the Quickclot between the SEAL’s hands and the wound. “Ben, press down, if you can. Press down.”


 

 

 

Chapter 5

Mediterranean Sea
Mid Morning,
Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Scott opened the packages for the chest seal and compression bandage next. The chest seal was a 6” in diameter polyurethane disc with three valves that allowed air and blood to escape while sealing the wound. The wound side of the disc was covered in a thick layer of gel-based adhesive. He could seal the disc over blood and hair, but just to be sure, he used the compression bandage to soak up blood before applying the chest seal.

    The chest seal worked its magic almost immediately. It was quick, direct, and effective. A lifesaver, if rescue ops arrived soon.

    Scott clasped Ben’s shoulder. “Best I can do for now. I’ll return after I check the others. Hold strong.” He worked his way around and over seats to Edie. He checked her breathing, pulse. “Edie, it’s Scott,” he said. “You’re aboard one of the NSW RIBs. Hang in there. Help is on the way.”

    Back at the helm, he repeated the distress call, then tried to get to the foreword gun position. Working his way around the bulletproof shielding protecting the helm wasn’t easy. He held onto the man-high shield while he walked along the air-filled sponson.

    It was a wasted effort. There was nothing he could do to help. The sentry was dead.

    Scott made his way back to the helm. Fluids. Edie and the SEAL—Ben—needed fluids. If there were IV kits, they weren’t anywhere he’d searched. Not that he was sure he could start IV drips, but it would have been something.

    Every SEAL had a personal kit, perhaps one was a field medic. He didn’t like the idea of picking over the dead, but it wasn’t like he had a lot of choices. Where were rescue ops? Why weren’t they racing onto the scene already?

    RIB’s had a long range, but their launch ship, the USS Kearsarge, had to be close. Launching helos, fighters or another pair of RIBs should’ve taken minutes. He should be able to hear and see something by now.

    Finding two bottles of water, he started aft. He stopped, twisted about defensively, hands and feet at the ready while his eyes panned down as a perceived shifting caught his attention. A gloved hand floated ghostly for a moment, then disappeared.

    Scott dropped the water bottles, scrambled over the side, reaching out as he went. His arm sank into the dark waters up passed his elbow. He found a hand, gripped the other’s arm around the wrist and pulled.

    Retrieving the body from the water was a bit like pulling in a shark hooked to a tow rope by its tail. It took both arms, all his strength. He knew from the weight it wasn’t Kathy or Angel or Lian. What he was hefting was too big, too heavy.

    What he’d found was clear as soon as the body was stretched out on the deck. It was one of the SEALs and not just any SEAL. It was Lieutenant Ansely, bleeding and looking exhausted.

    Scott rolled the lieutenant onto his side, helped him through the coughing and sputtering. “Lieutenant, it’s Scott Evers. You’re safe aboard, wounded.” He ran off, shouting as he went. “I’m getting medical supplies.”

    “Don’t bother,” Ansely said, his voice low and gravely. “Blood’s not mine.”

    “Like hell it isn’t,” Scott shot back, already kneeling near the helm which had only been a few steps away. He scrounged for what he thought he needed, but it was slim pickings. He’d already used up most of the supplies. What was left pretty much amounted to gauze and tape.

    He hurried to the lieutenant’s side, put a hand to the wound, showed off the blood. “Looks like your blood to me,” Scott said. He ripped through the lieutenant’s uniform to get to the wound. The trauma shears were somewhere, he just couldn’t remember where at the moment.

    The wound was a deep gouge at the base of the neck on the right side. Not as bad as Scott expected--he’d expected a bullet wound. “Gauze and tape,” he muttered to himself as he did the best patchwork he could under the circumstances.

    “Two other wounded aboard,” Scott said as he worked. “Edie from the Sea Shepherd and one of yours. Stay strong, lieutenant.”

    Scott remembered the water bottles as he hurried back to Edie. “Edie,” he said, squatting down beside her with a capful of water. “Drink this if you can. You need to stay hydrated.”

    Even though Edie was wrapped in the thermal blanket, her skin felt so cold. Her pulse and breathing were steady, if shallow. “No luck with IVs,” he told her. It didn’t matter whether she could hear him, only that he said it to her.

    He climbed over and around seats. “Ben, if you can hear me, stay strong. Fight,” he said. As he kneeled down to check Ben’s vitals, Ben convulsed and then his breathing stopped. Scott started chest compressions. “Breathe, damn it, breathe.”

    Scott counted compressions, stopped and was about to start re-breathing but remembered it was no longer recommended. He went back to steady compressions. “Breathe, breathe… Ben, don’t you die on me.”

    Compression by compression, Scott kept on. He was sweating and cursing aloud. “Don’t you die on me, Ben,” he said. “Not like Munich, not again. Never again.”

    Minutes passed. He lost track of how many. It could have been 2 or 3 or 5. He only knew he was getting tired. It’d been a long swim, and he hadn’t rested yet.

    A distant sound caught his ear. It was a steady whop-whop-whop. The sound of air being whipped into submission.

    Every helicopter had a distinct sound, determined by size, weight, and blade configuration. He didn’t know the sound of many, but he knew the sound of the Rescue Hawk.

    Between compressions, Scott looked up to what he imagined could have been a scene from Apocalypse Now. Two Rescue Hawks were bearing down on his position. The HH-60H Rescue Hawk was developed from the SH-60B Sea Hawk. Its primary mission was combat search and rescue. It carried AGM-114 Hellfire missiles and its heavy-caliber machine guns were sure to be manned by left- and right-facing door gunners.

    A pair of AV-8B jets circled in from a wide arc, each moving in the opposite direction, and the roar of their engines soon became the only thing he could hear.

    Fast boats were on the water too. These he didn’t recognize until they were closer. They were Marine Corp camouflaged, not SEAL gray, and he’d seen them only a few times before. They were CCM Mk1’s, Combatant Craft Mark 1’s. He’d been told they were like floating Bradley Fighting Vehicles that could race in at 40 knots. Each had four mounted and manned heavy-caliber machine guns topside in addition to many below-decks gun windows.

    One of the Rescue Hawks hovered almost directly overhead. Two two-man rescue teams began repelling down. “Marine Rescue,” one of the team members shouted as he touched down on the deck.

    “Scott Evers of the Sea Shepherd,” Scott said. “Three wounded. Sucking chest wound here, stopped breathing. Needs a re-breather. Two forward in urgent need of assistance.”

    One of the rescuers took over the compressions. Scott moved back, took a few steady breathes. He tried to stand, but found it nearly impossible. Someone at his elbow steadied him as the world went black.


 

 

 

Chapter 6

Bluffdale, Utah
Afternoon, Previous Day

 

 

 

Outside it was a scorching 82 degrees and that was oddly hot for the mountains of Utah, even if it was the height of summer. Dave Gilbert powered down the window of his black BMW X5 as he pulled up to the security checkpoint outside Camp Williams. The Harman Kardon sound system was playing Slow Cruel Hands of Time, a beautiful acoustic performance by Band of Horses, one of his favorite groups.

    After showing his ID to the guard at the gate and getting waved through, he cut across the camp’s six square miles of flatland and made for the more mountainous area at the back. He was headed for the National Cybersecurity Initiative Data Center, aka the DC.

    Entry into the DC perimeter was secured as well. He stopped at the second checkpoint and flashed his NSA contractor badge.

    “Afternoon, Mitch,” he said as the guard on duty waved him through the checkpoint.

    Although Camp Williams was an army garrison, most of those on duty here were from the Utah National Guard. Dave liked that since he’d served in the Guard years ago. Plus, the guardsmen were more relaxed than the soldiers he occasionally encountered.

    The area around the DC had been used as an airfield previously, but there was little left from those days. Now the area was largely occupied by the massive data halls, multistoried buildings that housed the high-speed computers and enterprise data storage equipment used for mass global surveillance. There were also various administration and support buildings.

    His destination was the administration building where he did most of his work as a senior data mining and analysis specialist. He preferred the admin building to the data halls. Mostly because the admin building was usually a comfortable 72 degrees, rather than the cooler 68 degrees of the data halls.

    Before he could get into the administration building, he had to pass through a third security checkpoint, which largely amounted to him touching his NSA contractor badge to a card reader while a guard made sure the reader light turned green and not red.

    His workspace was on the third floor, all the way on the far side of the building. He made a sharp right to the stairs, walked up to the third floor, and then hurried along the main corridor to the 3C suites where he worked.

    When Dave logged into the main system, he was an hour and 45 minutes early for his shift, but he had promised to prep the query engine updates for the swing shift analytics team and so he immediately started work on setting up the precursors. Following the mandatory revisions checklist, he validated the backups of the existing query structures, notified users the systems would be going down at the previously announced outage time, and then accessed the new code in the version control subsystem.

    Before taking the system offline, he entered a simple query using the native query language: BASE X:MEDSEA -24H SS:* & 2>1 TEST.LOG. Aside from the final part that displayed the result totals to his screen and also stuffed the full results in a log file for later comparison, the query was a standard one. After serving in the National Guard, he’d been a crypto-analyst at NSA headquarters in Ft. Meade. His last assignment had been the Mediterranean desk and the query was one he’d used often to check live activity levels.

    As soon as he pressed Enter, the query ran and the * ensured it was applied to all NSA surveillance systems. Soon encapsulated summaries for the past 24 hours from the Mediterranean region were being logged. The rapidly updating report totals told him most of the summaries were coming from PRISM, the super secret surveillance program that allowed the NSA to monitor all Internet communications.

    Although this was all work he usually enjoyed, his thoughts wandered. The other reason he’d come in early was to review the results from his latest D-Wave tests. The latest version of the D-Wave was decidedly different from its predecessors, though still a 10-foot high black box containing a cylindrical cooling system wrapped around a niobium computer chip chilled to about as close to absolute zero as mankind could get. There were only three of the latest generation of the multimillion-dollar chips in existence, and one of those was sitting in its massive black box inside his testing room on loan from In-Q-Tel, the high-tech investment arm of the CIA.

    Quantum computing was still so radical and strange that even some of the most advanced engineers in the world were still trying to figure out what it was for and how to use it. As one of the few people with access to the exotic technology, he was working to create optimized algorithms that allowed anyone to tap into quantum computing’s unparalleled potential for solving the world’s problems. At times, it seemed he was tapping into the very fabric of reality in ways no one had ever previously thought possible.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 7

Mediterranean Sea
Early Morning, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

To the east, the first faint light of morning was consuming the darkness. On the deck, the crew hurried about their tasks. Hidden from view, a powerfully built woman with bright blue eyes watched with the intensity of a leopard waiting to pounce on its prey. Her gaze was sharp. Her traditional robes covered her black scuba suit. Her hijab covered her close-cropped blond hair and was up around her face so that only her stunning blue eyes showed.

    Though many prepared themselves for the mission, everything was quiet and calm. It was the kind of reassuring tranquility that steeled her heart to her task.

    She watched as the men checked their weapons and she watched for her target, knowing the target was somewhere below decks. The target was the one complication. The one kink in an otherwise flawless plan. A kink she’d soon eliminate.

    Still in the shadows, she crossed to the port side of the boat where a dozen strongboxes and crates were piled high. She opened one of the boxes and retrieved its contents—in this case, the instrument of her target’s demise.

    She laid out the 7.62mm semi-automatic rifle, using the stack of crates in front of her as a base for its tripod. As she relaxed her breathing and set her right index finger alongside the trigger, she peered through the sight of the 6x48 riflescope, made a two-click adjustment for the slight breeze and the distance.

    Today would be the prelude of tomorrow’s glorious beginning. The culmination of a masterful work—and the next 48 hours would decide everything.

    Nothing left to chance.

    She switched off the safety on the rifle, signaled to the captain to set the boats on a drift course toward the Sea Shepherd. On her signal, the attack began. No weapons at first, only the heavy chain links the fishermen would have used—if there were actual fishermen on any of the boats in her tiny fleet.

    Predictably, those she watched responded by sounding a ship-wide alert. She watched and waited as they responded with fire hoses and stink bombs. Any other day such a response would have sent the fishermen running, but today wasn’t any other day.

    The L129A1 Sharpshooter she used was effective at a range of up to 800 meters. Her target would be much closer and she was confident there would soon be one less complication.

    She stared through the sight, blocking out everything else as she controlled her breathing and prepared to take the shot that would change everything.

    One bullet. One bullet to erase the trail and blaze the way to tomorrow.

    The target came up from below decks like a Brahma bull out of a chute at a rodeo. She sighted the target in her scope and squeezed the trigger.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 8

Mediterranean Sea
Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

The amphibious assault ship USS Kearsarge turned slowly toward its rendezvous with the battle group led by the aircraft carrier USS Harry Truman. The Kearsarge was alive with activity, like a hornet’s nest that had been kicked hard.

    Scott Evers was exhausted, and only adrenalin from all that had transpired kept him on his feet. He followed Midshipman Tinsdale as she led the way from the ship’s mess. Being a civilian, former NSA operative or not, he wasn’t allowed anywhere aboard the Kearsarge without escort.

    Being designed for amphibious assault meant the Kearsarge was part aircraft carrier, part guided missile cruiser, and part troop transport. Not only was the Kearsarge 844 feet long and 106 feet abeam, but the ship also had an impressive displacement of about 40,500 long tons, which made her roughly half the size of the USS Harry Truman.

    The Kearsarge’s armament included two short-range anti-aircraft and anti-missile weapon systems; two infrared homing surface-to-air missile systems; three radar-guided 20 mm Gatling guns designed to defend against anti-ship missiles; and eight .50 machine guns. In addition to a complement of about 4000 combat-ready sailors and marines, the Kearsarge carried 22 Ospreys, 6 Harrier IIs, and 6 Seahawks.

    As Ospreys were tiltrotor aircraft with both a vertical takeoff and landing (VTOL) and a short takeoff and landing (STOL) capability, they were essentially half conventional helicopter and half long-range turboprop aircraft. Harrier IIs also had V/STOL making them very capable ground attack and armed recon fighters. Seahawks were capable combat helicopters equipped for naval warfare missions as well as search and rescue operations.

    In the tight quarters, the crew practically had to crawl over each other at times. Midshipman Tinsdale was overly formal. She hadn’t said a word as she sat across from Scott in the ship’s mess. Scott’s mood was such that he wasn’t really hungry, but he had eaten because he knew his body needed the sustenance.

    Now the midshipman was mutely leading Scott back to infirmary, but he didn’t want to go back to infirmary. He didn’t want to sit beside Edie as she clung to life. What he wanted was answers. Answers he would only get if he made his way to the operations room. Serious obstacles to that though were his escort and the civilian clothes he wore.

    Scott suspected the clothes were donated by someone of a similar build, but he didn’t know by whom. The black, long-sleeved t-shirt, the gray sweat pants, and the white sneakers all seemed to be someone’s idea of after-hours dress. He was thankful for dry clothes after his ordeal in the water, but he really wished he was in uniform now.

    If he was wearing a uniform, he could go just about anywhere on the ship. Looking down at the shirt that he’d hastily pulled on earlier, he grinned when he saw the Kearsarge’s insignia over the right breast with the “Proud – Trustworthy – Bold” motto stitched beneath in white letters.

    One good thing about the seat he had chosen in the mess was that the ship’s diagram had been on the wall directly opposite him. The diagram, meant to show evacuation routes, helped him deduce the location of the operations room relative to the mess and the infirmary. If his assessment was correct, the passageway ahead ran nearly bow to stern. The midshipman would turn and follow the passageway toward the stern and to the infirmary. He’d turn the opposite direction and follow the passageway toward the bow.

    He took careful, measured steps behind the midshipman, awaited his chance. The turn came. The midshipman turned right. Scott took two steps in her direction before turning sharply on his heel and then steadily pushing his way through toward the bow as fast as he could. He expected to hear shouts at any moment. He waited, steeled himself for it, but the shouts never came. Instead, he soon found himself standing outside “Sit 1.” Sit 1, he assumed, stood for Situation Room 1, which he was certain was the Kearsarge’s main operations room.

    Scott was contemplating whether to enter when he noticed the sentries standing on either side of the closed door. As he looked over at one of the sentries, a uniformed officer pushed past. As the door opened, he followed the officer into the room without hesitation.

    The situation room was filled nearly to capacity. Scott joined the uniformed officers and crew standing at the back of the room. A uniformed officer at the front of the room was slapping a situation map with a long pointer. The officer’s back was turned to him, so Scott couldn’t see the officer’s name tag.

    “As you know search and rescue recovered the second inflatable in waters near Sea Shepherd some hours ago,” the officer was saying. “We’ve rejoined the main strike group. Gettysburg and Bulkeley are performing protective maneuvers for Harry Truman. Mason and San Jacinto are under way and will rejoin the strike group by 18:00.

    “Aboard Harry Truman, Carrier Air Wing 3 is on full alert. Strike Fighter Squadron 32, the Swordsmen, are on CAP now, with four fighters performing continuous protective ops while the Marine Fighter Attack Squadron, the Checkerboards, continues seek and destroy ops.

    “The Seahawks are up performing airborne early warning. AWACS and EC recon are on route from Naples. ETA 18:30. Full theater security and response will be in place at that time.”

    Scott studied the e-wall on the far side of the room as he listened to the briefing. While the e-wall itself was a single paper-thin screen covering the wall completely, it was comprised of many individual display areas. The main display, which dominated most of the space, was a real-time tactical map of the Mediterranean Sea showing the locations of Naval vessels and items of interest like the last known position of the Bardot and the Shepherd.

    As the speaker stepped aside, Scott saw a Navy captain. The name tag said Howard, but Scott didn’t need the name tag to recognize the captain.

    “Thanks for the update, lieutenant,” Captain Howard said, as he stood to address the room. “Well, gentlemen, ladies, that’s the current situation in a nutshell. Full response, with ongoing seek and destroy. Rest assured, we will find those responsible, and when we do they will know the full might of the U.S. of A.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 9

Ligurian Sea
Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Fifty miles off the coast of the French Riviera, the 65-meter luxury yacht Il Ferdinand motored through gently rolling swells toward Nice, France. The ship’s sleek hard-chine hull featured a pelican-beak bow and was painted snow white, ensuring it would reflect the shimmer of the waves and the froth of the ship’s wake.

    The $180 million vessel featured all the usual amenities. Cabins on the lower deck, including a VIP suite. Social areas and formal saloon on the main deck, along with an owner’s suite. An upper deck with alfresco seating and a circular sky lounge with a magnificent 270o panoramic view. A 30-meter sundeck with a shaded bar, sunbathing areas and luxurious Jacuzzis.

    The ship’s owner, who had taken delivery of the vessel three years ago, spent much of his time on the lower deck. Here, he’d retrofitted the space and removed half of the original cabins. These standard cabins he converted into offices. The VIP cabin he converted into a control room. Together, they became his electronic command center whenever he was at sea.

    The control room was the heart of the ship. It’s where the dedicated satellite feeds and redundant arrays from terrestrial relay stations could be monitored by the technical staff, which included an operations coordinator, three technicians and two analysts. The small technical staff was complemented by a security detachment of former Royal Marines Commandos and support staff—cooks, service team and cleaning crew. Including the ship’s captain and the first mate, there were twenty who lived on board and shared quarters on the lower deck. Il Ferdinand was in fact the owner’s floating office suite and he ran it more effectively than his actual suite of offices in Nice.

    To his employees, the ship’s owner was known as “the director.” He was a large, tall man with a full head of dark hair that was turning gray at his sideburns, the tanned skin of one who spent too much of his life outdoors, and eyes of a green so deep they seemed to speak of the ocean’s depths. His gruff mannerisms were well suited to one who had begun his career as a Special Forces Officer and later made a vast fortune providing discreet services to elite clientele.

    He was a soldier of fortune to some, a facilitator of the illicit to others. To those who sought to right perceived wrongs and injustices, he was God’s just instrument. In truth though, he was none of those things. He was simply a man who understood the dangerous dynamics of wealth, power and inevitable iniquity.

    He provided services for a price, often in support of causes he believed in. He built his reputation as one of the best in the business on three basic tenets.

    Never take a job you do not intend to see through to the end.

    Never pass judgment on those who hire you.

    Never reveal your client’s identity.

    Never. Never. Never.

    The director had lived up to those tenets for over two decades. His clients knew his firm handshake that sealed every deal was an absolute guarantee that not only would the job be done, but it would be done exactly to the specifications negotiated.

    This afternoon, as he walked along the sundeck and stared out at the vast expanse of sea before him, he felt a deep disquiet that was settling in his bones and he knew there was nothing he could do to ease it.

    He’d had contracts that had gone wrong before, contracts that he’d regretted, but he’d always seen them through and made things right. His years of successes had made him many powerful friends and allies. Friends and allies who would do anything for him. He had only to ask.

    Today, however, as he stood out under the hot afternoon sun and stared at the endless sea, he felt utterly alone and broken. Almost as if it were Judgment Day and he was standing naked before God. It wasn’t that he was a godly person, rather it was because of the weight of his conscience on his every waking thought.

    Contrary to what his detractors said, the director wasn’t soulless or without conscience. He didn’t only take jobs to expand his fortune and influence. He did in fact try to follow a moral and ethical code—a code he’d just broken and perhaps irrevocably, even if not knowingly.

    He only knew the truth of the events because Alexis had broken protocol and reached out to him. He pictured the lithe, short-haired operative. She’d been with him for many years and he’d chosen her for this mission because she was one of the best. A flawless marksman. A perfect commando.

    Except she’d missed her target, not once but twice. Her first error she claimed was the result of plain old-fashioned bad luck. The target had unexpectedly ducked behind a riot shield as she fired on him with her 7.62mm semi-automatic rifle. His own ship had a sizeable armory, anti-missile weapon systems, a hidden radar-guided 20 mm Gatling gun, but not a single riot shield. Who has the foresight to bring riot shields onto a ship anyway?

    Her second error was due to someone else getting in the way. A red-haired woman, who had jumped ship with the target and had gotten clipped in the shoulder instead of the target. No matter, collateral damage was to be expected. But two lost opportunities were not to be expected, nor were they the result of bad luck. He’d simply chosen the wrong operative and now it was too late to do anything about it.

    The director realized he was obsessing over details—details that no longer mattered. What mattered was what else Alexis had told him when she’d broken the golden rule of radio silence until mission complete. Something that made him certain that whatever part of his soul wasn’t already blackened was now as dark as the rest.

    He’d spent hours trying to figure out how to correct her mistake, how to distance himself and his enterprise from what had happened. After all, he had not known what was going to happen. He’d been hired to do a job—a simple termination of a rogue asset.

    According to Alexis everything had gone sideways quickly and things had been done that couldn’t be undone. Knowing what had happened and how it had happened, he felt used. It was a terrible mistake, an oversight, but there was nothing he could do to change choices already made.

    His only remaining tack was a clean and burn. He needed to clean up the loose ends, to make it so it was if he and his organization never had any connection to what had happened. He needed to disappear his operative once she was no longer of use. After all, what was done was done and there was no way to undo it.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 10

Mediterranean Sea
Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

 

A master chief pushed his way into the briefing room. From the wide berth given and insignia, Scott assumed the man was the ship’s Command Master Chief. “One more,” the chief announced. “SAR inbound now. That makes six.”

    The statement was short and simple but it was met with reserved cheers that quickly spread throughout the operations room. To Scott, inbound search and rescue and “one more” meant hope. Search and rescue teams were still finding survivors and pulling them from the dark waters of the Mediterranean. But how many more would they find? How far off was sunset? Or had the sun already set? And why were there so few survivors?

    “Thank you, Command Master Chief,” Captain Howard said. “Any status update on the others?”

    “Cooper’s still in surgery. He was tore up pretty bad, but I hear the field medic did a damn fine job. Damn fine job. Saved Cooper’s life for sure.”

    Being the unnamed field medic, Scott stood a little taller and some of the day’s weariness fell away. His thoughts went to the USS Harry Truman, the Nimitz-class aircraft carrier that was the heart of the strike group. Truman was a floating city: 1092 feet in length and 252 feet abeam, with about 6,000 crewmembers aboard. In addition to 90 fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters aboard, Truman had three radar-guided 20 mm Gatling guns; two short-range anti-aircraft and anti-missile weapon system; and two infrared homing surface-to-air systems.

    No doubt, USS Harry Truman could take care of herself, but the job of USS Bulkeley, USS Mason, USS Gettysburg, and USS San Jacinto was to ensure nothing and no one got close enough to cause any actual damage to the floating city. All four warships carried a standard complement of about 350 crewmembers.

    While the destroyers were 509 feet long and 66 feet abeam, the cruisers were 567 feet long and 55 feet abeam. Like the aircraft carrier, all four warships had top speeds of 30 knots or more—the equivalent of 35 miles-per-hour—which was pretty impressive considering the warships had displacements of around 9200 long tons and even more impressive when the 103,900 long-ton displacement of the USS Harry Truman was considered.

    USS Bulkeley and USS Mason were Arleigh Burke class guided-missile destroyers that carried big guns and batteries of missile systems. USS Gettysburg and USS San Jacinto were Ticonderoga-class guided-missile cruisers that carried so many big guns and missile systems of so many different classes that they were essentially floating armories.

    Scott came back from his reverie when someone near the front of the room shouted, “And Lieutenant Ansely? What about Lieutenant Ansely?”

    The Command Master Chief turned to face someone who was standing behind him in the hallway and he ushered the young ensign in so that she could speak. Her hospital blues were all the introduction she needed. “The injury sustained to the external carotid—”

    “In English?” someone shouted.

    The young ensign’s face reddened, but the room became pin-drop quiet under the weight of the Command Master Chief’s scowl.

    “The injury sustained to the external carotid artery,” the young ensign repeated, running a hand down the right side of her neck to demonstrate. The ensign stopped, swallowed hard. She looked nervously to the Command Master Chief. The chief prodded her on with his eyes.

    “The injury…” she began again, but apparently was unable to continue.

    As the Command Master Chief walked the ensign out of the room, Scott raised both hands to his head. Ansely had seemed okay—wounded but okay. He could hear Ansely’s voice in his head, saying “Don’t bother. Blood’s not mine.” How in the world could Cooper with a sucking chest wound be alive though still in surgery while Ansely with a gouge on his neck be dead?

    Scott couldn’t help himself when he blurted out, “Edie? Is Edie okay?”

    The Command Master Chief turned on his heel. “Who?”

    “The civilian female,” Scott said. “The civilian from the Sea Shepherd.”

    “The civilian female?” the ensign asked. “She was D.O.A.”

    D.O.A. Dead On Arrival. Scott’s world spun. He had to push back against the wall to keep from falling over. 


 

 

 

Chapter 11

Bluffdale, Utah
Evening, Previous Day

 

 

 

A few unexpected interruptions followed by staff meetings kept Dave from his desk for hours after he applied the update to the query engine. Although the updates were live and the systems were working, he had yet to perform his final checks and his shift was nearly over.

    Using the native query language, he entered DIFF “BASE X:MEDSEA -24H” & TEST.LOG. This was a standard query to give him the difference between current live activity levels in the Med and those he’d logged earlier. The baseline results would tell him whether the query engine was working as expected.

    Distracted by thoughts of his quantum tests, he turned to his second screen and opened the summary document containing the results from his D-Wave tests. A lot of people in Big Data were envious of him and his research opportunity. Classical computers had been around for decades but quantum computers were new and exotic. Those working with the D-Wave were working to answer the exciting questions of the day. What would happen when computers operated under quantum rules? Could quantum computing really work? How would it work?

    Traditional computers worked with information in the form of bits. Each bit could only be either 1 or 0 at any given time. The same was true about any arbitrary collection of classical bits. It was the foundation of everything mankind knew about information theory and digital computing. It ensured that whenever you asked a classical computer a question, the computer proceeded in an orderly linear fashion to obtain an answer.

    But the niobium computer chips in the D-Wave relied on quantum bits or qubits. Unlike traditional bits, which were always either 1 or 0, qubits used quantum superposition, which allowed them to be 1, 0, or 1 and 0 at the same time. Because they could exist in a superimposed state, it was almost as if qubits existed in a parallel universe, for a quantum bit could simultaneously exist as two equally probable possibilities. Not only was this exceptionally strange, but it was also incredible useful for performing powerful queries and analytics.

    To be effective though, qubits needed to exhibit quantum behavior. They needed not just superstition but also entanglement, which linked the states of multiple qubits together.

    The power of entangled qubits was in their exponential capability to perform calculations. Because one qubit could exist in two states at the same time, one qubit could perform two calculations at the same time. When qubits were entangled, two qubits could perform four simultaneous calculations; three qubits could perform eight; four qubits could perform sixteen; and so on. The chip he was working with could perform more simultaneous calculations than there were atoms in 3 billion quadrillion universes.

    That kind of processing power simply wasn’t available to traditional supercomputers no matter how big they were made. Not only did the staggering possibilities have the traditional computing community in an uproar, it was also the reason the NSA’s Penetrating Hard Targets unit had invested over $200 million into quantum computing. But PHT wasn’t even close to developing anything as sophisticated at the niobium chip he was working with.

    Big Data wanted access to this technology yesterday to start applying quantum-based solutions to the exabytes of information we were burying ourselves in every single day—genomes, search queries, phone records, financial transactions, social media posts, geological surveys, climate prediction data, engineering simulations, real-time global surveillance.

    While the theories behind quantum computing were clear, the actual practice was a stark contrast. No one really knew what to do with quantum computers and those with access to the technology were trying to figure it all out. It was a solution looking for the right problems.

    Thinking about all this, Dave was beyond excited when he started reviewing the quantum test results. His tests were designed to confirm a fundamental theory: that the niobium chips he was working with were ideally suited to solving discrete combinatorial optimization problems, which involved finding the shortest, quickest, cheapest or most efficient way of performing a given task. More specifically, whether that power could be tapped into if one simply phrased a given question correctly. If his research was proven true, it would mean that quantum computing was the Holy Grail of Big Data.

    As he reached for his coffee, he glanced at the other screen, noting with some irritation that the dataset was still generating output. Even as he started typing again, his fingers stopped dead on the keys and then he stared at the screen where the results of his earlier query were displaying. Sure there was some kind of problem with the query engine updates, he chastised himself for letting himself get swept up in the usual meetings and distractions.

    He stood up from his desk, suddenly worried about hours of data analysis that could contain invalid results, not to mention the possibility of thousands and thousands of improper automated filings. His face flushed. His heart beat faster. He wondered if he should make the call and issue an Analytics Alert that would stop global data operations so that he could undo the updates. If he did that, hours of data gathering would be invalidated, as would every manual and automated query run against the data since the updates were applied.

    In a panic now, he put his face in his hands, clawing at his forehead. “Think,” he told himself tersely.

    He sat back down, decided to run the query again. He typed DIFF “BASE X:MEDSEA -24H” & TEST.LOG. Before pressing Enter, he checked and rechecked every character.

    The Med was hours ahead, so it was very early in the morning of the next day there while his original dataset had been from the deadest part of the night. At those times of day, everything should have been very quiet, but the ceaseless stream of data he was seeing showed that something was terribly wrong.

    He took a deep breath, hoped what he was seeing wasn’t a problem with the updates. That kind of problem missed for so many hours could cost him his job—a job he loved and didn’t want to lose.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 12

Mediterranean Sea
Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Scott was exhausted and wasn’t thinking clearly. It didn’t matter that he had sat beside Edie in the infirmary. It only mattered that the ensign said she was dead.

    Thoughts of Edie flooded through Scott’s mind. He saw her face, her blue eyes, her red hair—sapphires and flames. He smelled her perfume as if it lingered in the air about him. He felt her hand in his.

    He thought of all the times he could have just let go. How he could have just given her the one thing she wanted—her love returned. But his love of her was a thing he kept deep inside, so deep inside that he never shared it—never truly even saw it until just now. Now, he was certain she could have been the love of his life.

    “Blood of czars and gypsies,” he told himself with a wretched half laugh, knowing he could have loved her if only he could have pushed aside his feelings and reservations about the two of them being together. It wasn’t just the age difference—her 28 to his almost 40. It was Cynthia. Cynthia who he was separated from. Cynthia and little James, his infant son.

    But nothing had been the same after they’d left Baltimore. Nothing. They’d told each other that they could make it alone. They had for a time too but there was really nowhere that a former top operative for the NSA and the daughter of the Chairman of the National Security Council could escape to. They’d known they would be found eventually.

    With each new month that passed though, they’d gained new hope. The first month on the run was true bliss with Cynthia’s belly growing every day and little James inside doing his best to capture their attention. The nurse and her Rottweiler stayed with them that first month while they sought out somewhere warm, somewhere tropical.

    It was a case of “be careful what you wish for” though because by the second month it was clear the nurse was wishing she was back in the U.S.A. The Rottweiler seemed to hate the jungle too. The jungle just wasn’t a good place for anyone or anything not used to the constant heat, humidity, and mosquitoes.

    The nurse stayed until James was born, which was fortunate as the birth was as difficult as the pregnancy. After James was born, things worsened, however. Cynthia didn’t want Scott to touch her or James. She just wanted to be left alone, to sit in her rocking chair, to stare out the window.

    Sometime after the birth, maybe a few days or weeks, Cynthia made a plan to return to the states. Her plan was one that didn’t include Scott. A trial separation she called it. Scott begged her not to go, not to take little James and leave. Cynthia had anyway. The nurse and her Rottweiler went with Cynthia. Little James went with Cynthia too.

    “I’ve so much to work out,” Cynthia told Scott. “I need time that’s all. A trial separation, that’s all.”

    But Scott wasn’t just separated from Cynthia. Separation was a lie she told him and he told himself. Divorce was the truth, for he ultimately signed the papers her attorneys sent even though doing so tore his heart into a million tiny pieces. The actual separation had been six months. Six months followed by divorce papers, followed by 8 months of a fresh hell every single day.

    Sea Shepherd wasn’t his first duty as a mercenary for hire. His first duty had been in Afghanistan. As Afghanistan wasn’t getting the job of killing him done fast enough, he’d signed up for what seemed a more dangerous mission aboard the Sea Shepherd. With tensions as high as they were in the Mediterranean, his end seemed a sure thing—only the wrong person had been killed. Edie shouldn’t have paid his price. He should have.

    If he wasn’t a coward, he’d have put a 50-cent bullet in his own brain. But he was coward in that way. If he was going to die, he was going to go out fighting, not whimpering in some dark corner readying to eat his own bullet.

    All these thoughts and more ran through Scott’s mind in the time it took to put his hands to his head, pull at his own brow and then take his hands away.

    When he found focus once again, Scott found every eye in the room was on him and Captain Howard was shouting, “How did this civilian get into my situation room?”

    Scott didn’t give a damn about the red-faced captain shouting at him. He took a deep breath, collected his thoughts. He told himself Edie wasn’t D.O.A, told himself that he’d sat beside her in the infirmary.

    “Security, security,” the captain shouted, pointing to Scott as the sentries who had been posted outside the door rushed in.

    Scott pleaded with the ensign, said, “Edie, the civilian from the Sea Shepherd, red hair, blue eyes, late 20’s. She was in the infirmary, is she okay?”

    One of the Navy SEALs, still in covert field dress, stood and moved to Captain Howard’s side, whispering something Scott couldn’t hear.

    Scott also didn’t quite know what followed. One moment he was standing at the back of the room and the next he was on the floor with his arms being yanked backward. The pain he felt was searing. In fact, after all he’d been through, it seemed every bump, cut, scrape and bruise he’d received earlier in the day was suddenly on fire.

    “Scott Madison Evers,” he shouted out as his head, twisted sideways, was being pushed forcefully against the floor. “Security Chief aboard Sea Shepherd.”

    He screamed out in pain as he was pulled roughly by the arms from the floor. From the hallway, he heard a voice say, “My responsibility, sir. Evers here must have turned wrong.”

    Scott recognized Midshipman Tinsdale at once. Her short-cropped blond hair and blue eyes were unforgettable. Her expression when she eyed Scott said she wasn’t happy—and yet she seemed to be trying to cover for him or perhaps simply accepting the blame for his actions.

    “Turned wrong?” Captain Howard shot back.

    The Navy SEAL in covert field dress moved back to Captain Howard’s side. More whispering followed. A moment later, the captain said firmly, “Security, stand down. Return to your posting while we sort this out.”

    Scott pulled at the neck and sleeves of the long black t-shirt he wore to fit the shirt back into place. While he did so, he looked directly at Captain Howard. He twisted his neck back into place too and a loud crack seemed to settle everything into place.

    “Well then,” Scott said boldly, firmly. “Brig? Infirmary? Or would you like to hear what I have to say about how we can get these sons of bitches and make them pay?”


 

 

 

Chapter 13

Ligurian Sea
Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

The director’s screen faded to black and his speakers began playing the warm orchestra music of Phantom of the Opera. He closed his eyes and air played along with master violinists as his soul was swept away and his mind cleansed.

    Selective focus was the cornerstone of his decades of success.

    Know only what you need to know for success.

    Look no further.

    Ask no questions you don’t want answered.

    In another life he would he been a violinist, not a purveyor of the illicit.

    What did it matter who was paying? What did it matter who was doing the killing or who was being killed?

    Life was a dirty game. Everyone paid; everyone killed. Some got their hands bloody; others let others get their hands bloody.

    The buzzing of his phone startled the director, not because anything actually frightened him anymore but because he’d been so lost in his thoughts.

    He was eager for news, but waited for his phone to confirm the call was secure, encrypted and untraceable. Standard procedure was to redirect all incoming calls through multiple routers before being connected to the Secure Mobile Server on his ship.

    He checked his earpiece. It took a moment but soon a green alert and shield icon on his phone confirmed a fully-encrypted and untraceable voice call. “Yes,” he answered, his voice full of purpose and inquiry.

    “I’m in place,” the female caller replied.

    The director sensed the tension in her voice, felt she knew that breaking protocol might be at the cost of her life. Operatives always worked through intermediaries; they didn’t work with the director. Ever.

    Nonetheless, she was the agent in the field and the only one who could help remedy a crisis that was spiraling out of control.

    “I have an update,” she said.

    The director said nothing. His only response was to push the earpiece more tightly into his ear as he waited for her to continue.

    When she spoke, her voice was void of emotion. “I’m taking care of it. The girl, done. The insider, done. Evers, next.”

    The director went to his computer. He right-clicked the contingency file that had been prepared, selected Send To and then selected the caller’s number. “Sending,” he said finally.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 14

Mediterranean Sea
Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Safely aboard the amphibious assault ship USS Kearsarge, Alexis paused at the bulkhead door. She looked at her phone, saw the text containing the attachment from the director. “Received,” she said as she opened the file.

    The called ended.

    She read through the file as her thoughts raced. I have my final orders, she told herself, intending to comply fully with everything expected of her.

    She looked at her watch. Less than 36 hours now to do what must be done to change the world and decide everything.

    She knew she was in uncharted territory, that things had gone terribly awry. She was in trouble, but pushed dread from her thoughts.

    Her basic survival instincts had kicked in and she was operating on a new adrenaline rush that coursed through every part of her. It was the kind of high she had after a good kill. The only thing she needed to do now was to make things right with the director and try to get out alive.

    As expected, the HH-60H Rescue Hawk had taken her to the Kearsarge after discovering her in the water and the shipboard triage team had taken her directly for treatment. She was after all unconscious and only partly responsive at the time from the drugs she injected once she sighted SAR and waved them to her.

    The drugs slowed her heart rate and lowered her body temperature dramatically—enough to make it look like she was suffering the effects of hypothermia after being in the waters of the Mediterranean all day.

    Being moved from incoming triage to the infirmary was an unexpected windfall. She easily killed the girl and the insider in the infirmary. She should have been able to get to Evers in the infirmary, but he wasn’t where he was supposed to be. He never seemed to be where he was supposed to be.

    After a quick backward glance, Alexis opened the bulkhead door and walked hurriedly down the hall in search of another fortuitous windfall. A windfall whose neck she was going to snap like a twig.

    She was accustomed to following carefully constructed plans, but this situation had completely fallen apart and the director himself had taken over.

    She was unnerved by this, but resolved herself to her task. She had endured no shortage of challenges in her life and had learned to rely on her intellect and training to overcome whatever obstacles were in her way. Her goal now was to do what she must and survive the inevitable backlash no matter what it took.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 15

Mediterranean Sea
Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

The Navy SEAL standing next to Captain Howard snickered, but the captain brushed him aside. “Evers? I’ve heard about you,” the captain said. “Brass balls indeed.”

    Scott grimaced. Captain Howard had more than heard of Scott. The two had met before, but it seemed only Scott remembered the encounter.

    Captain Howard returned the look. “Evers, is there a SEAL detail under my command that you haven’t harassed or harangued?”

    Scott was too torn up inside to grin, but he almost could have. “Probably not, sir. Nothing personal. My job to protect Shepherd’s crew and mission. Yours, your mission. The job.”

    The last two words set Scott’s thoughts spinning again. The j-o-b had always been his excuse with Edie. “Damn you, Edie, for dying on me,” he told himself.

    “Evers, what am I going to do with you?” The captain asked. “You deserve the brig. You’ve earned—”

    Midshipman Tinsdale cut in, “If I may, sir. Evers was my responsibility. Orders were to the mess and then back to the infirmary for further observation, sir.”

    Tindale’s voice cracked on the final sir and the captain winced. For a moment, the captain seemed unsure what to do. The master chief intervened. He reached out to Scott, shook Scott’s hand.

    As the chief ushered Scott forward, he said quietly, “Cooper was my man. You did a good thing out there. Saved him. If Midshipman Tinsdale can recognize that, hell, I can too.” Then louder, the master chief said, “Where did you serve, Evers? Too good, too smug not to have.”

    “A few too many duties. A few too many wars,” Scott said as the midshipman took the opportunity to step away and into the hallway. “Then field operations for the Agency, a few more unnamed wars, and now, well...”

    “Which agency?” the chief asked.

    “The NSA—” Scott caught himself as he was about to say “sir,” but he knew better. No master chief was a sir. A master chief was what he was and so he finished by saying, “—master chief.”

    As the master chief turned to face the unhappy SEAL standing beside Captain Howard, Scott noted the chief’s name tag for the first time. It read: ROBERTS.

    Scott did a double take. Was this the Master Chief Roberts he’d heard so much about? If so, the man was a living legend or as much of one as there could be in the close-knit special operations circles Scott traveled in.

    Against the weight of the chief’s stare, the Navy SEAL in covert field dress said, “Evers is a risk to security, to our operations. What in the world could he offer up that’s possibly worth our time?”

    Just as he had taken a moment to size up the chief, Scott now took a moment to size up the speaker. It was something he normally would have done without a second thought, but he wasn’t thinking straight and this wasn’t a normal situation. It was an extraordinary circumstance. One that had started with the sinking of the Bardot III and culminated in a well-planned, precision attack on both the Sea Shepherd and two heavily armed NSW RIBs.

    The one thing he was sure of: The attack was timed and meant to hit the Shepherd and the RIBs. But were the Bardot and the Shepherd targets of opportunity to guarantee a full-scale naval response in the Mediterranean? Or were the Bardot and the Shepherd part of a bigger plan—one that also required a full response from the US Navy?

    The SEAL carried himself in a way that spoke of authority and the tall, broad-shouldered man certainly had no qualms about approaching or speaking openly to Captain Howard and Master Chief Roberts. If as Scott suspected, Captain Howard was the Kearsarge’s executive officer, the SEAL was likely the commander of covert operations. If so, that meant the SEAL was the overall commander of all SEALs aboard the Kearsarge and that would explain a lot.

    Scott had given the SEALs who tried to board the Sea Shepherd no shortage of guff. But he didn’t want them aboard the Shepherd. It was one thing if the Navy suspected the Shepherd’s crew were cutting nets and sabotaging Tunisian fishing boats, another if evidence was found that they actually were.

    Playing on his hunch, Scott turned to the captain and said, “Executive Commander Howard…” Next, he turned to the SEAL and said, “Operations Commander…” Then, finally he turned back to the chief and said, “Command Master Chief…”

    He smiled at each of their subtle nods, then continued, “The situation as I see it is this… Everything is out of control. Someone sank the Bardot III in the early hours. The attack was designed to get a direct response from this strike group. Part of your response was to send two heavily armed NSW RIBs, with full crew and SEAL complements, to the Sea Shepherd.

    “When the NSW RIBs arrived, a plan already set in motion was carried out, resulting in the sinking of the Sea Shepherd and the loss of the NSW RIBs. You believe all or nearly all of the crews from the Bardot, the Shepherd and the NSW RIBs are lost. You suspect this is the coordinated effort of a terrorist group, but no terrorist group is stepping forward and claiming responsibility.

    “Search and rescue is finding precious little to recover. Seek and destroy fighters are chasing ghosts called out by airborne early warning. The fleet admiral of the carrier strike group has ordered a protective patrol, bringing all the ships back as a safeguard against an attack on the group.”

    Scott paused for effect. “How am I doing so far? Close enough to right to call it right?”

    The Command Master Chief moved next to the Operations Commander. Executive Commander Howard said, “If you think you have answers, we’re listening.”

    “For starters, where were the Mason and San Jacinto? Why weren’t they with the main strike group? I also know that right now you’re finalizing plans to launch a response strike force.”

    “Classified,” the Operations Commander said. “And if speculation’s all you have to offer, Tinsdale can show you the way back to the infirmary.” He paused, stared directly at Scott, then called out. “Midshipman?”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 16

Mediterranean Sea
Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Midshipman Meredith Tinsdale heard someone pounding on the door to the women’s lavatory. The tiny room had one private stall with a door that could be closed, a sink, a shower, and a changing area. It also had a lock on the outer door, which she had secured.

    She squatted down on the toilet and almost dropped her phone as she shouted, “Just a moment.”

    Turning back to the phone, she said to the beautiful little face looking back at her, “Momma’s coming home soon.”

    “Promise, momma?” 7-year-old Sarah asked.

    Meredith smiled and tried to hold back tears that were welling up in her eyes. “Just like I promised, baby girl. Is Gramma Peg there?”

    “She is. Do you want to talk to her?” the little girl replied and there were more tears in Meredith’s eyes at how grown up her baby girl sounded just then. “I love you, momma.”

    “Oh, I love you too, baby girl.”

    “All the way to the stars and moon?”

    Meredith tried to hide her tears as she wiped them away with a tissue. “All the way to the stars and moon. All the way to the stars and moon and back a hundred hundred times.”

    She didn’t know why she said it exactly like that. It was just something they said to each other and it always made Sarah’s face light up.

    Meredith heard the door to the women’s lavatory open with a bang and she called out. “Um, occupied. Almost finished. Do you mind? I need some privacy.”

    Though she didn’t hear a response, she did hear the outer door close again, so she went back to her phone call. In the moment that she’d looked away, Sarah must have handed the phone to Peg and she said silently to herself, “Bye-bye, baby girl.”

    To Peg, she said, “I know it’s late and I promised to call earlier. I’m sorry. Have you heard from him?”

    Peg pursed her lips. “It’s not late. It’s after 8 in the A.M. here in Utah.”

    “I didn’t realize. So much has happened—” Meredith tried to tell Peg she couldn’t call before, that she’d tried to get away so many times but hadn’t been able to, that she’d lost track of time.

    Peg didn’t want to hear any of it. “That no account son of mine hasn’t been around if that’s what you’re wondering. Dead in a ditch somewhere maybe.”

    “He’s my baby’s daddy, Momma Peg. Please don’t talk like that when Sarah’s around.”

    Peg turned away from the camera on the phone. “Aw, she’s off watching her shows. She didn’t hear nothing.”

    “Did you give him the gift I sent for our anniversary?”

    Peg wagged a finger in front of the phone. “Broke up means broke up and no I didn’t give him nothing. I gave it to baby girl instead.”

    Meredith put on her brave face. “I still love him, Momma Peg. He can’t help who is. Don’t hate him for me. Love him for me.”

    “You mark my words, child. He’ll break your heart again if he doesn’t break your head first next time.”

    Meredith frowned. “I fell, Momma Peg. He didn’t push me down the stairs.”

    “Like he didn’t break your arm? Like he didn’t—”

    “I have to go,” Meredith cut in. “I love you, Momma Peg. Take care of my baby girl.”

    “You know I will, child,” Peg said as she hung up.

    Meredith put away the phone. She broke down, sobbing, crying into her hands.

    Eventually, she opened the stall door, wiping her eyes with a tissue with one hand while opening the door with the other. Her head was down but her eyes went wide all the same. Someone was standing outside the door, waiting for her.

    Meredith pointed at the door. “This isn’t the only lady’s. There’s another just around the corner.”

    “So sorry about this,” the woman said as her arms grabbed and twisted Meredith’s neck around.

    Meredith felt an instant of sheer terror and pain before nothingness found her.


 

 

 

Chapter 17

Bluffdale, Utah
Morning, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

 

In the administration building of the National Cybersecurity Initiative Data Center complex, senior data mining and analysis specialist Dave Gilbert sat in his private cubicle and noted the data stream from the Med was coming from a mindboggling assortment of sources. Everything from US and allied military, insurgent militias, and foreign governments to civilian emergency response. He hadn’t gone home yet from his swing shift of the previous day. He was beyond tired but he had just confirmed the data was real.

    Thinking there was a problem with the updates was a rabbit hole he’d fallen down for hours. Perhaps though it was because of the dead silence from the media too, and he’d had his second monitor displaying CNN Headline News, BBC News and Al Jazeera News all night long.

    It didn’t make sense because what he was seeing indicated there was some kind of high-stakes operation going on. He hadn’t seen such a flood of data coming out of the Med since the uprising that ousted and killed Libya’s dictator, Muammar Gaddafi.

    “Morning in Utah. Afternoon in the Med,” Dave said aloud as he reminded himself of the 9-hour time difference. He started backtracking through the data to see when it all began. It didn’t take long and soon he wrote 5:18 AM in large block letters on a yellow sticky note that he stuck to the lower left corner of his primary monitor. On another sticky note, he wrote 5:42 PM—the current time in the Med. This note he stuck to the lower right corner of his primary monitor. The notes were reminders to himself that he needed to fill in the gaps between to understand what was happening.

    He told himself that none of this was directly related to his current job, that he should turn over what he’d uncovered to his old friends working the Mediterranean desk at NSA headquarters in Ft. Meade.

    But what he was seeing was like a giftwrapped puzzle and he was for once in his life in the right place at the right time. He’d created the algorithms and search interfaces that sifted through the exabytes of data being gathered by the NSA every single day. He knew what he needed to do to unravel the puzzle.

    He also needed to tread carefully. The NSA, CIA and other covert intelligence agencies, foreign and domestic, had dozens of missions going on around the world at any one time. If he’d stumbled into one of those and inadvertently exposed it, all hell would break lose.

    But what if it isn’t a covert op? What if some sort of major attack is underway?

    Jumping up from his chair, he paced back and forth in his little cubicle.

    The stakes are high, inconceivably high. If I do this and things go wrong, I really will get fired. For real. It won’t be just another panic attack.

    Dave exited his cubicle, walking past the dozens of other workspaces in which other specialists were handling other aspects of their Big Data mission.

    He walked down the stairs to the first floor and went outside. He stood there a moment breathing the clean mountain air, with the morning sun on his face.

    His car was right there in the parking lot. All he had to do was get in it and drive home. By the time he ate, slept and woke, this would all be over and whatever it was he could pretend he never knew anything about it beforehand.

    He told himself this but knew he couldn’t do it. He thought of 9/11. How the agency had credible intelligence that something big was coming. How the agency hadn’t been able to use that information to stop what happened from happening.

 


 

 

Chapter 18

Mediterranean Sea
Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

“Belay that,” Captain Howard said. “Evers, you’ve something else to tell us, so out with it.”

    Scott scratched at his forehead. The adrenaline rush was wearing off and he was suddenly feeling the day’s wear and tear again. “I believe I do. A hunch. Something I saw while I was under.”

    “Under?” the captain asked.

    Scott took a step toward the master chief and stood at the chief’s side as a show of solidarity. “Edie and I were on the bridge with Captain Pendleton when it started. When I saw incoming RPGs, I pulled Edie over the rail and we went under. We dove down to avoid the shockwave and stayed under as all hell broke loose. Edie and I are both experienced divers and free divers, so we can hold our breath longer than most. Still, we couldn’t have been under for more than a few minutes.

    “By the time we surfaced and came around the Shepherd, it was over and there was no trace of the attackers.” Scott stopped, caught himself. “Wait, I think… No, I know. I saw one of the fishing boats when I came up. Far away and trailing smoke. Then I saw something, large, black giving chase. I assumed it was one of the NSW RIBs. But from what I heard earlier, both NSW RIBs were recovered in waters near the Shepherd.”

    Captain Howard reached for a large mug of coffee, which must have gone cold long ago. He swallowed the cold mud and then said, “Inflatables 1 and 2 were recovered near the Sea Shepherd. Recovery ops continues and we will keep search and rescue going until all missing are found.”

    “But you’ve only found six. Isn’t that right?” Scott said, only realizing the importance of his words as he said them.

    “Six…” Master Chief Roberts said, pausing to look to the Operations Commander. “That’s the service member recovery count. We’ve recovered twenty one: six servicemen, two from the Bardot, four from the Shepherd, and eight from the fishers.”

    “Living?” Scott asked. “In the infirmary?”

    “Not all aboard this ship. Not all living,” the master chief said.

    Scott paused, counted in his head. “That’s twenty, not twenty one.”

    Master Chief Roberts looked to Executive Commander Howard before he responded. “The other’s a… defense contractor… who was aboard the helicopter we lost this morning.”

    Scott noted the delays in the response and suspected the chief said “defense contractor” but meant operative. If so, the operative was most likely from the CIA. Intrigued, he asked, “The helicopter, was it attacked before or after the Bardot sank?”

    Master Chief Roberts said, “The SH-60B was on route to the Bardot when it went down and the reports of the Bardot came in at the same time.”

    Scott became agitated, animated. “Two coordinated attacks? One precision attack on both the Bardot and a combat patrol helicopter. A second precision attack on the Shepherd and two fully-manned inflatables.”

    Master Chief Roberts nodded and was about to say something when Scott said, “And four found from the Shepherd?”

    Master Chief Roberts nodded again.

    Scott asked, “Where are they?”

    Master Chief Roberts said, “The infirmary will have that information. If not aboard, they’ll know which ship they’re on and the status.”

    “Status…” Scott said. “You mean whether they’re alive or dead?”

    Scott didn’t wait for an answer. He turned about, and called out for Midshipman Tinsdale.

    As he was leaving the situation room, the Operations Commander said, “Well, we’ve now wasted time that could have been better spent discussing tactical response. The strike force is assembled and ready below decks. Pilots not part of current ops are on crew rest. Planning cells are preparing and working through the most likely response scenarios, including beach assault, selective insertion, and amphibious engagement.”

    As much as he wanted to know the truth about Edie, Scott knew if he left now he’d never get back into the operations room, never be part of the planning or response. He turned around in the doorway, said, “Give me a satellite phone and we’ll see who’s wasting whose time.”

    The Operations Commander, a big, dumb grin on his face reached down, grabbed a satellite phone from his ready pack, and tossed it to Scott. “Knock yourself out… In the meantime, we’ll continue discussing tactical response and how to kick these jihadist bastards so hard they’ll go crawling back to their caves to die.”
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