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THE UNITED STATES COAST GUARD CUTTER HARRY CLAIBORNE WAS NOT A PRETTY ship. With her black hull, gawky foredeck crane, and overhanging pilothouse, it was plain to see that in the old naval architectural battle of form versus function, the latter had won.


As a Keeper-class buoy tender, the Claiborne—Dirty Harry to her crew—was slow, unarmed, and ungainly. Now a quarter-century old, she represented the unglamorous half of the U.S. Coast Guard that services thousands of buoys and navigation aids to make the nation’s waterways safe. A vital mission to be sure—if not a pretty one.


In fairness, she’d had her glory moments. Once, Dirty Harry had ferried a First Lady at a New Orleans Fourth of July event. A few years later, she hauled up a previously missing World War II Navy PBY off the Atlantic floor, earning her way into the papers by dispelling a Bermuda Triangle myth. Plaques and news cutouts were framed in the passageways to mark these august occasions for the crew.


Such adornments were nice—but also telling. For the buoy tender would always be a far cry from the sleek, celebrated cutters that civilians normally envision when they think of the Coast Guard.


This was a source of regular embarrassment for Petty Officer Second Class Billy Gesparek of Spokane, Washington, the man at her helm on this clear South American night. Whenever Billy was back in Spokane on leave, some old-timer or former high school classmate would ask him how many rescues he’d performed. “None,” he’d inevitably answer, followed by something defensive like “We do a lot more than that.”


From a watch position at the far right of Dirty Harry’s bridge, Chief Bart Novak shot an irritated glance toward his helmsman. “Hey. Wake up, Gesparek. You’re drifting.” The chief then went back to sipping coffee from his enormous trucker-style travel mug.


Billy squeezed the wheel and tried to follow the little markers on the digital chart plotter to stay on course, while avoiding an urge to cuss. The rebuke seemed a little unfair to him.


As he saw it, it was damn near impossible to keep Dirty Harry moving in a straight line, especially in the waters of Guyana, a tiny sliver of a country on South America’s northeastern shoulder. For starters, there were the strong Caribbean tides that came streaming into this muddy little bay. Then there were the coral reefs, submerged wrecks, and half-finished oil pipelines they were constantly steering to avoid. As if those hazards weren’t enough, on nights like this one, when the sky was so clear that the Milky Way glowed like a cloud, the warm winds rolled in off the cooling sugarcane fields with such force that Billy could still smell the stalks.


Whenever that happened, the land breeze pushed Dirty Harry’s ugly crane and bulbous bow around like a bathtub toy. Even the autopilot couldn’t keep up.


Billy, however, was a prime helmsman, requested by most watch officers for his skills. On this night, he soon had Harry back on course—a feat he would have accomplished with or without the chief’s squawking. Before long, the watch officer had little to do other than sip his coffee, peer through his binoculars, and mumble an occasional complaint about the shallow seas.


After a while, the winds eased in the lee of a headland, and the bow behaved such that Billy could activate the autopilot again. That gave him the rare freedom to look out the bridge windows. He saw that the moon was getting low in the west and stared at the silvery waves until his eyes glazed over, dreaming of his next duty station.


When Dirty Harry eventually squeezed into her home berth in Mobile, Alabama, Billy would pack his two-room apartment and drive his Toyota pickup across the country in a northwest diagonal line that wouldn’t end until he hit the Pacific. He had orders to Surfman—a dream he’d so coveted that he always kept the official dispatch from the communications shack in his breast pocket. Tonight, whenever the chief wasn’t looking, he raised a hand from the wheel to touch the pocket with two fingers.


Officially called the National Motor Lifeboat School, Surfman was a training academy at the far west end of his home state of Washington, just off the deadly Columbia River Bar, otherwise known as “the graveyard of ships.” Once he got up there, Billy hoped to become a coxswain on one of the fast forty-seven-foot motor lifeboats that charged into waves like a torpedo and, if toppled, could roll upright again with the ease of a river kayak. As a Surfman graduate, by God, he’d have a thing or two to tell the folks back home.


For now, though, he rechecked the course in the digital compass and watched the thin needles on the engine gauges. It irked him a little that the inrushing flood tide was slowing them down. To counter it, he goosed the throttles to get to nine knots, just three short of Dirty Harry’s pathetic top speed. As he saw it, the two thousand miles to Mobile couldn’t tick down fast enough.


When Billy had first heard that Dirty Harry was deploying to the Caribbean, he’d envisaged gin-clear waters, sugar-white beaches, and sunbaked beauties. The reality had been depressingly different.


He’d spent his entire six-week assignment in a muddy river estuary outside the Guyanese capital of Georgetown, a city whose population was about the same as Spokane, equally as industrial, and a hell of a lot hotter. Throughout the deployment, Billy had found scant relief from Guyana’s lashing sun. If there was even a sandy swimming beach, he’d never found it—let alone any sunbaked beauties.


Georgetown’s only redeeming quality, it seemed to him, was that the world’s largest natural gas reservoir had been discovered beneath its bay, as evidenced by the three towering drilling platforms—GOPLATs, as the Coast Guard called them—in and around which Dirty Harry had floated for the last month and a half.


Those GOPLATs had been the whole point of the mission. In their looming shadows, Harry’s crew had spent most days churning the dirty waters to auger buoy cables into the muck between the reefs. They’d marked dangerous shoals with posts and performed geological surveys for the chart makers at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. Having endured the racing tides, jagged rocks, and reeking mud for forty days and forty nights, Billy had decided NOAA and the oil companies could have this hellhole.


With the winds abating, he considered increasing the throttles again to get her to ten knots. He stopped himself for fear the chief would notice and settled on the notion that his only option was patience—a virtue which, like most men of twenty-five, he sorely lacked.


On the far side of the headland, a sudden gust knocked Harry’s bow to port. Billy switched off the autopilot and went back to his battle with the helm, mulling over the interminability of the voyage ahead of them.


He was comforted by the notion that the skipper planned a refueling stop in San Juan, Puerto Rico. Scuttlebutt held that the island had become the new spring break it-destination for Florida State coeds. While steering skillfully, Billy’s mind blossomed with the same set of pleasant Caribbean images it had concocted six weeks earlier.


“Billy, steady up on three-zero-five. Let’s get over this damn shoal.”


“Aye, Chief. Steadying up on three-zero-five.”


The helmsman swept his eyes over the instrument panel. It seemed to him that the trouble with night watches wasn’t so much the lack of sleep as the utter boredom. It was easy for a man to fall into a mental distraction. That wasn’t the case during the day. Then, he was usually too busy repairing slimy buoy cables, lifting rusted junk out of the water, hosing down the fouled deck, or chipping rust to think of anything except the mess in his hands. But standing the midnight to 0400 fired his imagination like a psychedelic drug.


With the bow under control again, he went back to looking at the water. A distant yellow light blinked on the formless horizon. The light could be mistaken for a flickering star, since there was no visual separation between sea and sky. But Billy knew what it was.


“Chief, I have a light on GOPLAT Marlin bearing zero-two-two, one mile,” he announced. “At your two o’clock.”


Bart Novak, ten years older than Billy and sporting an unfortunate deployment mustache, put down his big mug and swiveled his binoculars to the east. “Those guys are up early. I see welders’ torches. My brother’s a welder.”


Billy waited a few seconds before responding. “He like it?”


Novak lowered the binoculars and scratched at his mustache, though he didn’t answer the question. “Probably the last time we’ll lay eyes on Marlin. You going to miss all this, Gesparek?”


“Miss Georgetown? Are you kidding me?”


“The work, I meant. You’re not going to do any navaid stuff up there in Oregon. Until you flunk out of Surfman.”


“Not flunking out of Surfman,” Billy muttered.


“You better not. The pride of Dirty Harry is going there with you.”


Billy swallowed, anxious to change the subject. “Chief, Marlin now bears zero-three-five. We’re passing over one of her pipelines, depth forty-four feet.”


Novak watched the faint flicker of the distant welders. The GOPLAT’s builders called it Marlin. Two other GOPLATs, Mako and Mackerel, were just beyond it and still under construction.


All three were the product of a joint venture between the Guyanese government and a consortium of American oil giants. Dirty Harry’s mission had been to mark safe passage for the mammoth American tankers and processing ships that would arrive in these shallow, shoal-strewn waters in the next year or two.


The currents kept Billy busy at the wheel until he found a relative heading that kept her crabbing forward on a true course. His mind soon drifted, imagining himself out there in the Pacific surf, sweeping in on his motor lifeboat to rescue a handful of college girls from a sailboat caught in a riptide. Then the current beneath Dirty Harry’s keel shifted with the uneven seafloor.


“Gesparek, current’s picking up again.”


“I got it, Chief.”


“Say position.”


“Approaching the edge of the Orinoco Shelf.” Billy glanced at the chart plotter to be precise. “Two hundred yards to King’s Reef. Coming up on the Chute.”


Novak leaned closer to a display that showed him a sonar echo of the seafloor. It was a jagged line, interrupted by massive coral buildups. There was only one way through it—the so-called Chute. “Roger. Call out your depth at intervals. Steer to avoid hazards.”


“Steer to avoid, aye, Chief.” Gesparek repeated the numbers on the depth sounder as the water got shallower. “We’re at forty. Thirty. Now twenty feet, Chief Novak.”


“Twenty?”


“Yes, Chief. We’re right over King’s Reef.”


“Right. All stop. Zero drift.”


Gesparek snapped the throttles back to reverse, then idle. The massive twin diesels in the ship’s bowels slowed to a steady hum. The chief walked behind the console and parked himself next to Billy. He stroked the wisps of his mustache and surveyed the chart plotter, mumbling to himself.


“Get to a more detailed view,” he ordered.


Billy zoomed in tightly on their position. Together, they studied the squiggly brown lines that marked treacherous shoals.


“Goddamned maze,” breathed the chief. “Set EOT for three knots.”


“EOT for three knots, aye.” Billy notched the throttles forward, barely.


In the old days, when bridge controls relayed commands to the engine room for workers to adjust the machinery, the throttle was appropriately called the engine order telegraph, EOT. Dirty Harry’s throttles were connected directly to the diesel engines, like any other modern boat. But in the hidebound maritime service, the old EOT name had stuck.


Billy was particularly good with the EOT and bow thruster controls. He’d navigated this maze twenty-five times when placing buoys between Marlin and Mako. He twirled the wheel and adjusted his throttles with the deftness of an airline pilot on approach. A few times he nosed Harry sideways with the bow thruster, then let her drift, before bringing her back on course.


“Sharp work,” acknowledged Novak.


“Thanks, Chief.”


Ignoring the seas outside, Billy kept his eyes on the chart plotter, scanning every sensor. Still, a single thought that distracted him for a few seconds managed to creep in. It was that maybe the chief had been right—maybe he would miss this after all. Dirty Harry was a uniquely maneuverable vessel.


While tubby above the waves, she was unexpectedly graceful below. Unlike the propeller and rudder that guided most ships, Harry moved with Z-drives—self-contained propulsion pods that could swivel beneath the hull in a full three-sixty. The result was incomparable maneuverability.


“Steady,” warned Novak, pointing at the sonar display. A jagged hill loomed ahead on the sea surface. They would have marked it during their deployment, but the submerged peak was far enough away from the GOPLATs that it was outside their area of responsibility. Billy moved the ship swiftly around it.


“Morning, gents,” said Hannah Mackenzie at the pilothouse door. “Sounds like you’ve got some real ship-driving going on up here.”


“Morning, Skipper,” Novak answered. With mock formality, he followed with “Captain on the bridge!”


She half smiled and looped her orange, rubberized binoculars around her neck. Billy had never seen his captain without them; he considered them an appendage.


The chief stroked his wispy mustache again. “You can catch up on your sleep, ma’am. We got this.”


“Nah. Can’t shake the adrenaline of the midnight departure. Where are we, anyway?”


“South edge of the Orinoco Shelf,” answered the chief. “In the Chute.”


She rubbed her eyes and adjusted her USCGC Harry Claiborne ball cap over her braided hair. Twenty-nine years old, she wore the double silver bars of a lieutenant on her dark blue fatigues.


She glanced at the helmsman. “How’s she feel, Billy? Z-drives performing well?”


He dared not raise his eyes from the chart plotter as he maneuvered. “Yes, ma’am. Z-drives are four-oh.”


“How much longer?”


“Six hundred yards left in the Chute. I should get us through it in about fifteen minutes.”


Her face dimmed by the spare red light, the skipper nodded, then climbed into her elevated captain’s chair near the windows. Billy had spent many a wistful hour looking at that chair—but only the captain was ever allowed to use it.


“Looks like they’re already at work over on Marlin,” she said, staring through her binoculars at the distant, flickering light.


“Yes, ma’am,” the chief said.


“I’m surprised the gas and oil drilling unions allow it.”


“My brother’s a welder.”


“You should tell him to work down here. These guys make a ton.”


“Yeah. But he says there’s a special certification for oil work. Can’t afford the school. Catch-22.”


The skipper kept the binoculars to her face and looked at the rest of the horizon.


Billy saw a black symbol blink on the chart plotter, which was unexpected. To keep the ship safe from the coral, he pulled the EOTs back to idle.


“Officer of the deck,” he said. “Possible contact bearing two-six-three, five miles.”


“Is it broadcasting?” asked the chief. Most maritime contacts sent out a signal to show the name and type of vessel.


“Negative, Chief. It’s pure radar. Not broadcasting.”


Chief Novak came to Billy’s side for a look. The chart plotter was synced to the surface search radar on Dirty Harry’s mast. It was also possible to check the raw feed on the radarscope, though rarely required. Novak sidestepped to study it carefully. He then went back to the chart plotter.


“Captain,” he announced. “We’ve got an unknown radar contact bearing two-six-three, five miles.”


She looked west, though five miles was a long way for a visual, even at the elevated height of Dirty Harry’s bridge. “Surface contact? Boat?”


“Not sure. More like an object. From the nature of the radar return, looks to be a mast just coming up over the horizon. But if it’s a boat, it ain’t moving.”


“Five miles to the west … Isn’t that the edge of Orinoco Reef?” She hopped down from her chair and approached them. “Show me.”


“Here, ma’am.” Billy tapped the chart plotter. “It’s right there, on the eastern edge of Orinoco Reef.”


“Watch the coral,” admonished Novak. “We don’t want to drift onto it.”


Billy worked on the engines while the chief directed the captain to the radarscope. “There, ma’am. See what I mean about a mast?” The dot, a representation of the energy from a reflected radio wave, was threaded by a jagged green line.


“Huh.” She crossed her arms. “Put us in a hover, Gesparek.”


Billy slipped the throttles to neutral and toggled the autopilot’s hover setting. Using pinpoint GPS, Dirty Harry’s navigation computers would swivel the Z-drives to keep the cutter in the exact same spot in the ocean.


The silence grew long. “Orders, ma’am?” asked the chief.


Hannah Mackenzie was all of five and a half feet tall with ginger hair and freckles. Her thick-soled boots and ball cap provided another few inches. She cupped her chin with her hand. “Bart, I’m thinking that might be a stranded shrimp fisher.”


“That far west? That shallow?”


“Could have run aground in transit,” she said. “Anything on the guard freqs before this? Any radio traffic at all?”


“Negative, ma’am,” said Novak and Gesparek in unison.


The captain uncrossed her arms and leaned on the console. “’Kay. Let’s try a guard hail.”


Billy unclipped the UHF radio mic and held it close to his lips, making sure he was broadcasting on the “guard” frequency that all marine traffic in the area was supposed to monitor. “Unknown vessel in the vicinity of Orinoco Reef. This is United States Coast Guard cutter Harry Claiborne, over.”


In a stationary hover, the Claiborne rose and fell quietly on the dark coastal swell. Billy repeated the call three times, but there was no response.


Lieutenant Mackenzie was a graduate of the United States Coast Guard Academy in New London, Connecticut. Not counting her summer sea excursions as a cadet, she had six full years at sea under her belt. Abetting that, she’d been raised in Juneau, Alaska, the daughter of a king crab fisherman. She’d sooner die than ignore a stranded mariner.


“Someone’s stuck out there,” she decreed, fists balled at her sides. “How close can we get?”


“Let me figure it,” the chief said.


He adjusted the chart plotter, zooming in and out of the area near the radar return. “We’d need to thread through these coral patches, here. It gets down to two feet in some spots. We might have five feet at this tide level—close enough to launch the motor whaleboat. We could drop the hook over here in the trough.”


The motor whaleboat was a rubber Zodiac with an outboard—another outdated equipment name.


Mackenzie cast an impish grin, magnified by the red light of the bridge. “Billy, are you ready to try your first surf rescue?”


Gesparek’s head snapped up. “Absolutely, ma’am!”


She chuckled. “Let’s get him, boys. Chief, back up Gesparek on the controls. It’s gonna get ugly in there among the reef breakers.”


“Aye, aye, ma’am,” the chief responded.


For the next twenty minutes, Gesparek worked the nimble Claiborne through the shallow seas with the chief at his side. He announced their position to Lieutenant Mackenzie when they were in a relatively deep trough with enough room to drop the anchor and swing safely.


“Okay,” she replied from behind her binoculars. “Let’s make sure before we get the sea-and-anchor detail out of the rack. Try ’em again, Billy.”


Billy repeated the call on the guard frequency. Still no reply.


“Hit the lights,” she ordered.


Billy cranked the knob for the powerful spotlights on Dirty Harry’s mast, directing them with a joystick to the thick of the reef, three hundred yards off their port bow. He saw the slosh of white water creaming over partially submerged rocks.


The captain swept her binoculars back and forth. “No navigation lights,” she reported. “I got nothing but dark. Maybe we—”


She was cut off by a staticky screech from the radio speaker. The chief immediately cranked it down. “Damn. That was weird,” he said.


“We’ve lost radar,” Gesparek announced. “Screen’s blanked.”


“What do you mean blanked?” asked the captain, leaning back to see for herself.


“Screen’s whited out, ma’am.” Billy pointed to the glass scope. It was glowing brightly, like an old TV tube, ruining their night vision.


She dropped the binoculars to her chest and hurried to his side. “Chart plotter still functioning?”


“Yes, ma’am. I’m going to have to go hard to starboard to stay in this trough.”


“Do it.”


Beside her, the chief rotated through the radio channels and played with the squelches. Then he tried the long-range HF high-frequency band and the international maritime satellite phone called Inmarsat. “All comms down, ma’am. Nothing but static.”


“What the hell?” she asked, running her fingers over the radio controls and getting the same result.


Gesparek had completed a turn to the east to stay in the trough. The foundering vessel they’d spotted on radar—if that’s what it was—lay somewhere behind them now.


“This isn’t right,” the captain declared, one hand on her hip, orange binoculars hanging from her neck. She backed to the comms console and snagged the HF mic to broadcast in the blind. “This is United States Coast Guard cutter Harry Claiborne. We are at—”


A loud thud boomed behind them.


Simultaneously, the ship tilted suddenly forward as its stern bucked out of the water.


Thrown from the comms console, the skipper slammed into Gesparek. An instant later, like the whiplash from a car collision, they flew back as the stern splashed down. Warning lights all over the control panel blinked. A deafening fire alarm howled in a low wail that rose to a repeating high pitch.


The chief ran to the aft-facing starboard bridge wing. The captain shot a dismayed glance at Billy, while his hands flew over the ship’s controls. “Steerage?” she yelled over the fire alarm.


“Negative, ma’am!”


“Power?”


“Unresponsive!”


Bracing herself against a sickening port list, Mackenzie grasped the microphone for the ship’s intercom system, known as the 1MC. “This is the captain. All hands set condition Zebra throughout the ship. Damage control party alpha report ASAP. This is not a drill. Repeat, not a drill.” She lowered the mic when the chief ran back inside from the bridge wing.


“Fire amidships!” he cried as he burst through the hatch. “Second deck! Starboard waist to stern!”


“What kind of fire?” she hollered back.


The chief convulsed with a wretch before answering. “Fuel oil!”


The captain put the 1MC mic close to her mouth. The list had kicked to the left another few degrees. “Fire teams one through four. Class B fire reported at stanchion twenty-six-tack-eight-tack-five. Set protective barrier around fuel bladders.” Gesparek could hear her voice echoing behind him.


She put the mic back in its holder and cranked the volume on the walkie-talkies in the cradle below it. Static screeched at them.


Dirty Harry’s port list had increased to ten degrees. The captain clutched a handhold on the comms panel to keep her balance. “Chief! Get back there. I need to know what’s happening. Go! Now!”


The chief rushed out the hatch while the list ticked a few more alarming degrees to port. Billy clung to his station at the steering console. The captain tried to get back to the walkie-talkies.


She was nearly there when an air concussion blew her from her feet, bouncing her off the port bulkhead in a flash of blinding light.


Billy was blasted away from the wheel right along with her. Staggering to her knees, the captain crawled to the port bridge wing hatch, undogged it, and stumbled outside. She clutched the rail to get upright and looked back at the rest of her ship. She immediately coughed from the thick black smoke blowing into her.


“Ma’am!” Billy shouted next to her, his face bleeding, his head throbbing. He’d toppled into the emergency locker before following her. He shoved a bulky Day-Glo-orange life vest to his captain.


Shrugging into it, she stared down at black water reflecting yellow firelight. A sudden hot gust made her cough uncontrollably and turn away. Billy pulled his T-shirt over his nose and hacked furiously.


The captain turned and grappled over equipment in the uphill climb back onto the bridge. Billy pushed her from behind while she used her arms for leverage. Racked by coughs, they both made it inside. They could scarcely breathe.


“What’s the depth here?” she sputtered.


“Forty feet, ma’am,” Billy wheezed. “We’re still in the trough—”


His face smeared with soot, Chief Novak nearly fell through the starboard hatch, coughing furiously and sliding into the steering console. The ball cap he’d been wearing was gone, but he’d found a life jacket. His wispy mustache had curled and blackened.


“Couldn’t … make it very far back,” he rasped, close to them. “Fire … coming up from the second deck. Fully evolved. Red-hot.”


Straining to be heard over the fire alarm, the captain shouted through cupped hands. “Damage control report?”


“Couldn’t see a goddamned thing, ma’am,” the chief managed. “Smoke’s too thick.”


“Hull damage?”


Doubled over in a wretch, Novak nodded. When he straightened, his eyes looked like pools of blood. Billy saw smoke rising from his shoulders. “I … tried to make it to the crew mess and engine room. No go. We’re taking on water.”


Hannah Mackenzie’s mouth parted in disbelief. She turned to Gesparek. “Could we have hit a reef?”


He shook his head forcefully. “Negative. No way, ma’am.”


The chief had gained some control over his coughing fit. “That couldn’t cause this, Captain. Something blew up.” He rubbed his eyes and blew his nose into his shirttail.


“What then? A fuel line?”


Just as the chief was trying to answer, the bridge went completely dark.


A second later, yellow battle lanterns bolted to the ceiling girders clicked on. Billy could see blue smoke hovering before his eyes in the harsh white light. He touched the throttles and turned the wheel. He felt no resistance. The engine needles were dead.


“Maybe a power surge building in the engine room took the radios and radars offline,” the chief hollered. “We’re on backup DC power. Radios work yet?”


Hanging on to a stanchion, the captain grabbed the UHF radio microphone and dialed the frequency for the tiny Guyanese navy. They’d had several liaisons with their three American-made patrol boats over the prior six weeks.


“Mayday, Mayday, Mayday, this is U.S. Coast Guard cutter Harry Claiborne. We are in distress, listing, on fire …” She continued to describe their condition and rattled off their coordinates. She paused to listen for a response.


Nothing.


She dropped the mic. It swung at a slant.


“We’re top-heavy,” the chief warned, gripping a ceiling girder. “Might capsize.”


As if to prove his point, the big crane on the foredeck broke loose from its tether lines. With a stomach-churning groan, it swung to port. Under the glare of the mast’s bright lights, they could see its big heavy hook splash into the water. The port list notched a few degrees farther with the crane’s weight.


Lieutenant Hannah Mackenzie, captain of the Claiborne, put the 1MC microphone close to her lips.


Before she spoke, Billy watched her close her reddened eyes and swallow hard.


Finally, she thumbed the 1MC’s microphone button. “This is the captain. Abandon ship. I say again, all hands abandon ship.”


THOUGH THE SUN HADN’T YET RISEN, THE WATER WAS STILL WARM.


Just before Dirty Harry had rolled over, three crew members floated up, alive and unharmed. The three junior enlisted sailors had been on the starboard side, trying to free the motor whaleboat—until the fire had melted its rubber sponsons and tossed the boat on them like a burning tree.


Billy, the captain, the chief, and the three from the whaleboat crew bobbed silently on the sea. Billy could barely fathom the depths of strain on the captain. As though respecting her privacy, he kept his eyes on Dirty Harry’s slimy black hull, some thirty yards away. Flames from the floating fuel fire lit the four Z-drive pods. The propellers swiveled aimlessly, like windmills in a ghost town.


The young coastguardsman did the grim math. With six survivors, it meant twelve of his shipmates were trapped inside the overturned buoy tender. He’d heard the report from one of the survivors from the whaleboat. Flames had roared through the crew mess. Water had risen from the deck plates and into the crew quarters. They’d been drowned in their beds.


“Nearest land is the reef, a thousand yards west,” the captain said, snugging a lifeline to string them together. “Form a line abreast.”


For the next few minutes, they kicked and paddled in a single line, floating on their backs. Before long, they were quiet again, looking back at their ruined ship. The keel was at a thirty-degree angle to the waterline, and the bow had disappeared.


“She’s going down,” the captain decreed. “We need to get away from the suction. Keep an eye out for survivors. On your backs. Kick!”


While they churned the water, they stared through the floating flames at the overturned wreck. When they’d made it about fifty yards, they heard several loud pops. The captain quit kicking, and the rest followed her lead.


In the glow of the oil fire, they watched the United States Coast Guard cutter Harry Claiborne tilt vertically. Her stern hung suspended for a moment while air popped and gurgled at her waist. Then, as though entering a hot bath, Dirty Harry eased slowly beneath the waves.


She left nothing but boiling seafoam and flaming oil swirling behind her.


“Kick,” the captain ordered.


For five full minutes, they kicked in silence. Billy passed the time by tilting his head back and studying the sky. He saw that the approaching dawn had blotted out the stars. It would be a clear day, he could see, yet another hot one. His mind drifted back to the explosion that had broken Dirty Harry’s back. As if speaking ill of the dead, none of them had said much about it.


“Keep kicking. We’ll get picked up by sunrise,” the captain exhorted.


She reminded them of her repeated Mayday calls and the usual daytime sea traffic in these waters. While they were out of sight of Marlin, she added, they would swim to the shrimp-fishing waters. Their life vests were equipped with whistles and shiny plastic signaling mirrors. As soon as the sun came up, they’d get rescued, she insisted.


A few minutes later, Billy Gesparek realized they wouldn’t have to wait that long. Having grown up with boats on summer vacations to Priest Lake, Idaho, he thought he heard a familiar sound in the water—an outboard boat engine ticking along.


To ensure it wasn’t wishful thinking, he stopped kicking, held his breath, and tilted his head back to fully submerge his ears. The peculiar property of sound traveling through the water confirmed his suspicion. An engine was buzzing away in the distance.


“Stop kicking!” he shouted. “Quiet!” Once they were all floating and still, Billy dipped his head for more than ten seconds. He raised it excitedly and spit the salt water out of his mouth. “I hear a boat! It’s coming this way!”


“Where?” asked the captain.


“Behind us.” He watched the captain dip her head. “Hear it?” he asked when she came back up, spitting.


“Whistles, people!” she commanded as soon as she could, nodding. “Hard as you can blow!”


Their whistles screeched over the surf. It wasn’t long before they could hear the outboard motor without dipping their heads. Moments later, a small searchlight blinked and scanned the swells near them, just a few hundred yards away.


“Splash!” the captain yelled.


As they’d been trained, the survivors flopped their arms to send water into the air. “Here!” they called and thrashed. “Over here! Over here!”


The searchlight stopped moving. It settled on them. The engine got louder as the boat came closer.


When it was just twenty yards away, Gesparek, squinting against the bright light, could discern the outlines of two men standing on the bow of the big metal boat. Without even realizing it, he briefly touched the Surfman orders that were still in his breast pocket. Deliverance was at hand. He whooped and waved his arms—partially to direct them in, but also because he was relieved, and it felt good to move.


But then he froze. Ecstasy was replaced by a cold stab of fear.


He saw that the men on the bow were holding objects up to their faces. They were aiming assault rifles at them. They wore masks; only their eyes were visible.


“Down!” screamed Gesparek.


“Submerge and scatter!” roared the captain, suddenly seeing it, too.


The crew rolled awkwardly to remove the bulky life vests pinning them to the surface. Those who’d gotten loose swam crazily, roiling the water.


But it was all too late. The gunmen on the bow opened fire, rattling away on full automatic. Dirty Harry’s crew were sitting ducks. When their bodies stopped moving, the gunmen quit firing. The boat drove forward, pushing the floating Coast Guardsmen sideways in the bow wave.


Billy Gesparek had been hit in the shoulder. Knowing that his shipmates were all probably dead, he lay back on the waves and played possum, waiting for the boat to leave. He grit his teeth against the searing pain and breathed slightly through his nose, trying to keep his chest still.


He heard water swishing against the boat’s hull. The wake covered his face, but he didn’t open his eyes. The insides of his eyelids glowed red when the light settled on them.


He never felt the headshot that ended his young life.


At last, of the lost United States Coast Guard cutter Harry Claiborne, it could finally be said that she’d make her mark on history.


She’d just become the first Coast Guard cutter ever lost with all hands.
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GEORGETOWN, GUYANA


MARCH 1, 0930





THE CHILL OF THE AIR-CONDITIONING AT GEORGETOWN’S MARRIOTT HOTEL WAS LONG forgotten by the time Jack Ryan, Jr., finished walking his first block. He had five more to go before he made it to his destination, the Guyanese Parliament building, and already he could feel sweat sliding down his armpits, back, and knees. He did his best to ignore it, for he had other things on his mind.


With a suit jacket slung over one shoulder and a messenger bag on the other, Jack strode down Water Street along the banks of the muddy, fast-flowing Demerara River. The mocha-colored water was narrow and deep, carrying so much silt from the inland jungles that it colored Georgetown’s entire bay.


Below Jack, on the contrastingly green banks, he watched men cast lines, hoping to hook a peacock bass. Out in the river’s center, where the current was strong, the occasional broken tree swirled by in a gurgle of tan bubbles. Often the logs were huge and sturdy, broken hulks from the thick rainforests upriver, caught in the slipstream, where they’d finish their fates as Atlantic driftwood. Each time one went by, Jack was amazed at how fast they traveled.


After a quarter mile, Water Street turned inland, pointing Jack to Georgetown’s interior. He joined a family of pedestrians at a stoplight, waiting to cross the road. Here, farther from the river, the scant breeze had stopped. Jack flicked his thumb across his forehead, sluicing sweat away like a windshield wiper.


A woman smiled at him, her big teeth glowing white against her dark face. She had a light bonnet wrapped over her head to guard against the sun. Beside her, three young boys in school uniforms—white shirts over blue shorts—clung to her print dress.


“You need a hat,” the largest of the boys said to Jack, peering up at him. Though only about ten, Jack noticed the boy already spoke with the faintly Caribbean-British accent he’d come to enjoy in Georgetown.


“You’re probably right,” Jack replied, shading his eyes.


The woman glanced at him. “You really should wear one. Your neck is already pink.” She rested her hand on her youngest boy’s shoulder. “We always keep an eye out for visitors here, don’t we, boys?” Each nodded solemnly at her.


“I’m leaving today,” Jack declared. “But thank you.” He went back to watching the long line of traffic, still waiting for the light to change.


The woman regarded Jack curiously. “Where are you leaving for?”


“Washington, D.C.”


“So you’re going to the government buildings, then. Is that right?”


“Yes. That’s right.”


“And you walked all the way from the big American hotel?”


Jack could feel the boys’ blinking eyes on him as they waited for him to answer. “Yes, I did. I happen to think it’s good to get out and see a place,” he said. “And I like Georgetown.”


“May I ask what you like about it?”


The mother’s eyes lingered on Jack as he stared straight ahead, groping for an answer. In the few seconds of this chance encounter at an intersection, it seemed to him there was precious little time to express the thoughts running through his mind.


When he said he liked Georgetown, he didn’t mean the weather, muddy river, or lashing rains that came over the sugarcane fields. Rather, he liked the people, the plucky attitude, the outright promise of the place unfolding before his eyes.


During a ten-day business trip, Jack had formed the view that Georgetown was that rare frontier settlement where something amazing was about to happen, where the rest of the world was about to come rushing in, like San Francisco before the gold rush. The charm lay in its innocence, the way its citizens didn’t realize their coming significance, like a beautiful adolescent girl who had no time for mirrors. But he couldn’t figure out how to say all of that to this young mother and her three boys.


The light turned green. One of the boys rummaged through his knapsack and produced a small white handkerchief. He held it out to Jack as he was about to cross the street. “For your head, sir,” he said earnestly.


Jack knelt. Accepting it with dignity, he thanked the boy with a clap on the shoulder.


Before long, Jack found himself walking in a tightly packed grid of colonial buildings. Ahead of schedule, he slowed to watch a cricket match with players in their teens. The nearby school had mowed an oval in a vacant lot dotted with bowing palm trees.


Jack found a patch of shade with a mild Atlantic breeze and tried to make sense of the game, until he heard the church bells clanging from the belfry atop the whitewashed, Victorian St. George’s Cathedral. That made it ten o’clock, time for his meeting.


He stood alone on the boulevard between the church and the parliament building, again waiting for the traffic to clear. Then, stepping onto the pavement, he nearly got himself killed. As in all former British colonies, the Guyanese drove on the left side of the road. Distracted by the cricket match, Jack had looked the wrong way.


None the worse for wear, a minute later he stood before an impressive wrought-iron fence, wiping his forehead with the handkerchief the boy had given him.


The Guyanese parliament building before him was yet another reminder of the country’s colonial roots and hidden charm. Though hardly the Palace of Westminster, Jack found its double rows of arches and soaring dome a reasonable representation of Victorian grandeur.


While approaching the heavy gates, he tightened his tie, shrugged into his jacket, and folded the boy’s handkerchief into a neat, breast pocket square. Conscious of the two government guards who watched him, he smoothed his hair and buttoned his jacket. He then retrieved his passport from his trouser pocket and held it as he approached, making sure they knew he wasn’t a threat.


The guards, two parade-ready officers of the Guyanese National Police Force, eyed him carefully. They wore spit-shined boots, jaunty black berets, and stubby MP5 machine guns slung over their shoulders.


“Good morning,” Jack began, offering the passport. “I have an appointment with Dr. Quintero, the minister of the interior. We’re supposed to meet here at ten o’clock.”


The two guards twitched their eyes over Jack like a pair of Dobermans. One of them took the passport and stuck it to a clipboard, while the other ran a handheld metal detector over Jack’s body.


“What is the name of your company?” Clipboard asked, while the other guard searched Jack’s bag.


Jack tugged one of the freshly printed business cards from his wallet. “I’m the chief executive officer of Athena Global Shipping Lines,” he declared. “I’ve been here a time or two before.” Though he didn’t want to insult the guard, he’d been here four times in the prior ten days. Each time they went through the same rigmarole.


Clipboard studied the card carefully, just as he had during the previous instances. “It’s an oil shipping company,” the guard said.


Since Jack and the guard had graduated to a conversational level, he ventured a little more detail. “Ships for liquified natural gas, technically. Shallow draft bulk carriers designed for the Orinoco Basin. Three of them, to be exact.”


Just as he had on Jack’s previous visits, the guard made a note on the clipboard with a stubby golf pencil. His eyes lingered a little longer on the business card. “It says here your company is in San Juan, Puerto Rico.”


“That’s correct.”


He handed Jack’s passport back and lowered the clipboard to the table. “But you’re an American.”


“So are the Puerto Ricans. Feel free to keep the card.”


Without another word, the guard pressed a buzzer and the heavy iron gate swung open. Jack stepped through it and strode the length of the curved driveway to the front door.


“Jack boy!” boomed the deep baritone of the Guyanese minister of the interior, Dr. Alberto Quintero.


“Good morning, Professor. Nice to see you again.” Jack offered his hand.


Quintero, a big man of African Caribbean descent, shook it with an iron grip. At fifty-eight his tightly curled hair had gone gray. His advanced chemical engineering degree from the University of Chicago and subsequent tenure at a Guyanese university earned him the nickname Professor. “Where are your bags?” he asked, noting Jack’s absence of luggage.


“With the bellhop at the hotel.”


“You look hot. You didn’t walk all the way here, did you?”


“I did.”


The minister laughed. “Always with the walking.” He then shook his gray head while his tone turned serious. “I’m sorry for getting you back so late last night. You probably didn’t get much sleep.”


“Oh, sure I did. I slept fine.”


“You weren’t … hungry?”


“No. I went to the lobby bar and got a burger. Please don’t tell Amancia.”


A grin creased Quintero’s ebony face.


The previous evening, the Guyanese interior minister had hosted Jack at his country home, an organic farm twenty miles into the rainforest, where his wife hosted ecotours and expounded on the wonders of naturally grown foods. Quintero had explained on the long drive out there that the core complaint of every guest was that the raw foods were more akin to basic jungle survival than a hotel meal.


“What about you, Professor?” Jack asked, unable to keep a straight face. “Did you go to bed hungry?”


Partial to untucked, military-style khaki shirts, Quintero seized his belly with both hands. “Do I look like I only eat her cooking? I have a whole cupboard in the barn out by the llama pasture. Don’t tell anyone.”


“I won’t,” Jack agreed with a full-fledged grin. “Promise.”


The minister led him to a staircase with a polished mahogany railing, speaking over his shoulder. “I won’t keep you long. Your export license should be ready. Come on. Let’s get to my office.”


The floor was white marble bordered by black. It was an airy place, filled with the echoes of clicking feet and distant voices common to government halls the world over. Jack walked quickly, an eagerness in his step. As much as he liked the people of Guyana, he missed his fiancée, Lisanne, and looked forward to his business-class flight home that afternoon—so long as he had that export license in his bag.


“Are you still expecting your first ship to show up tomorrow?” Quintero asked after settling behind his capacious desk.


“I am,” Jack answered with pride. “I checked in with San Juan this morning. The Helena is halfway here.”


The Helena was Athena’s best-maintained liquified natural gas transport ship. Jack had acquired the shipping company ninety days earlier as a new venture for Hendley Associates, the private equity firm for which he worked as an investment manager.


Athena’s small fleet happened to be the only one in the world that could make it to the gas and oil platforms off the coast of Georgetown without dredging up the sensitive coral reefs—a firm requirement of the interior minister.


Jack’s company, Hendley Associates, was not a typical private equity firm motivated purely by profit. While its capitalist “white-side” business was wholly legitimate, it served a dual purpose as a funding source and cover for a “black-side” covert organization: The Campus.


Similar to its like-minded brothers in the CIA’s Special Activities Division, The Campus took direction from the President in national security direct-action missions that prized speed, discretion, and deniability above all else. But unlike the CIA, only the President, the director of national intelligence, and a handful of operators on Hendley’s black side knew The Campus existed.


Jack was in Guyana on a profit-seeking business trip. His white-side boss, Howard Brennan, the firm’s chief investment officer, didn’t know of Jack’s occasional black-side missions. And for Jack’s dealings with Athena, Guyana, and Interior Minister Quintero, that was just fine.


“And what’s the plan to mate it up to Marlin?” Quintero asked.


Marlin, the offshore drilling platform, had been built with public money from the Guyanese Treasury and private funds from American energy companies. Jack had spotted the opportunity to off-load to score the first export license when he heard that those American energy companies were dependent on pipelines to get the product into major oil ports—since the waters around the platforms were otherwise too shallow for tankers.


“It will just be a test,” Jack explained. “The Helena will pull up alongside Marlin with empty LNG tanks, fill them up about halfway, and off-load them up in Houston at an Optimum facility.” Optimum was the joint Guyanese-American consortium that had built the three offshore platforms Marlin, Mako, and Mackerel.


“Then I’d better get you that license,” the minister said, swiveling to thumb the pages of a notebook.


While Quintero hunched over his credenza, Jack took note of the various pictures and memorabilia arranged to either side of him. There were the pictures of his wife, Amancia, and his daughter, Tallulah. Amancia was an American whom the professor had met in the circles of academia. Tallulah, Jack recalled, was a student at UC Berkeley, back home in Guyana for a final research project.


Beyond the family photos, Quintero’s office wall was decked out with various awards and citations. One was a replica hard hat from ExxonMobil mounted to a plaque declaring Quintero an honorary roughneck. Another was a miniature golden pickax from British Petroleum naming him the world’s foremost geologist. On the top right, Jack saw the large EIIR crest on an award from Queen Elizabeth, given before she passed. It recognized Quintero’s natural conservation initiatives for the British Commonwealth.


The interior minister shifted from his notebook and studied his computer screen. “That license should be along any minute now,” he extolled. He looked over his reading glasses at Jack and raised a graying eyebrow. “While we wait … I must say, Amancia was most impressed with your speech about preserving the coral reefs, Mr. Ryan.”


Jack cocked his head. “Well, I wouldn’t call it a speech. But—was she? Really?”


“Oh yes. She thinks you’re the only man in this industry willing to respect our ecology and undersea diversity.”


“Maybe not the only one,” Jack said pridefully. “But there sure aren’t many of us.”


While he planned to exit the business in the next few months when he sold Athena Global Shipping Lines along with its newly acquired export license, Jack’s lasting contribution to the enterprise would always be that he’d found a way for LNG carriers to get to the GOPLATs without touching the seafloor, respecting the interior minister’s requirements. The big oil companies certainly had the wherewithal to do that, too, but they would rather use the scale of the large tankers they already had rather than invest in a niche business like shallow-water shipping. With the work Jack had done, he had made sure Guyana preserved its natural environment while allowing it to grow its wealth.


“The major energy companies are going to wait for those pipelines to get built,” Jack added. “Or at least for the channels to get marked by the Coast Guard so some processing barges can come in.”


“Or that I’ll fold on my requirements first,” the minister slyly remarked.


“You think so?”


“Oh, yes. The big energy firms know damn well I’m in the political hot seat. They’ve got armies of lobbyists swinging through those doors out there, trying to persuade me to back off.”


The sixty-mile expanse of Orinoco Basin, a sandstone hydrocarbon field beneath the shallow waters of the Guyanese coastline, was presently considered the planet’s largest untapped fossil fuel reserve. On a per capita basis, it would soon make the eight hundred thousand citizens of Guyana the world’s richest people, which had led to heated political arguments about how the wealth should be managed.


“They don’t realize you can take the heat,” Jack declared, meaning it. He knew personally how committed Quintero was to preserving the local ecology.


Quintero harrumphed. “You got that right. I’ve got every major global oil company in the world vying for this first license, coming in with all kinds of proposals, money, investments in the local economy … Even a few outright bribes, I’m sorry to say.”


Jack winced. “You turn any of them over to the national police force?”


The professor laughed. “Where do you think the businessmen got the idea that bribes work around here?”


Like many developing countries, Guyana battled corruption. The incoming wealth would only make it worse. Jack nodded in sad agreement.


“But,” continued Quintero, “I tell all of them the same thing I told you when we first met—build a ship that doesn’t require dredging to get to the platforms, and I’ll consider an export license. No dredging.”


Jack glanced at the family pictures behind Quintero. “If they don’t think you mean it, you should introduce them to your wife.”


The minister rapped his desk twice and then pointed at Jack. “Exactly right. Now. My secretary should be bringing that license in a few minutes. You want a Cuban?” He pushed a dark humidor to the edge of his desk. Jack demurred. Quintero lit up with a brass Zippo and puffed.


While they discussed Jack’s air-travel plans back to the States and the details of the Helena’s expected arrival in Georgetown Bay, Quintero’s computer chirped. He studied the monitor. “Oh damn,” he muttered, frowning after a lengthy read. “I’m sorry.”


“Problem with the export license?”


“Yeah.”


Jack pulled his sleeve up to glance at his well-worn Rolex Submariner. It was twenty past ten. He had an early afternoon flight back to D.C., connecting through Miami, and was anxious to be on it—with that export license.


“I’m sorry, Professor, what’s the problem?”


Quintero sighed huskily through the smoke. “Well, you know President Khasif, my boss, is out of the country.”


“Yes,” said Jack. “You mentioned that he’s in the Middle East, exploring OPEC membership or something like that.”


“Correct. Which means the prime minister, Guto Castillo, is our acting chief executive. He’s from the opposition party.”


Jack inhaled shakily. “And … how does that affect granting the license?”


The interior minister stubbed out the cigar and placed it on the edge of his ashtray, apparently saving it for later. “It affects it because … Castillo is refusing to sign off on it.”


Jack tried to play it cool.


Right at that moment, the Helena was churning across the Caribbean, burning through cash. If he couldn’t secure this Guyanese government export license, he would have to hurriedly liquidate the otherwise unemployed shipping company, losing about thirty million dollars for Hendley Associates. The carefully calculated gamble he’d proposed to his boss, Howard Brennan, would go bust. It wouldn’t be a big enough loss to seriously hurt Hendley Associates in the long run; but, as Jack saw it, the hit to his credibility as a new venture investor was inestimable.


“I don’t understand,” Jack said. “I’ve presented all the due diligence. This has been in the works for a month. You approved it yourself yesterday as interior minister. We toasted it last night—that homemade prickly-pear wine Amancia brought back from Chilé.”


“Of course.”


“In all that celebration, I didn’t realize there was another hoop to jump through.”


“There shouldn’t be. Getting the executive leadership to sign it should be a formality, a rubber stamp.”


“But … then why won’t Prime Minister Castillo sign it?”


The minister raised his eyes to the slowly churning ceiling fan as though in prayer. “I’m not sure Job would have the patience for Guyanese government processes. I believe you know something of the fractured politics around here.”


“I guess.”


“Then you know Castillo is a socialist. He led the opposition to the privatization plan.”


“Yes. I also know that the socialists lost the vote in parliament to nationalize the hydrocarbon field. I know that your party, along with your president’s, won the right to develop the Orinoco Basin commercially.”


“Exactly right.”


“So what should we do to get Castillo to sign it?”


Quintero pushed himself up out of his chair with a grunt. “Why don’t we go up and ask him? He’s not all bad.”
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