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        To Kathryn, my ever-patient wife.
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        Arbroath Cliffs,

        Arbroath, Scotland

        United Kingdom

      

      

      Morgan stood atop Dickmont’s Den and watched the waves of the North Sea slam into the sandstone cliffs below. He looked at the awesome power on display that over the millenniums transformed this part of the Scottish coast into a series of caves and rock formations with names such as the Deil’s Heid, the Three Sisters, Castle Rock, and Needles E’e. He wore jeans, black boots, and a tan Scottish cardigan Cat had bought for him when they arrived via train from London. Cat felt he needed something to stave off the Scottish cold since all he had were warm weather clothing from his quick stop in Northern Virginia after his recent trip to Kuala Lumpur, totally inappropriate for Scotland.

      Peering through his Matsuda sunglasses at the North Sea, Morgan caught motion approaching from his left and behind, the prosthetic in what was his left eye projecting the image into a portion of the Matsuda’s right lens. The man approaching reminded him that he was on the most important mission of his life. More important even than his long running fight against the shadowy criminal organization known only by its Malaysian name, Hantu.

      “So, you wish to marry my Catherine?” a voice asked from behind, the accent a mixture of British Received Pronunciation and Scottish, indicating the speaker was not a native Scotsman.

      Morgan turned to his left and gave the speaker a friendly smirk. Colonel Peter William ‘Wild Bill’ Roberts, CBE, MC, Royal Marines (retired) stood only five foot, eight inches tall, but between his stocky build, old-fashioned handlebar moustache, and bald head, he stuck an intimidating visage despite his seventy plus years. The colonel wore black boots, tan pants, and a green woolly-pully style sweater, and still looked every inch a Royal Marine officer, even after over a decade in retirement.

      “Yes, sir I do. Very much,” Morgan replied.

      The pair continued to walk along the cliffs, both men admiring the view of the North Sea and the unusually bright, sunny day. Earlier that day, Cat and Morgan arrived at her parent’s home just off the near-by Letham Grange Golf Club. As Cat and her mother, Sandra, caught up in the kitchen, the Colonel looked at Morgan and spoke only three words.

      “Walk with me.”

      They walked out to the driveway, and the Colonel motioned to Morgan to join him in the mainstay vehicle of the British armed forces since the Second World War, a classic, two-door, olive green Land Rover Defender. Morgan started towards the right-hand door, but stopped and smirked to himself.

      Cat tricked me in Singapore, not this time.

      Morgan moved to the left-hand door and climbed into the Defender. He barely had the door closed and seat belt fastened before the Colonel shifted the Defender into gear and tore down the driveway. They sat in silence as the Colonel drove towards the Arbroath Cliffs. When they arrived, they parked the Defender and began walking along the cliffs in silence until the Colonel asked his question. After Morgan offered his answer, the Colonel continued.

      “So, Catherine tells me you are in the same line of work as she is.”

      “Yes, sir, but with different companies.”

      “Hmph, not an honorable profession, is it? Spies and assassins?”

      “Well, sir, I wasn’t always in the civilian intelligence community. I started in the U.S. Navy.”

      “Navy? Officer?”

      “Eventually. I started as an enlisted Special Warfare Craft Crewman working with the SEALs and Marine Corps. I earned my commission and served at sea on the destroyer Winston S. Churchill before transferring into the Navy’s intelligence community. I was recruited to the Company soon after and resigned my active commission but stayed in the Naval Reserves.”

      “And what rank do you currently hold?”

      “Lieutenant Commander, sir.”

      The Colonel simply nodded and continued to walk. As they did so, Morgan noticed a group of four men climbing up the cliffs from a series of caves known as the Smuggler’s Cove. The cliffs hosted many rock climbers, so he thought nothing of it. When Morgan saw an additional four men approaching from the rock formation known as The Blowhole, he knew things were about to go sideways. He pulled his Galaxy S22 phone from its belt clip and opened the app which controlled his newly replaced eye prosthetic. He set the display for full screen and zoomed in on the first group of men. In addition to the climbing gear, each man carried collapsible assault batons like the one he recovered from a previous mission and was now part of his personal arsenal. The Colonel stopped walking and looked at Morgan with a bit of distain.

      “Am I boring you, young man?” the Colonel asked.

      Morgan held up his hand to silence his future Father-In-Law. He switched his view to the second group of four. They too wore assault batons on their belts and possibly side arms hidden under their jackets. Morgan closed the prosthetic control app and dialed a number from memory.

      “It’s me,” Morgan said when the other party answered. “Everything okay over there?” He paused a moment before continuing. “Keep on the look-out, the Colonel and I are about to have company.” The Colonel now looked at Morgan curiously as he ended his call.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “I believe the gentlemen heading our way may not have the best intentions,” Morgan replied.

      Morgan took the Colonel by his elbow and guided back towards the parking lot at the southern end of the cliff walk. The group approaching from The Blowhole noticed that they had been made and moved in towards the two. They ran towards Morgan pulling their assault batons from their belt holsters.

      Morgan ran towards the first goon and attacked using a Keysi Fighting Method arm trap. Morgan trapped the goon’s arm under his right arm pit and twisted to his right spinning the goon to the ground. While the goon fell, Morgan snapped the man’s right wrist and pulled the baton from his hand. The goon landed on the ground with a resounding thud, wailing in pain as he cradled his now shattered wrist. Morgan turned towards the second goon while still half on the ground and use the baton to shatter the goon’s left knee. The second goon joined his friend screaming on the ground.

      Morgan stood up and ran towards the Colonel but stopped short and stared, mouth agape. The Colonel executed a Tae Kwon Do round-house kick that caught goon number three by surprise and square in the jaw, knocking the man unconscious. The fourth goon took a swing at him with his baton, but the Colonel easily blocked the attack. He delivered a series of swift kicks to the goon’s abdomen and groin. He followed the kicks with a hand strike that struck the goon under the nose. The nose cartilage drove itself into the goon’s brain killing him instantly. The Colonel watched the man drop and turned towards Morgan while still in a fighting stance.

      They stared at each other a moment and turned towards the second group of men approaching from The Blowhole. The four men stopped in their tracks after seeing what happened to their compatriots. Morgan offered the men a broad smile, which looked more like a dog barring its teeth than a friendly human facial expression. Morgan lifted his left hand and made a ‘come hither’ gesture with his left index finger.

      “Who’s next?” Morgan asked.

      The four men looked at each other then took off running back the way they came. Morgan looked at the Colonel, who wore a broad smile on his face.

      “Haven’t had that much excitement since the Two Sisters.”

      “Now I see why they call you ‘Wild Bill.’ Not bad for someone in his seventies, sir,” Morgan said.

      “Once a Royal Marine, always a Royal Marine. You requited yourself well, Commander.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      The Colonel offered his hand.

      “Welcome to the family, James.”
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        South China Sea

        07° 36' 20"North by 110° 31' 38"East

        21 June

        0200 Local Time

      

      

      Kang Wuhan, formerly Shang Xiao, or Captain, Kang Wuhan of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Navy, stood on the bridge of a Chinese-built Type 22 patrol craft. The catamaran-hulled boat sliced through the South China Sea at its top speed of 40 knots, faster than any other vessel in the area. The Type 22 displaced 224 tons with a length of 43 meters and a draft of only one and a half meters. It used two diesel engines to drive four waterjet propulsors, and its aluminum hull had a polygonal-designed superstructure to reduce its radar cross section.

      As designed, the Type 22 was armed with eight, YJ-83 anti-ship cruise missiles, the Chinese version of the infamous French Exocet, and an AK-630 six-barreled Gatling gun for air defense. However, this Type 22, along with nine others, was quite different when it left its Shanghai shipyard. The boats operated by the PLAN were armed and sported a blue, grey, black, and white disruptive camouflage paint scheme. The Type 22 Captain Wuhan sailed this night had its missiles temporarily removed, the weight savings allowing for four knots of additional speed and extra space below decks. Its hull was painted a matte black with special paints which further reduced its radar observability.

      Captain Wuhan looked down at the Type 362 surface search radar display and smiled grimly.

      The target is twenty nautical miles ahead of us. Thirty minutes until we’re in range.

      He turned to his second in command, a former Australian Special Air Services sergeant named Mitchell Davies.

      “30 minutes, Mr. Davies. Get the team into position.”

      “Sir,” Davies replied in a manner typical of an Australian military non-commissioned officer.

      Wuhan looked again at the radar scope and noted the rate of closure towards the target. The time to intercept, based on the radar’s calculations, was decreasing at a rate greater than he anticipated. He turned to the mercenary at the ship’s helm.

      “Slow to 35 knots.”

      “35 knots, aye” the helmsman replied.

      The helmsman was one of the many men trained by the late former SEAL, Waylon Merrill. Over the past couple of years, Merrill had trained several teams of men from the navies, marines, and Special Forces units from around the world specifically for this mission. He had specialists in deck seamanship, navigation, marine engineering, demolitions, and due to the nature of the target’s cargo, chemistry. The teams were now spread across the globe conducting operations like the one he and his team was conducting this night. It was a shame that Merrill had let his personal feelings get in the way of his job. Feelings which led to his death, and the death of his Chinese lover, Xue Fang at the hands of the CIA operative, Bob Morgan. Once this mission was finished, Wuhan hoped to have his opportunity to avenge both his friends and the organization he now dedicated his life to, Hantu.

      Captain Wuhan looked out over the bow and saw lights on the horizon. He raised the binoculars that hung around his neck and examined the contact.

      Perfect! We’re coming up on the stern. Between our stealth capabilities and the target’s low-quality radar, we’re invisible.

      He looked down at the radar display and nodded to himself.

      It was time to get the team up on deck. He pulled a hand-held radio from a clip on his belt.

      “Mr. Davies, get the team on deck.”

      Wuhan returned the radio to its clip and looked out the starboard rear-facing window and saw the 16-man team moving out the door from a compartment that, on ordinary Type-22s, held the C-802 anti-ship missiles. Now, his boat’s main battery of commandoes prepared for attack. He ordered the helmsman to alter course and reduce speed incrementally, maneuvering the patrol boat carefully until it lay a few yards off the target’s stern. With the boat’s speed now matching that of the target, Wuhan spoke again into his radio.

      “Fire the grapples.”

      Up on deck, Mr. Davies and another mercenary fired two grappling hooks from shoulder-fired launchers. The hooks immediately caught the target’s lifeline stanchions, and the two men wrapped the lines around the patrol boat’s bow-mounted capstan. A third man operated the capstan and as the it revolved, Captain Wuhan applied small bursts of the boat’s engines, which drew the two vessels closer together. With both ships now a less than a meter from each other, Captain Wuhan picked up his radio and issued an order which harkened back to the days of sail.

      “Away all boarders!”

      Out on deck, the mercenary team scrambled up the set of two lines and onto the target ship’s main deck. They split up with four men heading inside the skin of the ship and down into the engineering spaces. Another group of four moved quickly up the target ship’s superstructure external ladders towards the bridge. The remaining eight moved forward towards the ship’s cargo deck.

      Captain Wuhan turned up the volume on his radio and listened to the team’s progress in achieving the mission’s objectives. Soon, he heard each group report on their efforts.

      “Group 1, engineering secured.”

      “Group 2, bridge secured.”

      “Group 3, cargo secured.”

      “Group 4, in position to place detonation system.”

      Wuhan looked at his watch and noted that the entire operation took just over three minutes from start to finish. He spoke into his radio.

      “All groups, this is the Captain. Make the ship ready to sail to the rendezvous. Out”

      He moved towards the door leading from the bridge to the boat’s fo’csle. He opened the door and shouted at the mercenary out on deck.

      “Cast off all lines!”

      “Cast off all lines, aye!”

      The mercenary removed the lines from the capstan, and the Type 22 began to drift free from the target ship. Wuhan turned to the helmsman.

      “All back one third, right full rudder.”

      “All back one third, right full rudder, aye!”

      The helmsman pulled his throttles back to the one third astern setting, then turned the wheel right until the rudder angle indicator showed the rudder over full. The Type 22’s waterjet propulsion pulled the boat away from the target while the rudder swung the boat’s bow away from the target ship’s stern. Once he was satisfied the bow was cleared, Wuhan issued another order to the helm.

      “All ahead one third, rudder amidships.”

      “All ahead one third, rudder amidships, aye!”

      After the helmsman carried out the order, the Type 22 came to a brief stop as the propulsion system transitioned from astern to ahead direction. Once the water jets took hold, the boat began to move slowly ahead as the rudder kept the bow at a new heading. Wuhan watched as the distance between the two ships opened. When the distance reached 5,000 yards, he noted the target ship’s course and issued one last order.

      “Come left, steer course 045 degrees true. All ahead standard.”

      “Come left, steer course 045 degrees true. All ahead standard aye!”

      The Type 22’s bow swung to the left and the wake behind the boat became more turbulent as its speed increased. Once the boat steadied up on its new course and speed, it lay 5,000 yards off the target ship’s starboard quarter at a speed of 15 knots. Checking the radar, Wuhan saw the target’s course and speed were steady, a testament to the team’s training. He looked up and saw some large, man-shaped objects began to drop over the target’s side.

      The ship’s original crew.

      Satisfied that all was in order, he picked up a satellite phone up off the radar control panel. He switched it on and dialed a number from memory. After two rings, a male voice answered in English.

      “Yes,” the voice at the other end said.

      “This is Wuhan. Target secure, and we’re en route to our base.”

      “Well done. Report when you arrive.”

      “Yes, Raj Hantu.”

      Elyas bin Agus, the Raj Hantu hung up his desk phone. He turned his desk chair around to the huge picture window behind him. He looked out over the Singapore skyline arrayed around him and smiled.

      Perfect!

      Captain Wuhan’s team was the last team of ten to report in, and all ten teams were successful. Hantu now had ten liquid natural gas carrier ships under its control. Each LNG carrier had the explosive potential of 775 kilotons of TNT, fifty times the power of the atomic bomb that destroyed Hiroshima. The world didn’t know it yet, but Hantu was now a nuclear power.
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        U.S.S. Dwight D. Eisenhower (CVN 69)

        Virginia Capes Operating Area

        36°43'45.4"North by 074°26'49.2"West

        12 July

        1200 Local Time

        Day 1

      

      

      Rear Admiral Earl Yerger, United States Navy, looked out over the flight deck of his flagship, the aircraft carrier U.S.S. Dwight D. Eisenhower, and he was pleased with what he saw. Captain Warren’s flight deck crew spotted, launched, and recovered the air wing’s aircraft with well-practiced efficiency. He turned his head towards the bow and watched two F/A-18 Super Hornets launch from the bow-mounted catapults, better known as the bow cats.

      The Dwight D. Eisenhower, known affectionately by her crew of 6,000 sailors as the Ike, was the second of the Nimitz-class aircraft carriers operated by the U.S. Navy. She was 1,092 feet long, 252 feet wide, and displaced over 101,000 tons. Her two Westinghouse A4W nuclear reactors produced enough steam to drive four, 250,000 shaft horsepower steam turbines that, via four shafts, moved the massive ship at speeds in excess of 30 knots. Her flight deck operated an air wing of over 90 fixed wing and rotary wing aircraft. Commissioned in 1977, the Ike underwent a major modernization in the early 2000s which ensured she’d stay in service with the latest technology well into the 2030s. At this time, she served as the flagship of Admiral Yerger’s Carrier Strike Group Eight based out of Naval Station, Norfolk, Virginia.

      The Admiral tore his attention away from the flight deck and turned it towards more mundane tasks. He smiled to himself as he climbed into his high mounted, leather chair on his flag bridge’s port side and pulled his classified laptop computer onto his lap.

      Even a Navy admiral has to check his email.

      He read and responded to a few emails before looking up over his laptop screen and out at the apparently endless waters of the western Atlantic. He saw a large and unusual looking merchant ship about 5 miles or so away from the carrier’s port bow. He grabbed a set of binoculars stowed in a dedicated compartment on his chair for a closer look, a habit he developed over the years, especially when he commanded the guided missile frigate U.S.S. Doyle and later the guided missile cruiser U.S.S. Gettysburg.

      Once a Surface Warfare Officer, always a Surface Warfare Officer.

      Looking through the lenses, he saw a ship with the standard superstructure aft, but with four large, hemispherical shaped tanks tops where cargo containers would go on a conventional container ship. He was still looking though the binoculars when he heard a transmission from the commercial maritime radio mounted over his seat. The voice of Ike’s Officer of the Deck, located one deck above the flag bridge up on the navigation bridge, came over the radio’s external speaker.

      “Merchant vessel off my port bow this U.S. Navy aircraft carrier six nine off your port bow channel one six, over.”

      “Aircraft carrier six nine, this is LNG Grand Elena, channel one six, over.”

      “Good morning, captain. Please meet me on channel six nine, over.”

      “Channel six nine.”

      Admiral reached up and changed the radio’s channel from the standard hailing channel sixteen to the less used channel sixty-nine.

      “Grand Elena, this aircraft carrier six nine on channel six nine, over.”

      “This is the Grand Elena, over.”

      “Good morning, captain. We are conducting flight operations and are restricted in our ability to maneuver. Request you alter your course to starboard and approach no closer than 5 miles. Over.”

      “Understood aircraft carrier, we are changing course to starboard.”

      “Thank you for your cooperation, captain. Enjoy the show. This is aircraft carrier six nine standing by on channel one six and six nine, out.”

      Admiral Yerger smiled at the exchange. The Ike’s bridge crew handled the exchange in their normal, professional manner, and he like the addition of the phrase ‘enjoy the show.’ There is nothing more impressive than watching flight operations from an aircraft carrier at sea. He watched as the massive ship sailed silently past the carrier.

      Damn, she’s big! I wonder…

      Admiral Yerger never completed his thought as the Grand Elena exploded with the force of an atomic bomb. The Dwight D. Eisenhower heeled over sharply to starboard. The aircraft not chained down to her deck either slid off the ship or into each other. A Hornet on final approach to the angle deck instead struck the aft section of the flight deck and exploded resulting in a massive fire. On the flight deck, anyone who was caught in the open either suffered severe flash burns or was flung over the side and into the water. Up in the superstructure, the blast shattered all the windows on the Navigation Bridge, Flag Bridge, and the primary flight control center located one deck above the bridge, which sliced the bridge watch team, pri-fly team, and some members of Admiral Yerger’s staff to ribbons.

      Within the hull, the blast’s shockwave buckled and ruptured bulkheads throughout the ship. Below the waterline, cracks in the hull allowed thousands of gallons of sea water to enter the ship’s main propulsion and auxiliary engineering spaces. The port side propeller shafts and their associated supports were ripped off the underside of the ship, resulting in further flooding.

      The water wave generated by the explosion crashed into Ike’s hangar bay. The wall of water knocked both aircraft and sailors across the bay and into either the starboard side bulkhead or out the starboard side hangar bay opening and into the sea. Aircraft handlers, maintainers, and other sailors who were moving across the hangar to transit from one part of Ike to another faced aircraft which had snapped their tie-down chains and shot across the hangar. One fifteen-ton F/A-18 Super Hornet undergoing landing gear maintenance came off its jack stands and crushed two sailors working on a nearby MH-60S helicopter against the far starboard bulkhead.

      After the heat and blast wave passed, Ike rolled back upright and settled back into her normal attitude. Down in main control, located deep within the hull down on fifth deck, the Engineering Officer of the Watch, better known as the EOOW, and the rest of the ship’s engineers struggled to keep the two nuclear reactors up and running. One of them had already scrammed which resulted in a loss of half the ship’s power. The EOOW directed the watchstanders to cross-connect the turbine-generators to the single reactor, which kept steam flowing to the generators and in doing so restored power throughout the ship. The EOOW directed the repair efforts to restore what propulsion they could.

      Since the EOOW’s calls to the bridge were unanswered, she took the initiative and sounded the ship’s general alarm. The surviving members of Ike’s ship’s company scrambled to their battle stations. Ike’s Damage Control Assistant, who had just left the navigation bridge after meeting with the ship’s Executive Officer, took charge of all damage control efforts from Main Control as each of Ike’s ten repair lockers reported ‘manned and ready.’ Investigators from all lockers scoured their areas of responsibility, reporting all fires, flooding, and warped structures back to Damage Control Central. The DCA, repair locker leaders, and the sailors in those lockers began to systematically extinguish the fires, control the flooding, and shore up any damaged decks, bulkheads, and watertight fittings. Six hours after the explosion, U.S.S. Dwight D. Eisenhower was no longer in danger of sinking, and she was making fifteen knots on her two undamaged starboard shafts. Ike’s Navigator, the senior surviving officer, took command of the ship from the auxiliary conning station located beneath the flight deck in the most forward part of the ship. He and his ad hoc bridge team began to steer their crippled aircraft carrier towards Naval Station Norfolk and home. At least that was how her journey began.
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        Norfolk International Terminals

        Norfolk, Virginia

        12 July

        1200 Local Time

        Day 1

      

      

      Oscar Thomson, the Chief Operating Officer for Norfolk International Terminals, or NIT, looked out over the huge container port from the vantage point of the facility’s control tower. Below him, ship-to-shore cranes either removed or loaded cargo containers to and from the container ships docked along the port’s six berths. Straddle carriers and gantry cranes moved the off-loaded containers to either awaiting trucks or to specially equipped rail cars for transportation out from the terminal to customers all over the eastern half of the United States. All in all, the terminal had the capacity to handle 1.22 million containers of both inbound and outbound cargo annually, and Oscar Thompson was responsible for the smooth and efficient movement of that cargo.

      Thompson looked out over the Elizabeth River, the terminal’s connection to the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. To the north of the terminal stood Naval Station, Norfolk with its piers filled with warships while to the south the river curved towards the south-east past the coal terminal at Lamberts Point and eventually to downtown Norfolk. He picked up a set of binoculars to examine an unusual ship heading past the naval piers and towards the terminal. He looked over at his terminal operations manager, Sydney Becker.

      “Hey Syd,” Thompson began. “What’s that ship coming upriver?”

      Becker looked out the window and down at her port schedule.

      “That’s the LNG Provalys, a French-registered LNG carrier. She’s suffered an engineering casualty and is heading for an anchorage off the Craney Island fuel terminal for repairs.”

      Thompson nodded and turned his attention back to the actives down on the pier. He was glad the LNG carrier was heading to Craney Island. As a fuel terminal, that facility had the equipment to handle any emergencies which may arise from the ship’s LNG cargo. NIT could handle a conventional ship or cargo fire, but not the environmental disaster that an LNG spill would entail…

      The Provalys exploded 500 yards from the NIT control tower. Oscar Thomson, Sydney Becker, and everyone working at the terminal died instantly from either the resulting fireball or the twenty pound per square inch overpressure wave which blossomed from the center of the explosion. The pressure wave swept out for a distance of two kilometers, destroying everything in its path. All of the port’s cargo container handling equipment, cranes, railroad equipage, and buildings were flattened. The ships berthed at NIT were driven into their piers, and their hulls breeched by the concrete quay walls resulting in catastrophic flooding. Several U.S. Navy destroyers berthed at the southernmost piers at Naval Station, Norfolk suffered the same fate.

      

      Five minutes earlier, and five miles to the east, Maria Bailey closed and locked the front door to Bayview Veterinary Clinic. She, her doctor, and the rest of the staff spent a busy morning seeing and treating the sick dogs and cats of the Bayview and Oceanview neighborhoods which constituted their pool of patients, and she was the last employee to leave for the day. Most of the clinic’s clients were great people who took proper care of their pets, but a small and annoying percentage of them made Maria and the rest of the staff wonder if they had the mental faculties to breathe regularly let alone own an animal. Fortunately, it was a Wednesday, so they had to put up with stupid people for only half a day.

      She turned to the left and walked towards her ancient but still running SUV. She made three steps towards freedom, stopped, and dropped her head towards her chest.

      Shit, forgot to put out the blood box.

      Maria turned back around, pulled her clinic keys from her purse, and unlocked the door. She walked through the clinic’s lobby towards the back of the clinic where the box of blood samples sat in the laboratory, just where she left it. She picked it up and headed back towards the front door where the box was hung so the samples could be picked up by the laboratory service the clinic used to test blood samples which required analysis beyond the clinic’s capabilities.

      Maria’s forgetfulness saved her life. Before she left the windowless areas of the clinic, the glass front door and lobby windows shattered as a result of the Provalys’s explosion. If she had been standing outside or closer to the front door, the shattered glass from the clinic’s door and windows, along with the windows for the bar next door, would have sliced her apart. She stepped out of what was the front door and stared in shock at the destruction she saw around her.

      The pressure wave and the heat which struck the clinic destroyed homes and other buildings as far north as Norfolk’s Willoughby Spit neighborhood, east to Norfolk International Airport, south through downtown Norfolk and into Portsmouth, and west to the Western Branch section of Chesapeake. The ships at Norfolk Naval Base not sunk at the piers took severe damage from flying debris with the thermal wave melting the paint right off the hulls. Cars and other debris clogged the Hampton Roads Bridge-Tunnel, the Downtown Tunnel, and the Mid-Town Tunnel while the blast wave damaged the series of bridges which comprised the Monitor-Merrimack Bridge-Tunnel. All this cut the city of Norfolk off from the Peninsula cities of Hampton and Newport News. Mere minutes after the explosion, most of Norfolk lay in ruins.
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        H.M.S. Warrior Museum

        Portsmouth, United Kingdom

        12 July

        1630 Local Time

        Day 1

      

      

      Morgan stood in the closet-sized officer’s stateroom on board the Victorian-era 40-gun, iron clad steam frigate, H.M.S. Warrior. He looked at his reflection in the small mirror sitting on a bookshelf mounted over a small, brightly polished, wooden writing desk. He adjusted the black tie which accompanied his U.S. Navy full dress blue uniform. He drew his hand over his now clean-shaven face, his Van Dyke beard sacrificed, in the short term, for the sake of his dress uniform. He also checked on his prosthetic eye which sat where his left eye used to be. He smirked at his mirror image as he thought back on the past three months…

      

      After the attack on Morgan and Colonel Roberts, he was welcomed warmly into the Roberts clan. He met all of Cat’s half siblings, and they gave Morgan their unanimous approval with Cat’s half-sister Maria exclaiming that Morgan was a ‘real keeper.’ Morgan and Cat divided their attentions between their respective services’ investigation into Hantu and planning the wedding. They both wanted something small with no more than twenty people total. Morgan returned briefly to his home in The Plains, Virginia to see to the guests from his side of the pond.

      He sent invitations to his three siblings, Denise and her husband Dennis, John, and his other sister, Elizabeth Anastasia, with only Beth being able to attend. He also sent an invitation to his ex-wife, Julie. Their relationship improved considerably a few months earlier when Morgan rescued her from the clutches Hantu, and she saved his life from being murdered by an enraged former Chinese Ministry for State Security assassin while in Kuala Lumpur. He received a reply from Julie a week later. Inside the response envelope was the card stating her regrets and, surprisingly, a separate letter.

      
        
        Dearest Bob,

        I must regretfully decline your gracious invitation to attend the wedding between you and Catherine. Since we last saw each other, I’ve been busy catching up with my business interests that suffered during my kidnapping, and those efforts are keeping me here in the U.S. All the best to you and your lovely bride.

        Julie

        

        P.S. Enclosed is a picture showing the kidnapping wasn’t all bad.

      

      

      Morgan looked in the envelope again and saw a small, wallet-sized picture. He picked it up and saw Julie in the arms of a man wearing a polo-style shirt with the logo of the private military company, Constellis. The couple stood in front of the Lincoln Memorial. He recognized the gentleman immediately as First Sargent Troy Hester, U.S. Army, retired, and smirked to himself.

      Top! You sly dog! Well good for the two of you. You both deserve to be happy.

      Morgan rounded out the U.S. guest list with his best friend at the Agency and computer guy, Lloyd Decker, who would serve as his best man, the Deputy Director of Intelligence’s assistant, the lovely Ms. Colleen Biggins, and the DDI himself, General Ronald Bailey. They all would be flown out to the U.K. on one of the Agency’s Air Branch Gulfstream business jets by Susan, another friend of Morgan’s. Since the ceremony took place during a meeting of the Five Eyes intelligence alliance members in London, the use of an Agency jet was warranted.

      While Morgan was in Virginia, Cat was busy with final preparations in London. She chose a dress, arranged the flowers, caterer, and music. Cat worked minor miracles, with the aid of her two half-sisters, to ensure everything was ready by the day of the ceremony. She was also the couple’s point of contact for the best wedding venue a couple of history geeks could ever want, the H.M.S. Warrior Museum.

      H.M.S. Warrior started life as a 420-foot-long, nine thousand-ton, steam powered armored sailing frigate commissioned by the Royal Navy in 1861. She had a hybrid sail/steam propulsion system that drove the ship at speeds up to 17.5 knots with the horizontally mounted, two-cylinder reciprocating steam engines capable of speeds up to 14 knots. She was armed with 26 smoothbore muzzle-loading 68-pounder (206 mm) guns, 10 rifled breechloading 110-pounder (178 mm) guns, and 4 rifled breechloading 40-pounder (121 mm) guns. A four and half inch belt of iron and teak wood armor provided protection to the ship’s hull. She was rebuilt to her original Victorian era configuration starting in the late 1970s and became a museum in 1987.

      

      Morgan’s thoughts returned to the present, and he looked around the stateroom. It was six feet wide by about eight feet deep with a polished wood bed and chest of drawers combination mounted on the white-painted outboard bulkhead. A porthole above the bed provided the only light into the room. To Morgan, it wasn’t much smaller than the stateroom he shared with a Royal Navy Officer and friend, the newly promoted Commodore Magnus Carr, on the destroyer U.S.S. Winston S. Churchill.

      The more things change…

      Morgan heard a knock at the door.

      “Enter,” Morgan said in his best command voice.

      The stateroom door opened, and General Bailey walked in wearing a well-tailored dark grey suit and carrying both a garment bag and box.

      “General Bailey!” Morgan began. “You made it. How was the flight over, sir?”

      “Just fine, Susan’s a great pilot, and she kept the trip nice and smooth. Here, I have a wedding present from me, Admiral Fitzpatrick, and the Director,” the General handed the garment bag to Morgan.

      Morgan looked at the General with a mixed expression of confusion and curiosity as he hooked the bag to the stateroom’s bookshelf. He pulled the zipper down and gasped in surprise. Inside was a U.S. Navy full dress blue jacket identical, down to the full-sized medals and warfare pins, to the one draped over the stateroom’s chair, except for the stripes on the cuffs. His jacket had two, half inch-wide gold stripes with a single, quarter inch-wide gold stripe between them and a single gold star sewn above the stripes, the rank emblem of a Lieutenant Commander. The jacket in the garment bag had the gold star and three, half inch-wide gold stripes, the rank emblem of a full Commander. General Bailey looked on in amusement.

      “While you’ve been running around planning the wedding, the navy reserve Commander selection list came out. Dennis and I spoke with your reserve unit Commanding Officer, and we arranged for you be frocked to your new rank. You’ll fill out all the paperwork when you get back to the States. Meanwhile, allow me to be the first one to congratulate you, Commander.”

      General Bailey offered his hand and Morgan shook it gladly.

      “Thank you, General. I had no idea I was up for promotion. This is an amazing wedding present indeed, sir. How did you get my size?”

      “Chop helped with that since he has all your measurements. He also procured all the medals and warfare emblems.”

      The General removed the new jacket from the garment bag and held it up.

      “May I help you with this?”

      Morgan turned around and held his arms and General Bailey slid the jacket over them. Morgan shrugged his shoulders to put the jacket in its proper place. He wove his dress sword belt through the zippered slit on the jacket’s left-hand side before buckling the buckle and attaching his sword to the belt’s gold hook. He fastened the jacket’s three gold buttons. He executed the ‘Picard Maneuver’ by pulling the jacket down at the waist for one final adjustment. While Morgan fixed his jacket, General Bailey opened the box and pulled out Morgan’s new uniform cover, a white combination cap with the gold crossed anchors, silver eagle and shield on its front, and the gold ‘scrambled eggs’ braid on the visor that led to its nickname of ‘brass hat.’ Morgan took the new cover and placed it square on his head. General Bailey gave Morgan the once over and nodded his head in approval.
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