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An Introduction









On occasion, a friend or an acquaintance will stop me and say, “Damn you, Couch. I only got two hours sleep last night. I was halfway through your book and I couldn’t get to sleep until I finished it!” Or, “I started your book when we took off from JFK and it seemed like we landed in LA twenty minutes later. I planned to get some work done on the flight, but I couldn’t put it down.”




I smile and apologize halfheartedly, but I’m thrilled. Forget a good book review; these are the compliments that I live for, the ones that keep me camped behind my word processor and pounding away well into the night. I received more compliments like this fromPressure Point than from any book I’ve written. The book was first published in 1992, just after the Berlin Wall came down and before thefirst bombing of the World Trade Center. The story deals with a terrorist action that threatens the contamination of Washington State with plutonium scattering. How real was it then? I found out how real when FEMA radiological experts knocked on my door and asked me where I got my information. And when the same terrorists I detailed in this book attacked the World Trade Center in 1993, the media beat a path to my door. Suddenly I was an expert on this new phenomenon called terrorism. I don’t like to think of myself as an expert on terrorism, but I have to admit, my training and experience allow me to think like a terrorist, especially when I’m writing my fiction. It was a circuitous journey that brought me to the writing of this book.




As a young man, I served in the Navy Underwater Demolitions Teams, a dream I held since I was a young boy growing up in a small town in Indiana. My mother took me to see Jacques Cousteau’sThe Silent World as a kid, and I was immediately hooked on aqua lungs and underwater adventure. It was why I chose the Navy. But soon after I became a frogman, the Navy suddenly needed SEALs in Vietnam, not frogmen with aqua lungs. So off I went to Southeast Asia with my SEAL platoon. After Vietnam, I left the Navy and was immediately hired by the CIA as a maritime and paramilitary case officer. It was just as exciting as being a frogman or a SEAL. In the late 1980s, I found myself in the financial world, now in my mid 40s, and longing for the thrills and adventure I enjoyed in my mid 20s—not atypical for men easing into middle age. Knowing that there is no going back to that kind of life, I thought that maybe—just maybe, I could write about it. So I began a spy novel. I was not too far into it when I picked up a book about Navy SEALs—written by someone who was not a Navy SEAL. Hell, I thought, I can do a lot better than this, and I did.SEAL Team One was published in 1990. I wanted it to be a story of SEAL combat, something I knew about and had experienced—as did Stephen Coonts inFlight of the Intruder about air combat over North Vietnam. Coonts put the reader in the cockpit of an A-6 bomber inFlight ; I put the reader in the squad file inSEAL Team One. I also wanted it to be something of Stephen Crane’sRed Badge of Courage —a young man coming to grips with the notion of war and the reality of war. War can be sobering and emotional, and it can make you grow up fast—at least that was my experience in war.SEAL Team One was a successful book and sold over 100,000 copies. It came out in paperback, just like the reprint ofPressure Point that you are now reading. But the book did not free me from my daytime job. At the time I was living on Bainbridge Island and commuting into Seattle where I was a stockbroker at the downtown office of Salomon Smith Barney. I went back to my spy novel and tried to pick up the story where I had left off, prior to my literary hiatus, which had taken me back to the jungles of Vietnam.




Then one day on the ferrySpokane , on the ride home after a day of selling stocks, I thought,What if a group of terrorists seized a Washington State ferry? Interesting concept! And for a dedicated terrorist (or someone like me) it wouldn’t be all that difficult! They would have hundreds of hostages and, aboard the ferry, they would have a mobile, defensible platform. Then continuing down this line of thinking,Once they had the ferry and the hostages, what else could they do? By the time theSpokane docked at Bainbridge Island,Pressure Point was born. I went home, put away the spy novel, and started work on the adventure you are about to begin. I was trembling with excitement. And, I was now thinking like a terrorist.




This story is back in print for several reasons. First of all, I’m sad to say, that it is all too real in the current climate. Back in 1992, the media and those who planned for civil disasters that might be brought about by a terrorist action, rated this scenario as plausible but unlikely—almost unthinkable. Today I’m afraid that it is all too possible, and the experts say that some variant of this plot is even probable. None of us foresaw in 1992—I certainly didn’t—the world we live in today. Regarding the issue of plutonium and the dangers of plutonium scattering, this is a matter of concern in a non-terrorist vein. We are in the process of deconstructing a part of our nuclear arsenal and this means a lot of surplus plutonium. The Department of Energy has nominated the Idaho National Engineering and Environmental Lab as the repository for this plutonium. I live not far from that facility, and I’m concerned about it. As you will soon find out in this book, plutonium is pretty nasty stuff—perhaps the most toxic substance in the world! Another reason for this reprint is thatPressure Point introduces the character of Garrett Walker.




The Garrett Walker you will meet in these pages is the prototype of a young SEAL warrior—quick, deadly, and resourceful. And trust me, he and his kind are found in the Navy SEAL teams—then and now. He is a composite of the best that I have known and served with. Today Garrett Walker, having finished a distinguished career as a Navy SEAL, now serves as a senior operative in the Intervention Force, or IFOR. You will find him in the pages of my current Mercenary Option series—The Mercenary OptionandCovert Action. He’s a helluva guy, and one that is not entirely of my own imagination. If you are, or are about to become, a Garrett Walker fan, then you will enjoyMy Brother’s Keeper , a future novel currently in the works. It is an exciting story which follows Garrett from the Navy SEAL Teams into the covert world of IFOR and modern counter-terror operations. Regarding the Mercenary Option series, I sincerely hope that this is pure fiction, as withPressure Point . Yet, we live in a very dangerous world. It is my sense that what I write about could happen all too easily. Sometimes, I lie awake at night thinking about this.




Before you dive into this story, I need to get something off my chest. Friends and even some government officials have said to me, “Dick, your fiction is all too real. Aren’t you simply providing a blueprint for al-Qaeda and other terrorists?” Terrorism is something I’ve studied and lectured on, and yes, perhaps I do easily fall into the mind set of a terrorist. But don’t underestimate the capability and reach of al-Qaeda and their allies today. They are smart, well-organized, and well-financed, and they don’t need lessons from some writer who lives in Idaho to help them develop ways to hurt America. They know what they can do, and they’ve been at this for some time. The attacks of 9/11 may have galvanized us to this threat, but between 1979 and 2001, there were more than 7,500 terrorist attacks worldwide. It is, however, my hope that my fiction will cause some stirring among those in our local, state, and federal agencies taxed with homeland defense to also “think like a terrorist” and to work a little harder to defeat this real and growing threat.




I hope you enjoy the book. I hope you finish it in time to get a good night’s rest or that it does not keep you from getting some work done on your next flight. And as you turn these pages, give a thought now and then to those nonfiction heros—the police, the firemen, the EMTs, and the soldiers, sailors, airmen and marines, who serve and risk their lives to keep us safe from terrorism.




Dick Couch















Prologue









Admiral Boris Zaitsev sat with his elbows resting on the huge oak desk, a cigarette protruding from the fingers of one hand while he held the report in the other. It was a red binder with “Top Secret” stamped diagonally across the front. From his high-backed leather chair on the top floor of the headquarters building, he could look across Golden Horn Bay to the city of Vladivostok. Below him were rows of cruisers and destroyers of the Red Banner Pacific Fleet. Farther down the shoreline, Med-moored to the quay, was a long line of rusting, idle state-owned merchantmen. He laid the paper down and concentrated on the cigarette.Why can’t we make cigarettes like this? The senior officer’s commissary at the naval base had begun to stock Western cigarettes at his request. Zaitsev absentmindedly brushed an ash from his pants and turned his attention back to the binder on his desk. The report was a detailed analysis of the capabilities of the American Trident submarine, and the ability of the Russian Navy, specifically their attack submarines, to counter this threat.




“Admiral, Captain Molev is here to see you.” Zaitsev glanced up at the woman standing half inside the door.




“Thank you, Ludmilla. Wait a few minutes, then send him in.”




Zaitsev picked up another file from the corner of the desk. The tab read “Kapitan Pervogo Ranga Viktor Molev.” He opened it and scanned the personal history.Very impressive, he thought. Working-class family, born and raised in the Russian Republic—that was very important these days.Born October 16, 1942.Old for a seagoing officer, but the good ones never tire of operational command. Graduated with honors from the Nakhimov Secondary School and the Leninsky Komsomol Higher School of Submarine Warfare. Promoted to captain third rank at the age of thirty—quite a young age to attain that distinction.A tour as staff intelligence officer with the Red Banner Northern Fleet…previous command tours on Oscar and Victor III Class boats…taught physics and naval tactics at the M. V. Frunze Naval School—very impressive indeed. He’s an academician as well as a submarine commander.




There was a sharp knock at the door, and a man in his late forties stepped into the room. His dark-blue dress uniform was adorned only by gold naval piping on the lapels and four gold stripes sewn into the sleeves at the wrists, just below the red star insignia—none of the multicolored rows of ribbons that cluttered the dress of Western naval officers. He held his cap in the crook of his left arm and stood at attention, but there was a casualness about him. Zaitsev recognized the arrogance and self-assurance that was common to those who commanded at sea. He leaned toward the speaker on his desk, but did not take his eyes from Molev.




“Ludmilla, bring tea for me and my guest.” Zaitsev pushed himself to his feet and motioned to the two armchairs that bracketed a small coffee table in the corner of the room. “Please, Captain, let us be comfortable.” He laid the copy of the report on the table. “I found your work most interesting.”




“Thank you, sir.” Molev nodded. Ludmilla set the tea service on the table and quickly departed.




“These Trident boats, are they really that hard to find?” Zaitsev asked as he poured.




“As you know, Admiral, the only way to defeat an enemy ballistic-missile submarine is to follow him into his patrol area and shoot him if he attempts a launch. To date, the record for successfully tracking a Trident by one of our attack boats is just under two hours. IR satellite tracking and magnetic anomaly detection by aircraft have been equally disappointing. In the Pacific alone, there are ten of these boats on patrol as we speak, and we have no idea where they are. If the Americans choose, they can launch with impunity. Their warheads are small compared to those used by our rocket forces, somewhere in the two-hundred-kiloton range, but there would be almost three thousand of them.”




“The new missiles,” prompted Zaitsev, handing a cup and saucer to Molev, “are they that good?”




“The Trident II system with the D-5 missile is most capable. The warheads can be fitted with standard ballistic reentry vehicles or with maneuverable reentry vehicles should we deploy an effective antimissile defense.” Zaitsev knew of the costly and marginally effective antiballistic-missile programs the Soviet Union had built in defiance of U.S.–USSR ABM treaties. “We know the Americans test-fire missiles on a random basis. A submarine coming back from patrol is met with a surprise inspection team that will select one of the missiles for launch. The warhead of the designated missile is replaced by a telemetry nose cone, and the submarine goes back to sea. These tests are made known to us, lest a subsurface launch be misunderstood for a real missile attack, so we are able to observe the launches and track the missiles’ flight downrange to their Kwajalein test range. Their success rate is ninety-five percent, and if the launch and initial trajectory are successful, the warheads are deadly accurate. On one test launch, one of our surveillance trawlers was asked to move, as they were in the impact area. The boat moved a few hundred meters, and the nose cone impactedexactly where our boat had been.”




“I see,” the admiral replied. “Tell me, why can we not track these Tridents with our own submarines?”




Molev leaned forward, warming to the subject. “American submarine technology is very different from our own. They have had one basic design for their submarines—a single-hull, low-drag configuration. This design has not changed for decades. All their engineering skill and technical expertise has been directed at making their submarines quiet. Their passive-listening capabilities are sophisticated and highly refined.




“In contrast, there have been a dozen or more hull designs in our undersea fleet. Russian submarines are powerful, and their double-hull construction is built to survive an underwater explosion, so our boats are fast and strong, but they are noisy. Our active sonar capability is very good, but the undersea battle favors stealth.” Molev paused and carefully sipped his tea. “Their boats are better than ours, Admiral.”




“Better than your Akula, theS-570 ?”




“I’ll let you know after this patrol. The boat has a freshly applied, sound-absorbing anechoic coating, and she has been fitted with the new passive sonar suite. We may do better this time.”




“Is it just a matter of technology?”




“That’s part of it, but the American missile-submarine crews are very well trained and highly motivated. Their officers receive excellent pay and have schooling similar to our own training at the Komsomol School, although many have advanced degrees from their best civilian universities. But the principal difference between our submarine crews and theirs is in the ratings. American enlisted men are very skilled and competent technicians. Their pay is adequate—quite good compared to Soviet Navy wages—but not nearly what they could earn in industry if they left their navy. Yet they serve well, and they serve with pride. The enlisted men on American submarines have no equivalent in our own navy, and they make it possible for the Americans to keep their submarines at sea for these extended periods of time in a high state of readiness.”




Zaitsev was silent for a moment before he spoke. “Our leaders talk of more strategic-arms reduction, but the Americans refuse to negotiate on submarine-launched weapons. They give elsewhere, but they will not budge on their Tridents. I am under a great deal of pressure from Moscow to find a way to neutralize these ballistic submarines.”




“I will do my best, Admiral.”




Zaitsev hesitated, then rose and offered his hand. “Good luck to you, Kapitan Viktor Molev, and good hunting. I want you to report to me in person when you return from your patrol.”















Part One




The Spokane






























Thursday, June 18, 1992,


6:00PM —Vancouver, British Columbia




The man standing near the corner was indistinguishable from the commuters waiting for the 6:05 bus. The Vancouver evening rush hour was nearly over, but the streets were still crowded. Those who waited did so patiently, reading the newspaper or staring vacantly at the passing traffic. There was little conversation. The man held a newspaper, head bent over the newsprint, but his eyes continually moved over the street in front of him. He wore light cotton trousers, a short-sleeved polo shirt, and woven leather shoes. His skin was a smooth olive color, and he could easily have been taken for a member of British Columbia’s large Indian community, but his features were too angular and his dark, close-cropped hair much too coarse.




“Excuse me there, buddy,” said a commuter with a briefcase as he stepped past the man toward the curb and an approaching bus. The man’s head snapped up from the paper and his eyes flashed. Then, as if by an act of will, he softened.




“Certainly, sir, by all means.”




The bus pulled away with fewer than half of those who waited, and the man resumed his vigil. It had rained earlier in the day and the evening promised to be unseasonably cool, but he didn’t seem to notice.




Across the street, another man casually worked his way along the block, pausing occasionally to glance into a shop window. He was tall and wore glasses, and carried a paper folded in his right hand. At the corner across from the bus stop, he abruptly turned and walked back to a small café in the middle of the block. The watcher at the bus stop remained in place until the next bus arrived, then moved away from the crowd with those who got off the bus. He crossed the street and followed the second man into the café.




It was a small establishment with checkered tablecloths, and it smelled of garlic. He entered and stepped away from the door, and paused to allow his eyes to adjust to the interior light. A round woman in a dirty apron approached him carrying a plastic-covered menu, but he waved her away. The man wearing glasses who had entered some minutes ahead of him was seated in the corner with his back to the door and his paper on the edge of the table. Satisfied, he glanced around the room and walked over to the table, taking a seat with his back to the wall.




“It is good to see you again, my friend,” he said, looking past his companion to survey the room again.




“And you, Jamil. How are you?” The two men worked at a casual conversation, speaking in English. Their accents differed slightly, as one’s native tongue was Farsi and the other’s Arabic. They had spoken often by telephone, but had not seen each other for about six weeks. After the waitress served them espresso, the one called Jamil leaned forward.




“Now, Ahmed,” he commanded in a low voice, “tell me about the preparations.”




“The last member of the team will arrive at the safe house tomorrow, and as you know, the weapons arrived last weekend. Salah inspected them and made an inventory of the ammunition. He test-fired them yesterday, and all are in working order. The special weapons and grenades are of the type and quantity you specified. The radios have been tested, and the circuits on the firing devices thoroughly checked. I will pick up the special communications equipment on Friday evening. The system I have assembled will serve our needs. All items have been personally inspected by me, and are staged and ready to go.” Jamil nodded his approval. He had worked too long with Ahmed to question him if he said all was in readiness.




Jamil quickly flashed back to when he first met the tall, serious man seated across from him. They were then students at the University of Beirut, back when the fragile Christian–Moslem coalition still governed, and that city was the Paris of the Middle East. In some ways, Ahmed was still the lanky, idealistic intellectual who had followed him when he left the university to join the PLO in the guerilla training camps.What a waste, Jamil thought. Ahmed possessed the keenest intelligence he’d ever encountered.Were it not for the Jihad, Ahmed would have been a great scientist or engineer.




Ahmed’s parents, both physicians in Tehran, had been horrified when their son took up arms with the Palestinians. When they left for Paris after the fall of the Shah, he had disowned them. That was many years ago, and still he followed Jamil. He and Jamil had remained with the Fatah for only a year. Had they stayed longer they would have been killed, or worse, rotting in some Israeli prison.




But Jamil had elected to be an independent—a free agent—working with one organization, then another. For a while they had been aligned with the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine–General Command. Then the Hizbollah and the Palestine Liberation Front had bid for his services. His allegiance was to the cause rather than to a specific movement. He quickly learned that he was more effective in this capacity, and far safer. Long ago Jamil had learned there were numerous religious factions, sects, and divisions in the Middle East with continually shifting memberships and alliances. He served the Jihad, not the interests of a special group. Their cause was the return of the Palestinian people to their ancestral land in the occupied territories. Or was it? Over the years, this goal had gradually merged with the destruction of the Jewish state. It had become an obsession with Jamil—the destruction of Israel and a hatred for the Americans. The Jews would have been pushed into the Mediterranean long ago had it not been for the support of the United States. He trembled with rage when he thought of America, a decadent land of infidels so far from his homeland who had taken it upon themselves to help the Jewish swine rob his people of their birthright.




God will judge them harshly in the next world for this injustice,he thought,and I will exact a measure of retribution in this one. But it had not gone well for the Palestinians. The Gulf War had allowed the Jews to all but crush the Intifada. His people had begun to fight among themselves and seemed unable to organize against the Zionists. Their political capital among the moderate and wealthy Arab nations had been squandered in their disastrous support of that madman Saddam Hussein. What had been seen by many Palestinians as a bold stand against the West was lost in Saddam’s brutal conduct in a hopeless conflict. The Palestinians were used, by Syria, Iran, Iraq—all of them—as a cover to legitimize the pursuit of their own national interests. For a while, he had thought the Israelis could be worn down, or at least be forced to yield control of the West Bank and Gaza. But America had destroyed Iraq and continued to arm and rearm Israel, while Russian Jews, spurred by the collapse of the Soviet central government, relentlessly poured into settlements on the West Bank.Now, concluded Jamil,time is on the side of the Jews. A third generation of Palestinians without a country is being born, and our people grow weary. Even Ahmed, my loyal comrade, is growing weary. He tries not to show it, but the years of hiding and clandestine living have made him old—I can see the fatigue in his eyes.




“The vehicle is ready?” Jamil asked.




“Fueled and recently serviced. We should have no problem posing as a couple on holiday. We move the equipment from Michelle’s garage to the motor home tomorrow morning. I plan to leave about five-thirty in the afternoon so we will be in the middle of the weekend traffic headed south.”




“Excellent,” replied Jamil. Ahmed and Michelle would have little problem in driving the coach across theU.S.–Canadian border.How ironic, he thought,we are going to assault the Great Satan in a motor home.




“And the rest of the team, they are ready?”




“Yes. They are anxious and a little nervous, but that is to be expected. This group, Jamil, they are a hard lot, more like mercenaries than patriots. I assume you have chosen them with a purpose.” It was a mild question, but Jamil declined to respond. Ahmed paused to take a drink of the thick black coffee, the demitasse looking small and fragile in the grasp of his long fingers. He had the look of an academician, with his thick glasses and agreeable slouch. He continued, carefully framing his words, “I don’t know how much to make of this, but I have reason to believe that Carlos has been smoking hashish again, possibly even using this cocaine the Americans seem to have everywhere. I cannot verify this, but his actions since he arrived at the safe house have been…well, suspect.” Carlos was one of their most experienced fighters. Ahmed did not like bringing this to his leader’s attention, but he feared his reaction if it became a problem and he had not mentioned it. A shadow seemed to pass over Jamil’s features as he digested this information. Then his face became almost expressionless as he stroked the corner of his mustache with his thumb and index finger.




“Very well. I want you to do or say nothing about this. I will speak to Carlos when I see him on Saturday. Is everything else in order?”




“It is.” Both men were quiet for a moment before Ahmed continued. “And now, my leader, may I know why we have come so far from home and made these careful preparations? What is it that we are about to do?”




Jamil lit a cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke between them. His movements were casual, but through the haze Ahmed could see the anger and excitement in his eyes. Jamil again leaned forward.




“The Great Satan thinks we are a beaten people. He orchestrated the Gulf War to prevent a single Arab power from controlling the region’s oil. He knew such a power would threaten Israel and ultimately restore our lands. Saddam had his own agenda, but he certainly would have tried to destroy the Jews. And now this fat, rich nation of infidels think they have won—that with their so-called ‘new world order’ and this sham of a peace conference they force on us, they can dictate our future. They now think we are impotent, and that they are safe!”




Jamil lowered his voice still more and lapsed into Arabic. His eyes glowed and his nostrils flared as the hatred poured out of him. “What we are about to do to this Satan is take from him what he values most—his most prized possession—and hold it up before him while the world watches! If we do this—whenwe do this—the Zionists will see the Americans can be beaten, and our people will take heart. They will rise up as a nation and we will purge our land of the Jewish swine forever!”




Jamil’s eyes quickly swept the room, suddenly aware that he had allowed his emotions to surface. He crushed his cigarette and continued in English, speaking in a controlled, measured voice. He described the operation, quickly and methodically, while Ahmed listened to the bold and dangerous plan with increasing apprehension and admiration.




My God,thought Ahmed.If we are successful in this, the whole Arab world will again rally to our cause.















Thursday 6:40PM —Seattle, Washington




Ross Peck stood close behind the helmsman. Ross was a large man, and his heavy forearms were folded across his chest. His face was dead calm, but his eyes flashed from the officer at the helm to the throttle control to the oncoming dock ahead of them and back to the helmsman. Janey McClure, theSpokane ’s first mate, stood near Peck off to one side. Her gaze flickered between Peck and the dock, and she slowly shifted her weight as if trying to impart body English to the ferry as it crabbed toward the dock. She and Peck made an odd couple on the bridge of theSpokane, for she was much shorter than he and plump as a partridge.




“Power?” said the helmsman.




“Not yet.” Peck wondered about Brad Johnson, now at the helm. He never seemed to quite grasp the relationship of the boat’s momentum and the distance to the docking slip. After a while, most officers acquired a feel for the boat and when to apply power to the forward propeller to bring the vessel to a halt. Some never did, and either plowed into the slip’s wing walls to make the landing or halted the ferry short of the dock and had to jockey the engines to guide the boat into place. Johnson hadn’t yet learned a sense of the boat, so he guessed at when to apply power and was usually wrong. It was the same with the airlines. Some pilots made it hard to know just when you touched down, while others bounced the aircraft along the runway when they landed. Peck had always felt it a matter of pride to bring the ferry to a stop just as the bow on either side of the car ramp touched the dock walls.




“Now,” said Peck firmly. He had let Johnson go just a little farther than he should have. Johnson pulled the control lever back, and the free-wheeling forward propeller reversed direction. The fifteen-foot prop bit into the water, causing the whole craft to shudder as green and white water was pushed ahead of the moving ferry. He increased power until the full 8,500-horsepower shaft struggled to bring the vessel to a halt, prompting the bow of the ferry to buck under the strain. TheSpokane softly kissed one wing wall, then the other as the huge wooden pilings that backed the walls absorbed the spent momentum of the ferry. Johnson then cut the power to the forward propeller and ordered “ahead one-third” to the after screw to hold the ferry into the slip.Not a totally unacceptable landing, thought Peck,but he bounced it in.




“Well, how’d I do?” Johnson was the second mate, and part of his training was to dock the ferry under instruction. Considering there was no wind and that Seattle’s Coleman Dock was one of the easier landings, his performance had not been that great. Johnson was a tall, fragile-looking man in his late twenties with crooked teeth and a Beatles-vintage haircut. He was bright, eager, and openly sought Peck’s approval.




“You’re getting better,” said Peck honestly, “but you have to try and feel the movement of the boat, like when you’re in your car coasting up to a stop sign.”He probably doesn’t do that very well either.




“Can I do another one this shift?”




“Sure, but first I want you to watch Janey make an approach, and to try to get a better feel for the momentum of the boat. Now you’d better get below and give them a hand on the car deck.” Johnson disappeared down the stairway as Peck added a little more rudder to hold them more securely against the side wall and keep theSpokane from pivoting in the slip while they unloaded.




“I’ll stay here if you want to go below, Cap’n.”




“Thanks, Janey. How much time till the next run?”




“About twenty minutes. You want me to check on that generator?”




“Thanks, but I think I’ll take a walk down there. Can I get you some coffee?”




“You know I don’t drink coffee.” She smiled. “Why do you always ask?”




“I don’t know,” Peck replied. “How am I going to make a sailor out of you if you don’t drink coffee?”




“You sound like my dad. Like I told him, I don’t want to be a sailor—I want to be a seaman.” Peck shrugged and headed for the wing of the pilothouse. He wasn’t so sure he wanted to be compared to her father. His reference to a sailor, as she well knew, meant a Navy enlisted man, which in Peck’s opinion was not all that bad.




“See you on the other end.”




“Aye, aye, sir.” Janey gave him a mock salute as he headed down the stairs.




You’re already a seaman,thought Peck. Janey’s father was a tugboat skipper on Puget Sound, and she’d spent a lot of time on the water. She was also the best first mate he’d had in a while. She handled the boat well and would never have made the sloppy landing Brad Johnson just made. More than that, sheknew the boat. Not just the required learning from the manuals to pass the exams, but she understood the engineering plant, the electrical systems, and the heating and cooling systems. Many of the non-engineering officers on the ferryboats learned only what they had to know to drive the boat. Janey had taken the time to study the workings of the vessels on which she one day hoped to be a master. The last of the passengers were making their way to the boarding ramp as Peck walked through the galley to the large coffee urns.




“What do I owe you for the coffee, Gracie?”




“You know the coffee’s free for you, Captain.”




“I guess I do. Just don’t want to cheat the taxpayer of his cut from the food concession. How’s that youngster of yours getting along?”




“Real fine, and she’d do even better if Willard wouldn’t keep spoiling her. How’re your boys?” Gracie asked.




“They keep growing—must take after their mother.”




“You better watch your mouth. I’m gonna tell Sarah what you said next time I see her.”




He grinned, placing his index finger to his lips as he left the galley. Peck was a big man, rawboned, with large hands. He was well over six feet and 220 pounds, while his wife was slender and stood under five and a half feet. Their twin sons would be juniors in high school next year, and were as tall and nearly as heavy as their father. He was immensely proud of them.




Peck looked the part of a sea captain in a Spencer Tracy film. He had just turned forty-three, but his hair had been steel gray for several years and now curled from under the confines of his combination cap. He always wore a fresh white shirt, with military creases and four gold stripes neatly sewn to the epaulet tabs that buttoned across the top of his shoulders. The gray hair and the white shirt provided contrast to his tanned, handsome features. He had a broad, even smile and watery blue eyes surrounded by laugh lines when he squinted, which was most of the time. Peck was pigeon-toed, and his powerful shoulders were slightly stooped. Janey kidded him, saying he looked like a cartoon bear when he walked. Nonetheless, there was a certain grace and economy in his movement.




He stepped down two levels to the car deck and opened the heavy metal door marked “Engineering Spaces—Authorized Personnel Only.” Another flight of steps and a short walk up the main passageway brought him to the propulsion control panel, the nerve center of the engineering plant. There were two men at the panel, one with a clipboard, making entries, and a younger one sitting on a tall stool, staring into space.




“Afternoon, gentlemen—keeping a tight watch down here?”




“Hi, Ross. What brings you belowdecks on a nice day like this?” Andy Gosnell was the chief engineer on theSpokane and like Peck, an ex-Navy man. This was something of a coincidence, since most of the ferry officers came from the merchant marine. Gosnell had retired as a chief machinist’s mate with twenty-five years of service, while Peck mustered out as a first-class petty officer after six years in uniform. The two had often worked together since Gosnell had joined the ferry fleet four years earlier.




In contrast to Peck’s nautical and softly weathered appearance, Gosnell had the chalky complexion and anemic look typical of belowdecks sailors, or “snipes,” as they were called. Peck and his engineer were of the same vintage. When they weren’t talking about the boat, the decline of the United States maritime industry, or the “old Navy,” they could speak with some authority on the sport or the animal that was in season.




Steve Burns, theSpokane ’s young oiler, was from a different era. His hair was just a shade off his collar and almost long enough to conceal the miniature earphones connected to the small tape player clipped to his belt.




“Just thought I’d make a social call between trips,” replied Peck. “How’s that number-two auxiliary generator running?”




“A lot better, but not perfect. Georgie changed out the fuel filters and that helped some, but I don’t think it’ll be right till the injectors are replaced.”




“Where is George, anyway?” asked Peck. He was referring to George Zanner, the first assistant engineer.




“He’s back taking manifold temperature readings.” Gosnell set the clipboard aside and took out a pack of cigarettes, offering one to Peck.




“Thanks, but I promised Sarah I’d quit. Gawd, I’d like one, though. How’s everything else—any problems?”




“Nothin’ to speak of,” Gosnell replied, lighting up. He had thin arms, with a dragon tattooed on one forearm and a Chinese junk on the other. “I got my suspicions about the lube-oil pump, but the four big Detroits are purrin’ like kittens. The rest of the plant is fine, right, Steve?”




“Uh, whatever you say, engineer,” the young man replied with a smile, dropping the earphones down about his neck. “You mind if I run upstairs and get a Coke before we leave?”




“How many times I got to tell you it’s ‘topside,’ not ‘upstairs,’ and we don’t ‘leave,’ we ‘sail.’ Yeah, go ahead, but take off them damn earphones—people’ll think this is a disco instead of an engine room.” Burns grinned and disappeared while the two older men looked at each other in resignation.




“Y’know,” continued Gosnell, “when I was his age I was standing top watch on a twelve-hundred-pound steam plant and overhauling pumps when I wasn’t on watch. Kids we get these days don’t know shit.”




“Different times, my friend. If the kids knew it all, they wouldn’t need old farts like us.”




“You joined up right out of high school, didn’t you?”




“Actually, I was still in school,” replied Peck, rubbing his chin. “I had a little trouble with the authorities, and the judge said it was the service or the slammer. Good thing there was a war going on, or the Navy probably wouldn’t have taken me.”




“No shit,” said Gosnell, looking at Peck anew. “You never struck me as the delinquent type.”




“Believe me, I was. The Navy was the best thing that could have happened to me. You should’ve seen me when I reported in at the Great Lakes Recruit Depot.” Peck smiled, recalling the day he was inducted into the Navy—tight blue jeans, white T-shirt, a well-oiled ducktail haircut. He made it through boot camp, but not without being singled out as a recruit with an attitude problem.




“Think you’re pretty tough, do you, Peck?” the drill instructor had said at the end of boot camp.




“I can take care of myself, sir.”




“Well, we have a few openings in this man’s Navy for tough guys, Peck. I’m going to see that you get one of them.”




Six months later, Seaman Peck was attached to River Patrol Division Five in Vietnam and assigned as a crewman on a PBR patrol boat. Most nights he found himself in the forward gun tub behind a twin .50 mount while they cruised the canals and estuaries of the Mekong Delta waiting to be ambushed. Peck learned two lessons very quickly—that survival meant he had to be a team player, and that a bullet didn’t care how big or how tough a man was. By the end of his tour, he was a second-class petty officer and a patrol captain with his own PBR. He had become a leader rather than an intimidator, and the tough guy was gone. He might have been a lifer, but after Vietnam he was assigned to the Naval Torpedo Station on Puget Sound. He married Sarah and they bought a home. When his transfer to Norfolk came through, he put in his papers.




“Peck, you’re a good petty officer and you have combat experience,” the commander had told him. “The Navy needs men like you.”




“Thank you, sir, but I’m all through fighting.”




Peck shook his head—that was a long time ago. “Speaking of joining up, Andy,” he continued, “don’t we have a new man assigned to your gang?”




“Yeah, we do. Name’s Gonzales, and he seems to know his way around an engine room. I kind of wonder why he’s working here as a wiper since he’s got his third mate’s ticket.” Gonzales was up the passageway crouched on the deck plates near one of the main engines. He wore a soiled pair of overalls and orange Mickey Mouse–type ear protectors. As if sensing they were talking about him, he looked up and smiled.




“Beats shipping out for weeks at a time on a merchantman, and the work’s not all that steady. Lots of people take a pay cut or a step down to stay here in the Northwest. I was a craft master and had my own boat over at the Torpedo Station. I quit your Navy and became a deckhand on a ferry so I could stay here.”




“My Navy, huh! Hell, Ross,” Gosnell said with a twinkle in his eye, “if you’d stayed for twenty, you might even have made chief.”




“Might have,” replied Peck with a smile, “but would the Navy put an enlisted man in charge of a thirty-three-hundred-ton vessel? Nope, I got the best of it, Andy—I go to work every day, and I go to sea on my own boat. When I’m through working, I park the boat and go home to the family. You can’t always do that in the Navy.”




“No…no you can’t,” admitted Gosnell. “But then, you never get a chance to pull a Hong Kong liberty after a two-week transit, either.” The twinkle had become a sparkle.




The old snipe must have been a real terror on the beach in foreign ports,thought Peck. He glanced at his watch and hurried back up the stairs.




 




Peck found Janey waiting for him on the port wing of the bridge of the outbound pilothouse, or “number-two end.” TheSpokane had a pilothouse and identical ship-control stations on each end of the ferry. The pilothouses were perched on either end of the promenade deck. Each boxlike structure was thirty feet across on the beam and fourteen feet deep. The doors on both sides of the pilothouse were accommodated by a half-flight of stairs from the promenade deck, and the landings at the top of the stairs served as bridge wings on either side. Second Mate Johnson was now back on the number-one end to monitor the loading of cars and foot passengers.




Peck and Janey watched with a professional eye as the M/VIssaquah from Bremerton closed the dock and made her approach on the adjacent slip. She was a smaller boat, about two-thirds the size of theSpokane. Peck recognized her captain, Herb Allison, who was at the controls. Coleman Dock also housed the headquarters of the Washington State ferry system, and some captains did not want their younger officers bouncing their craft into the home dock. Allison reversed his engines at the precise time, and theIssaquah made a perfect landing.




“Pilothouse two, this is pilot one,” came Johnson’s voice over the intercom. “Captain, the passenger brow is away, and the life rail is in place.” Peck walked back into the pilothouse and pressed the lever on the speaker box.




“Roger, Brad, standing by.” A few moments later, Johnson’s voice again crackled from the box.




“Car ramp is up and all lines are aboard.”




“Okay, Brad, I have control of the boat.” Peck moved the lever that shifted control of theSpokane to the number-two outbound pilothouse. He brought the number-two rudder amidships and secured power to the number-two propeller, which had been holding them in the slip. Peck scanned the water in front of him. There was a container ship being helped to the loading docks on Shelter Island and several small crafts that scurried about the harbor on business. He noted all this as he mentally projected a course for his vessel. Ferries had the right-of-way, but the commercial traffic didn’t always honor them as privileged vessels. He then grabbed the wooden handle above his head and allowed the weight of his arm to pull it down. The children and a few of the adults on the forward walk-ways jumped as theSpokane issued a long, throaty bellow. Peck released the handle and ordered ahead one-third to ease the big ferry out of the slip.




TheSpokane glided out across Elliott Bay, slowly working up to her cruising speed of eighteen knots en route to Eagle Harbor on Bainbridge Island. The Olympic Mountains still carried snow at the higher elevations and formed a jagged, purple-blue and white cut against the western sky. Below this, the haze-shrouded foothills of the Olympic Peninsula and a deep-green band of Douglas fir on Bainbridge Island segregated the mountains from the royal blue of Puget Sound. This splendor always impressed Peck. He was not a particularly religious man, but he felt God had surely blessed him to look at this spectacle from the bridge of his own vessel.




“Janey, she’s all yours.” He stepped to one side of the pilothouse, allowing her to take the helm. The ferry’s control station had not been designed with female pilots in mind, so she had to kick a six-inch wooden platform into place to see out the pilothouse windows and down onto the bow of the ferry. Janey was perhaps in her mid-thirties, but she looked much younger. She had a kind, round face and a smattering of freckles across her rounded nose. Her straight brown hair was pulled back to a ponytail that sprouted defiantly through the hole in the back of her baseball cap just above the adjustable plastic band. She didn’t look too nautical perched on top of that box, but she could handle the big ferry.




“Now watch Janey when she maneuvers into the harbor and makes her approach,” Peck said to Johnson, who had arrived moments before from the number-one pilot-house. “I want you to try tofeel what the boat is doing. It’s like waltzing with an old fat lady—you can’t change directions too fast, so you have to gently guide her where you want her to go.”















Thursday, 7:35PM —Bellevue, Washington




Fred Lippert stood at the podium and patiently waited to be recognized. Soon there was a symphony of silverware on water glasses, followed by the rumble of moving chairs as many of the seated diners shifted their chairs to face the podium.




“Good evening and welcome to the June meeting of the Puget Sound chapter of the Naval Academy Alumni Association. It’s gratifying to see such a large turnout. I’d like to thank the Bellevue Athletic Club for the use of this splendid facility. Normally at this time, I entertain comments from the floor and items of new business from the general membership. This evening, however, in deference to the time constraints of our featured speaker, we’ll move directly to the program. The chapter is indeed fortunate to welcome back Rear Admiral MacIntyre, Class of ’64 and Chief of the Naval Base, Seattle.” There was a smattering of applause around the room from other members of ’64. “Most of you know the admiral, so I’ll not delve into his background other than to say that he’s a naval aviator and that the naval base here is his fifth command tour and his first shore-based command. He and his lovely wife Sally have just begun their second year with us here in Seattle. Without further ado, please join me in a warm welcome for Admiral John MacIntyre.”




Lippert shook the admiral’s hand as he surrendered the podium. MacIntyre smiled and surveyed the crowd as the applause died away. He was a squat, intense man who looked more like a middle-aged stockbroker than a fighter pilot. He had spent a career flying jets from aircraft carriers, and his promotion to admiral had only partially compensated him for being taken off flight status. MacIntyre knew carrier aviation was a young man’s game and he’d stayed in the cockpit longer than most, but the transition hadn’t been particularly easy.




“Thank you, Fred. Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, fellow alumni—it is an honor and a privilege to again be standing before you. As Fred mentioned, Sally and I are beginning our second year in Seattle, and your hospitality and support over the past twelve months have been deeply appreciated. Thank you for making us feel so much at home.




“I’ve been asked to address you this evening on the proposed military cutbacks and recent reductions in strategic weapons, and to relate those issues to our Navy here in Puget Sound. Briefly, there’s good news and bad news. The bad news is that the new home port in Everett and possibly the Sand Point Naval Station are in danger. The good news is that our two major facilities, the Puget Sound Naval Shipyard in Bremerton and the submarine base at Bangor, should continue as before. Bremerton is still the only nuclear-capable yard on the West Coast, and it has scheduled repair contracts and nuclear-ship deactivation work through fiscal year ’95.




“The base at Bangor and the Trident program will not only continue, but they will assume a greater responsibility for our nation’s nuclear deterrence. All the nuclear warheads have now been removed from our surface combatants. The Strategic Air Command has been off alert for over ten months now, and this summer we will complete the removal of all tactical nuclear weapons from Europe. The START agreements signed last year call for a thirty-percent reduction in warheads, and those cuts may go much deeper. But if you’ve noticed, all the talk on further nuclear-arms reductions and the elimination of MIRVs, or missiles with multiple warheads, have been directed at land-based weapons. We now have twelve Trident-Ohio Class submarines at Bangor, which together with the formidable new D-5 missiles form the cornerstone of our nation’s strategic defense. I’m an old airplane driver, but I have to admit that I’ve really come to admire the professionalism and dedication of the crews that man our ballistic submarines and to respect the tremendous capability of the Trident system.”




MacIntyre talked for another twenty minutes about Trident submarines, the Navy in Puget Sound, and the need for a better offensive line if Navy was to have a prayer of beating Army in the fall. The alums gave him a standing ovation as he and Sally made their way from the room.




“I thought you didn’t particularly like submarines,” she said as they walked through the lobby.




“I don’t, but I’m a dinosaur. The Tridents are the Navy’s most important weapon now, both for national defense and in the vicious budget battles that will rage in Washington over the next few years.”















Friday, June 19, 5:25AM —Poulsbo, Washington




Peck turned into the drive and continued past the detached garage to park the car near the back door. He always drove Sarah to her job on the mornings he worked the late shift. Quietly, he let himself in and the cat out, and put on a pot of coffee. While the percolator did its job, he pawed through the mail Sarah had neatly laid out on the kitchen table. Armed with a mug of fresh coffee, he stepped through the screen door to the front porch, which overlooked Liberty Bay. They’d bought the house fifteen years earlier, before the buildup at the Bangor submarine base on Hood Canal and before Poulsbo had become a fashionable cross-Sound commute to Seattle. Waterfront was affordable then.




Peck eased himself into the porch swing and wrapped both hands around his mug to ward off the morning chill. The home enjoyed a southwestern exposure. The dawn still had a gray cast, and the bay was a mirror, disturbed only by thin wakes carved by a pair of mallards that spoke quietly to each other. The seasoned, rotten-sweet smell of a low tide drifted up to the house. Down the shoreline, two sea gulls argued over a single clam on a beach littered with clams.




Periodically, and it happened most often on those quiet mornings while the family was asleep, Peck reflected on just how lucky he was. He knew of the disappointment and helplessness of some parents whose kids were into drugs or did poorly in school, or wanted nothing to do with their parents. Tom and Jack were both good students, and they were already varsity athletes—this fall they’d both be starters on the North Kitsap football team. Best of all, they liked to spend time with him and Sarah. Not all the time, naturally, but they wanted them at their athletic events, and they brought their friends home a lot.




And Sarah, what a find! Some of the guys he knew had married better-looking women, but they seemed frivolous compared to her. He’d had his chances to fool around and had been tempted a time or two, but that wasn’t his way. Sarah’s father, a prominent local doctor, had been against her marrying a sailor, but she was the one who insisted they not wait, as her father had wanted. The doctor had come to accept him, even envy him, as overworked professionals will envy a well-paid blue-collar worker who has an interesting job that he likes.




“Mornin’.” Sarah slipped through the screen door and joined him on the swing. She huddled next to him in her housecoat, bringing her knees up under her chin. Her waist-length brown hair was piled on top of her head. She wore thick glasses that would be discarded when she was awake enough to put in her contacts. “How’s the old man of the sea?”




“Not too bad. Sleep well?” He put his arm around her as she took a sip of his coffee.




“Like a log. You work tonight?”




“Nope. Don’t have to go in till Saturday afternoon.”




“How about pizza and the movies tonight?Patriot Games is playing in Silverdale, and the boys have been after me to take them.”




“Sounds fine. You want to go straight from work or come home first?”




“I don’t know—let me think about it.”




“How’re the boys?”




“Still trying to sneak down to the Indian reservation to buy firecrackers. I think you better have a talk with them.”




Neither spoke for a while, and soon the sun began to ignite the tops of the Douglas fir across the bay. Sarah didn’t always have a need for conversation, which he appreciated. They often shared periods of silence like this together.




The life he and Sarah had built was far different from the one he’d known as a boy. His own father ran off when he was in grade school, and he had to put up with a succession of alcoholic drifters his mother brought home. She was a cocktail waitress with a penchant for good-looking, worthless, and often abusive men. They had lived in a poor neighborhood on the South Side of Chicago, where as a boy he quickly learned that you were either predator or prey—there was no middle ground. He paid his dues until he was big and smart enough to go out and collect them. At seventeen, a run-in with the law had brought him before a municipal judge who had offered him ninety days in jail or an enlistment in the service. His mother’s current bum-of-the-month had been in the Army, so Peck joined the Navy.




Sarah stirred and stifled a yawn. “I better get ready for work. You want some breakfast?”




“Let me do it—you get in the shower.”















Friday, 5:05PM —Enumclaw, Washington




The old Dodge crew-cab pickup bounded into the gravel parking lot of the Lackland Timber Company and slid to a stop throwing waves of dust over the parked vehicles, mostly other old pickups. There were six rough-cut young men in the cab seats and three more sitting in the bed amidst a tangle of ropes, cables, gas cans, and chain saws. The foreman, who was at the wheel, was still wearing a metal safety helmet, and was one of the few who didn’t have a can of beer in his hand. Lackland was a jippo-logging outfit that worked small tracts of timber around the large holdings of Weyerhaeuser and the other big companies. Their headquarters—a few equipment buildings and an office created by a plywood partition in one of the sheds—was located just outside Enumclaw near the base of Mount Rainier. Like many small operators, they met their payroll, and whenever they seemed to be getting a few dollars ahead, a log skidder or a cat would break down and wipe out their cash reserves.




“Jesus, Fred, I didn’t cheat death out in the woods to have you kill me in the company parking lot,” complained one of the loggers.




“You’re here, ain’t yuh?” growled the man climbing from behind the wheel.




“Fred don’t think you’ve had a full day unless he can put a little blood in your pee from kidney damage.”




“It’s payday, an’ I’m fixin’ to put a little beer in my pee.”




“Hey, Clancy, where’re we goin’ drinkin’?”




“I reckon we’ll start at the White Horse over in Buckley an’ work our way back this way.”




The crew clustered around the tailgate of the truck, clutching lunch pails and Thermos bottles as they finished their beers. They were a boisterous crowd except for the foreman, who headed for the office, and another member of the crew who detached himself from the group. He was in his late twenties and dressed in dirty Levi’s and a camouflaged military-style jacket. Like the others, he was soiled and sweat-stained from working in the woods, but there was something about him that was a little less clean than the others. His hair was near shoulder length and stringy, and his complexion had a sallow, unhealthy pallor.




“Hey, Billy, you gonna go have a beer?”




“Naw, I got to get home. See you Monday.” He climbed into a battered Ford Torino and headed out onto the highway.




“Now, why’d you ask that shit to drink with us?” said one of the remaining crew. “Ain’t it enough that we gotta put up with him all day in the woods?”




“Aw, sometimes I feel sorry for him. He’s kinda like a stray dog.”




“Well, the guy’s an asshole. This ain’t his kind of work—I wonder why he ever signed on here.”




 




Billy Fenton had been working for Lackland for about three months, setting chokers for five dollars an hour. It was hard and dangerous work, but Ahmed told him it would look better if he were employed, and it was the best he could do. Fenton had never really been one to fit in with the crowd, and the logging crew was not the first group to avoid him.




Fenton had grown up in a well-to-do suburb of Atlanta with two younger sisters who were both pretty and bright. They were his parents’ pride, and Billy grew up in the shadow of their accomplishments. He was at best an average student, and the only friends he made were the wrong kind, so he was in and out of trouble—nothing serious, but he was an irritant to his parents and an embarrassment to his sisters. They were all glad when he joined the Army after high school.




Fenton almost made it in the Army. He was promoted to buck sergeant after his first hitch, when he reenlisted for Special Forces training. He earned the coveted Green Beret and was assigned to an A-team training for duty in Central America. Once deployed, the team was billeted in a small village, where they worked with the local militia. Fenton thrived on the attention he received as a member of an elite military training cadre.




One evening while returning to camp after a few beers at the local cantina, he came upon a teenage girl working a small plot of land. At first, she laughed shyly when Fenton made a pass at her. As he became bolder, she pushed him away and finally tried to run from him. He caught her and beat her severely, then raped her. The next day, the girl’s father brought his daughter to their camp. Her eyes were nearly swollen shut, but she identified Fenton as the man who assaulted her. When questioned, Fenton claimed she was a tease and that she’d got what was coming to her. After all, she was just a campesino. The team sergeant, a short, muscular Chicano soldier who had never liked Fenton, quickly put him on the ground and hit him five times before the lieutenant and the father could pull him off. Only the possible implication of the team sergeant for striking a subordinate kept Fenton from a general court-martial.




On their return to the States, Fenton was caught trying to smuggle some marijuana in the bottom of his field pack. He thought he would be busted to corporal and lose a few months’ pay at the very worst. But his lieutenant testified against him at the hearing, saying that the Army had made a mistake allowing him to be in uniform. He was given an administrative discharge and a bus ticket home.




A few months later, he was driving a cab in Atlanta and telling anyone who would listen how bad the Army had screwed him. One evening his fare was an Iranian student attending the University of Georgia. He listened, and Billy was surprised to find that he took a genuine interest in his problems.




 




Fenton hated logging and the other members of the crew, but he had to admit it was the perfect cover. No one thought it odd that a logger would rent an old house twelve miles from town and well away from any neighbors. Enumclaw was a community that tolerated men whose lives centered around hunting and fishing, and who required solitude. The house, a spacious, unkempt four-bedroom rambler with a large detached garage, was located on ten acres of second-growth timber. The property was part of an estate with a lengthy settlement, and Fenton had been able to sign a year’s lease. There was state land on two sides, and the nearest neighbor was four miles down the road. He’d stopped for a six-pack of beer on the way home, and when he arrived, he noticed there was another car behind the garage. It was the third to arrive in the last two weeks. The operation had to be going down very soon.Well, it can’t be too soon for me, he thought.I’ll show them just how much of a soldier I am.




Off to one side of the house in the shadow of a large cedar tree, a man watched Billy Fenton drive in. He patiently waited to see if anyone had followed him. He disliked Fenton, but then, he disliked all Americans. They were an arrogant, self-righteous people, and they were infidels. The man followed Fenton to the house. He had to admit Fenton had done well in selecting this safe house. It was private and large enough to sleep ten. So far there were six of them, with more to arrive that evening. The garage served as an armory for the weapons and ammunition, and the woods on the property were suitable for test-firing them.




Fenton walked in to find the Palestinian, the Egyptian, and the Latino playing cards at the kitchen table. They played with a fourth man he had not previously met, who looked as if he could be a brother to any of the other three. The room was filled with cigarette smoke.




“Jesus Christ,” he said, “you guys got something against fresh air?” Two of them glanced up and returned to their game. The relatively mild summer temperatures in the Pacific Northwest were still cool for them, and they seldom opened a window. Fenton twisted off the cap on a bottle of beer and tossed it in the direction of the wastebasket. He glanced at the dirty dishes and empty bottles around the kitchen. The place was in shambles. He had never been much of a housekeeper, and things had become much worse with the new arrivals. He was about to say something when the man who had watched his arrival stepped into the kitchen. The game stopped and they all looked at him. He was medium height, dark, wiry, and his eyes were very cold. He had a long, prominent nose that gave him the look of a collie dog, but much less affable.




“Hey, Salah,qué pasa! When do we go to work and do this great deed you have been planning, eh?” said one of the cardplayers.




“I have received word that our leader will be here tomorrow. I can only assume that we will strike very soon.”




“What is the mission?”




“And just who is ‘our leader,’ anyway?”




Salah surveyed them. These men had been chosen for their proven capabilities, their strong anti-American feelings, and a passable command of English. They had been given a sum of money up front for “expenses.” There was also the unspoken “bonus” that would be paid to them, or their families should they not return, upon the completion of the mission. His instructions in preparation for this operation had come from Ahmed, with whom he had worked in the past. He had met Jamil only once, and that had been several years ago. He knew nothing of the operation, which was as expected, but he had been quite surprised to learn that the Sayeh himself would lead them.




“Sayeh,” which meant “shadow” in Farsi, was Jamil’snom de guerre. It had been given to him by the Iranian Revolutionary Guards, who had financed most of his terrorist activities. Jamil was known to be a master planner and had orchestrated numerous acts of terrorism, but to Salah’s knowledge, the man had skirted direct involvement and carefully avoided public exposure. It was said that when he did take an active role, he acted alone. Ahmed had called that morning to say that he and Jamil would arrive sometime late that evening. Experience told Salah that in a short while things would start to happen very quickly.




“I know only that we will be told what we need to know tomorrow. The man who will lead us is a man of great reputation and stature, so the work we do is of the highest importance. From now on, no one is to leave the area without my permission, and there will be no more alcohol after the evening meal.”




“I’ll drink when I want to,” said Fenton without thinking. Salah, who never drank, looked at him with disdain. His forced smile was both soft and cruel.




“As a favor to me, please do not.” It was not a request. He then turned to the others. “Make all preparations to leave by tomorrow noon. I do not know when we will be called to action, but it will be soon. There will be some new arrivals late this evening, but do not concern yourselves with that. Tomorrow we will be assigned weapons, and perhaps then we will be told of our mission.”




Salah walked back outside.Fenton is weak, he thought,and the others seem to want American dollars more than they want to serve God. He had a contempt for those motivated only by money. But Ahmed had made it clear that they would need capable, professional fighters, and Salah had to admit that those who were the most idealistic did not always perform well in battle.




It was early evening, and the sun would not go down for another three hours. Salah had spent little time in northern latitudes, and the long summer days were strange to him. He walked a short distance into the woods and knelt down in a small clearing, resting his buttocks on his ankles. Mecca was almost directly opposite him on the globe, but he still faced to the east. Then he placed his palms on the ground in front of him and bent forward to place his forehead on the backs of his hands. On the eve of battle, most men ask their God to keep them safe. Since Salah was a man who didn’t really know fear, he prayed for the success of their mission.















Friday, 6:15PM —United States–Canada Border




Ahmed sat in the passenger’s seat of the motor home and fretted. Everything was going as planned, he assured himself, but still he was uneasy. The coach had been loaded with those items serious outdoors types would take on a two-week vacation to California—sleeping bags, backpacks, cameras, fishing tackle, a large ice chest. A Honda trail bike had been strapped to the front bumper and two mountain bikes were lashed to the luggage rack on top. There were two complete outfits of scuba gear, including custom-fitted wet suits, fins, buoyancy vests, and tanks. The tanks had proper inspection certifications, and a sticker on the air manifold indicated they had been filled ten days ago at Rick’s Dive Shop in Vancouver. Only, these tanks didn’t contain air. With great care and at considerable expense, they had been charged with hydrogen cyanide gas. In the storage area under the booth of the kitchenette were six one-gallon paint cans. Externally, they looked like ordinary cans of Glidden Exterior Spread Satin, but inside, a shallow cone had been fitted in the bottom of each can with the apex pointing upward. Semtex, a moldable high-explosive, had been packed on top of the cones, filling the can with the explosive while the space below the cones remained empty. The paint cans were now explosive charges, shaped for a specific purpose. In the storage locker by the toilet, along with the tent poles and fishing rods, were six folded tripods that would hold the cans in place for their designed purpose. These special items had been carefully assembled in a rented Vancouver garage and packed in the motor home that morning.




A litany of memorabilia from vacations past was displayed on the cab and bumper, like enemy kill-tallies on the cockpit of a fighter plane—Rock City, Wall Drug, Sea Lion Caves, Yellowstone, Disneyland—as well as the fraternal orders—Good Neighbor Sam Club and KOA Campgrounds. The twenty-seven-foot Pace Arrow was thirteen years old and a veteran of many border crossings. She looked tired, but the engine, drive train, and transmission were new, as were the tires and brakes.




They were in stop-and-go-traffic on Highway 99, about a quarter-mile from the border. A four-lane river of weekend travelers was headed south, and the dam that held them was the U.S. Customs checkpoint. Their documentation was in order, but crossing the border was never a sure thing. The customs officers had finely tuned instincts for situations that looked the slightest bit out of place. And there was the remote but very real possibility of a random vehicle search. The objective of this border scrutiny was drugs, not terrorists, but it made the threat of discovery no less dangerous. Ahmed had documentation that showed him to be a visiting professor from Saudi Arabia teaching at Simon Fraser University. But their plan to clear U.S. Customs rested largely with Michelle, and Ahmed knew very little about her.




Michelle Frontenac carried an authentic Quebec provincial driver’s license and a valid registration for the motor home. Her IDs showed that she was a resident of Montreal and a student at Simon Fraser. She was fluent in German as well as French and English. Ahmed had worked with her for several months as they made preparations for the operation, but she still remained something of a mystery. The others that Jamil had him recruit for the operation had come in service to Islam or for the money. Their hatred for the Americans was their only common bond. With the exception of Fenton, they were a savage lot who had demonstrated their ability to kill without hesitation—they were veterans, and in this case, veteran terrorists. Ahmed sensed that Michelle was different. He knew little about her other than that she was a French national, and that she had connections with the Red Army Faction in Germany and the internationalist wing of Action Direct, a French-based terrorist group. Since the business of terrorism often required that they carry out the most heinous acts, Ahmed suspected people who joined in their work without a motivating cause or, failing that, a healthy appetite for cash. In Michelle’s case, he was given contact instructions by Jamil and had met her six months before at a small café in Paris. When Ahmed told her that Jamil would be personally involved, her eyes sparkled, and she had wanted only to know where and when, rather than how or why.




“Relax,” she said in English. “Those border pigs have been on their feet for a good six hours. All they want to do is get this traffic backup cleared out and finish their shift.” She drove the big coach expertly from a semireclined position, with her left foot on the gas pedal and her right foot on the console between the seats. Her left arm rested on the door window ledge, while her fingers toyed with the steering wheel.




“Let’s give the boys in brown a little thrill,” she said as she took a Coke from the ice chest behind the seat. She placed the cold can against her stomach under the tight-fitting tank top, causing her nipples to become hard under the fabric.




Customs Officer Roy Collins saw that the motor home was being driven by a good-looking blonde when it was two cars back from his booth. She was sitting at eye level as he looked across the tops of the cars between the Pace Arrow and the inspection station. It was getting toward the end of his eight-hour shift, and the cars had been backed up for the last half of it. Good-looking ladies helped to pass the time, and this one was gorgeous. The coach rolled to a halt in front of the booth, and he saw at a glance that she had long, well-shaped legs, and that she was wearing absolutely nothing under the tank top.




“Good afternoon. How long will you be staying in the United States?”




“Why, good afternoon, Officer Collins,” she replied, reading the name from the tag on his shirt. “About two weeks, unless I can convince the professor here to play hooky for a while longer.” Her smile was both intimate and mischievous.




“Uh, are you Canadian residents?”




“I am. Professor Khalid is a visiting scholar at Simon Fraser University from Saudi Arabia. I’m one of his students.”




“I see. Could I please see some documentation, Professor?”A professor, thought Collins.I’ll bet she gets an A in the class. I hear these Arabs go nuts over Western women. During the Gulf War and ever since, they had been directed to carefully scrutinize Middle Eastern types. Ahmed handed his passport and working visa to Michelle, who took them with a smile and a wink. The look in her eyes was the same as in Paris when he told her that Jamil would lead them on a dangerous mission. Michelle passed the documents to Collins. He studied them for a moment, trying not to stare at the magnificent breasts that were now pressed against the top of the driver’s-side window.




“Do you have any cigarettes in excess of one carton apiece or liquor in excess of one liter per person?” he asked as he placed the visa in the passport and handed it back to Michelle.




“No, Officer, we sure don’t,” said Michelle. Ahmed just shook his head.




“You folks have a safe and pleasant stay in the United States.”




“And you have a real nice day too, Officer Collins.” She smoothly pulled away from the booth after giving him one of her most radiant smiles.




“See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” she said as she brought the coach up to the legal speed limit. Her eyes still sparkled, and she wore a triumphant smile.




“No, I suppose it was not,” he replied quietly, “but you were pushing it—you took more risk than was necessary. And there was no reason to do so.” Ahmed shook his head imperceptibly as he reconsidered the woman behind the wheel. He now knew why she was here—why she had jumped at the opportunity to join the operation—and it was not for the cause or the money. Danger, certainly, and perhaps violence, was like an aphrodisiac to her.




“What’s the big deal—he was just a border pig. Christ, did you see the expression on that asshole’s face? I can’t wait to tell Jamil about it. Will we be seeing him tonight?”




“Jamil will appear when it is time. You know that.”




“Oh, don’t be so damned prophetic. God, I can’t wait to see him!”




 




An olive-skinned man, impeccably dressed in a tailored summer suit, sat in a Hertz rental car and watched the motor home several cars ahead of him pass through the customs checkpoint. When his turn came at the customs booth, he stated that he was an engineer with the DeHavi-land Aircraft Corporation, and that he was on his way to the Boeing plant near Seattle. His documents were quickly checked, and he cleared customs with no delays.




 




When questioned just a few days later, Officer Collins would be able to provide only a sketch of the man in the motor home. His description of the woman driving was better, and when he was asked about distinguishing physical characteristics, he was able to report that she had a grand set of hooters.
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