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“On the sea the boldest steer but where their ports invite;

But there are wanderers o’er Eternity

Whose bark drives on and on,

and anchor’d ne’er shall be.”



~ Byron: Childe Harold III.lxx.







Author’s Note:


This book is about war, and as such it will present some of the dilemmas, uncertainty, brash cruelty and senseless insanity of war. In this cauldron every man reacts differently, some finding the full measure of their courage and compassion, others finding the depths of their cowardice and depravity. One should never be surprised that a loaded gun fires a bullet, and that a bullet kills with no thought given to things like courage and compassion. Given the record of history one thing is wholly apparent: the only way a man can ever truly prevent that loaded gun from firing is to never make one.
As to the ships, planes and men depicted in this novel, while the ship and crew of the Russian battlecruiser Kirov are of my own making, every other ship and character mentioned, from the highest officers on down to the lowest able seaman or pilot, is a historical figure, placed exactly in the roles and locations where they served during the action described.



Prologue


On a late summer day, August 5, 1941, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt boarded the yacht Potomac and slipped quietly away on what was scheduled to be a fishing trip to the waters off the coast of New England. A day earlier, the Prime Minister of England, Sir Winston Churchill, had declared a “Flag Day” and quietly canceled official business at the House of Commons to get away for a supposed vacation as well. Yet these were merely cover stories fed to the press to mask planning for a secret meeting that would lay the groundwork for a new power structure in a world that was embroiled in the greatest conflict in human history.
Churchill boarded the destroyer HMS Oribi and traveled to the British Home Fleet anchorage at Scapa Flow where he was discretely transferred to the battleship HMS Prince of Wales. The great ship was the youngest daughter of Britain’s powerful battle fleet, bloodied as a young debutant when she sailed on the arm of Admiral Holland’s flagship HMS Hood, just two months earlier in the hunt for the German Battleship Bismarck. In the engagement that followed, the raw crew aboard the ship struggled in battle with the mighty German battleship, witnessing the horror of the destruction of HMS Hood, with the tragic loss of all but three of her crew.
Prince of Wales had herself sustained damage from at least three 15 inch shells fired by Bismarck and four 8 inch shells from the heavy cruiser Prince Eugen. One shell struck directly on the bridge, killing or wounding everyone except the Captain and Chief Yeoman. The ship was driven off behind a covering screen of smoke, and limped away to Iceland, conducting burials at sea for all those hands lost in the action while in route. Yet, in spite of severe difficulties with her main batteries, she had managed to wound the German ship as well, which continued on into the North Atlantic trailing a wake of black oily blood.
Undaunted, Prince of Wales reached the dockyard at Rosyth for repairs, where astonished engineers soon found an unexploded 15 inch shell lodged well below the waterline near the starboard diesel room, like a sharp tooth of a shark left in the wounded belly of the ship after her harrowing encounter with the Bismarck. She was soon restored to health, patched up and re-armored, her guns dressed out in fresh camouflage paint, and a new type 271 radar mounted on her upper mast. The rest of the Royal Navy ruthlessly hunted down the German battleship, sinking Bismarck on 27 May, 1941, finally avenging the loss of Hood.
Now, her refit complete, Prince of Wales rejoined the home fleet, completed gunnery trials with her sister ship King George V, and was ready for a very special honor. The Prime Minister himself made his way aboard, there to be joined by Admiral of the Fleet and First Sea Lord Sir Dudley Pound, Army General Dill and Vice Air Chief Freeman, all bound for a rendezvous that would lay down the political and geopolitical framework to govern the entire post war world.
They were sailing aboard Prince of Wales to meet their respective American counterparts, for President Roosevelt was not going fishing that morning. Instead he was to be joined by Generals Marshall and Arnold, and Admirals Stark and King of the United States to embark on the heavy cruiser Augusta and sail quietly out of Massachusetts Bay to points unknown. The old battleship Arkansas, heavy cruiser Tuscaloosa, and five more destroyers would join the task force en route for an extra measure of defense.
Prince of Wales raced out into the gray north Atlantic with three destroyers at her side to join the American leaders for a scheduled meeting at Ship Harbor, Argentia Bay, Newfoundland on August 9th, 1941. There they would discuss potential future military cooperation, and set down guiding principles for how the world would be governed by Anglo-American power after Germany’s defeat, which at that time seemed a distant and chancy prospect. The document they drafted would come to be called the Atlantic Charter, a series of seminal principles that would underlay the founding of the United Nations.
Yet on that fateful day, and unbeknownst to many, they secretly discussed something more, the dark presence and mystery of a strange new interloper on the wide Atlantic Ocean, a frightening new raider with awesome power and ominous intent.



Part I

MANEUVERS





“So long the path; so hard the journey,

When I will return, I cannot say for sure,

Until then the nights will be longer.

Sleep will be full of dark dreams and sorrow,

But do not weep for me…”



~ Russian Naval Hymn







Chapter 1


Admiral Leonid Volsky shifted uncomfortably in his chair as he stared out at the slate gray sea. There was something wrong with the morning, he thought, and something vaguely disturbing about this whole mission. He felt it from the very first, that vague sense of disquiet within him that had dogged his thoughts all morning. What was it?
The mission itself was nothing out of the ordinary—a simple live fire exercise in the Norwegian Sea. There had been so many before it, long, dull cruises punctuated by a single moment of bravado when the missiles would catapult up from the forward deck and rocket away, the men cheering them on as they went to find the target barges to the south.
He was waiting on K-266, the submarine Orel, scheduled to make its missile firing at zero eight hundred hours, but Orel was late, and the Admiral had become more and more impatient. The crew could see it in his eyes, dark brown eyes, deep set under bristling low brows. Orel was late, and for a man accustomed to tight schedules, itineraries, precise maneuvers required to coordinate fleet actions, tardiness was inexcusable.
Orel was late because her Captain Rudnikov was fat and stupid, he thought. And Rudnikov was fat and stupid because the aging incompetence of the Russian system itself still permeated the navy these days, and that was the sad fact of the matter.
Leonid Volsky was not happy. He was in his seat on the bridge of the most formidable ship his country had ever put to sea, the nuclear guided missile cruiser Kirov, flagship and pride of the Russian Navy, and he was about to unleash her scheduled missile salvo for the exercise now underway. Thirty kilometers to the south, the old cruiser Slava was towing a line of targeting barges, a makeshift NATO task force, but hapless captain of the Orel had had radioed to say that he was having trouble with one of his missiles. It seems the crew had mistakenly loaded a 15 Kiloton nuclear warhead, and not the required high explosive version designated for the target. The breach of weapons handling procedures for nuclear armaments was unthinkable. The incompetence galled him, and he let the Orel’s captain know exactly how he felt about the matter, his deep voice loud and irritated on the radio, edged with impatience, and carrying the considerable weight of his thirty years command.
The more Admiral Volsky thought about the exercise, the more he came to see in it a reflection of his own nation’s predicament at that time in history. Here he was, in the pride of the Russian fleet, yet largely alone on the cold gray Arctic seas. He was not in the warmer, busy waters of the Atlantic, nor in the tranquil humid climes of the vast Pacific. No, the Russian fleet was consigned to maneuver in these forsaken, icy waters, just as Russia herself had been isolated by a new political frost that seemed to cover the world in recent years. After conflicts with the Americans over Iran’s nuclear program, particularly involving the Russian fleet that had been sent to the Eastern Mediterranean Sea, relations between Moscow and Washington had deteriorated considerably. Sadly, the Russian Navy had deteriorated as well. It was no longer the great threat that it had once been when the Red Banner Fleet was the terror of NATO war games in the North Atlantic. This exercise seem pathetic to him compared to the old days when he would sail with a full battle squadron in a powerful surface action group accompanied by five to seven attack submarines as well.
But Mother Russia was a sick old woman now, and could not afford the blue water navy she had always dreamed of. In the year 2021, the country was a strange patchwork of conflicting influences. In the big cities, there was still wealth, consumerism, along with all the ills of modernity—advertising, financial crime, corruption in government and politics. The country had opened itself to Western commerce and culture, but was still harried by a lingering state of mind that could only be described as paranoid suspicion. The Kremlin too often found foreign fingerprints on any crisis, and in a country where political and historical reality was a construct of words more than deeds, it was too easy to foist off the failures of government and Russian society as a whole on unfriendly outside influences.
When the great financial crisis fell on the world between 2008 and 2015, it was said that the Americans created the crisis as a means of destroying Russia, and America was to blame for every ill that now beset the nation. It was almost a reflexive reaction to adversity at times, this propensity to blame anyone other than one’s self, and it extended right up through the whole system to the highest levels of government.
When a TU-134 jet went down near Petrozavodsk, killing 47 passengers, the incident was first blamed on Chechen terrorists, then on faulty aircraft parts obtained from a foreign manufacturer. Nothing was said of the pilot, Anton Atayev, who was drunk as he piloted the plane that day. Later it was whispered that Anton had only turned to vodka to soothe the pain of his divorce, and that his wife had betrayed him—again foisting the real problem off on someone else. Too many Russian men were still like Gogol’s “lost souls,” mired in their own self-indulgent and complacent mediocrity, a condition described by the untranslatable Russian word poshlost. They muted the pain of their lives with vodka, and took out their simmering frustrations on their women, who were often the victims of abuse. Excuses were easy to come by in Russia—reasons, justifications, stories put forward to rationalize any ill. Anton was just a victim of an unfaithful wife, that was all, it was whispered. She should be beaten, or worse, and reminded of her place.
The words became a balm, and a means of dismissing the crushing problems of daily life, whether they were true or not. Yet in spite of their sad and degrading lot, deep down, Russians still took great pride in their heritage and roots, just as Moscow still clung to the vestige of its history in the aging architecture of earlier times, the gold domes and minarets of the Kremlin still gleaming in the wan light on the cold winter days. Now the city again had a brooding military hue at times, and the winters there were no less cold and harsh in spite of the brief warmth of Glasnost with the West that had brought capitalism to the heart of the nation.
The farther you went from the big cities, however, the more you came to feel you were still trapped in that older world, in the old fallen Soviet state where nothing of value had ever been born. Volsky remembered that last long train ride he had taken from Moscow to his base at Severomorsk. The small villages and towns were still struggling to make the transition away from communism and define a new way of life. The rusting infrastructure of the old Soviet regime was still there. Old manufacturing towns that were once centered on a worker’s kollectiv, a state farm, a factory, a shipyard, were now like failed industrial ghost towns. People struggled for the barest necessities of life and to simply secure those few things that could provide a little comfort, safety and stability for their family—food and shelter.
Thankfully, he no longer had to concern himself with those struggles. His position as Admiral of the Fleet came with certain privileges, and enough for him to keep his family and aging parents comfortable enough in St. Petersburg. He had secured his post through long years of service and hard work, however, and a stoic acceptance of the creaking machinations of the system the navy had become—a clear reflection of the decrepit state of the nation as a whole.
Politically, Russia was still fundamentally irrational at heart. It had moved from autocracy, to revolution, to empire and then into rapid decline, a fall so dark and bleak that the nation struggled to hold onto the barest hint of its old glory, prompting many to long for the old days of Soviet discipline and power. Corruption in government was everywhere apparent, yet never really challenged by any countervailing authority. A new lie was broadcast each day to justify all those that came before it, and this aching nostalgia for a time when Russia had once been a great and mighty world power was a way to forget the lies, and turn a blind eye on the corruption.
Fraud and bribery were old and familiar habits in the system. Enforcement of laws was arbitrary, and often rested on a network of complex relationships—in groups, out groups, favored sons—the blat that held the system together. Anything that got done was usually done poblatu, using blot to grease the way.
Prestige was just as important as power, and pride that had become a tainted hubris was still at the heart of the Russian psyche as well. The people endured, for if they could not easily expect a time when things might be better, they could almost always remember a time when they were worse. People lived with their broken system, lived in it, worked in it, struggled on in spite of it, and this fear that everything might again get so much worse was always at the heart of the fear in every Russian’s soul.
Getting anything done in this environment required guile, blat, and more than a little babki in the right palms, the monetary bribes that would seal deals and open doors. Vodka was a second currency in the country, and people literally traveled with cases of the stuff in the trunks of their cars—those lucky enough to even have a personal vehicle. Thankfully, Volsky had avoided the blight of vodka in his own life. He drank, as virtually all Russian men did, but was able to impose his basic rule of thumb in life on those habits—moderation in all things. Yet, vodka could be traded for gasoline, food, a night’s lodging, or special favors that might untangle the Gordian knots of local administrative districts, or bypass overly curious authority figures, and the Admiral was fond of giving it as a gift when appropriate. The system was long entrenched, a way of life, and no one avoided the necessities of blat and babki in Russia, no matter how high they had climbed.
In many ways, the blat provided by friends and favors was often more important than cash. Rubles could buy you a meal today, but friends and the right connections could feed you for a lifetime, so it was said that it was better to have a hundred friends than a hundred rubles. Yet this system of installing people in key posts due to affiliation had a blowback in the sad fact that many positions soon became filled by people who were simply incompetent. And once there, they held on to jobs stubbornly because they never knew if they would ever find another one. They were stuck to their chairs with blat, not because of any particular merit or skill they possessed.
Rudnikov, the Captain of the Orel, was a perfect example, thought Volsky. He was old, and tired, and rusty like his submarine. He should have been replaced by a younger man years ago. There were enough of them out there in the ranks, eager for promotion and a way up the gangways to a more comfortable place of power and privilege. Rudnikov was stuck in his post just as Russia itself seemed mired in its own systemic incompetency.
As she completed the second decade of the twenty-first century, Russia was still a nation still struggling up off her knees, a population deeply distrustful of authority, but who nonetheless submitted to it for fear of change and the uncertainty that is at the very heart of that process. Change was uncomfortable, except for the very young, and always went hand in hand with the notion of threat and instability. So the Russians adapted, and they endured the hard change of recent years, always hoping for better times, but always expecting things to get worse.
Volsky shook these sad thoughts from his mind, glad at least that Kirov was here beneath him in spite of these difficulties. It took all the nation’s technical resources, and the cannibalization of several older vessels, to build the ship the Admiral was standing upon now. As for Orel, he thought, that old submarine should have been mothballed years ago. The day of the Oscar had come and was long since gone. Construction had been halted on the last three in her class, and there would be no further development.
The same could be said for the submarine’s crew, he thought. Mounting the wrong ordnance was sheer stupidity. Such a misstep would be unthinkable in time of crisis, which was exactly what this exercise was supposed to be simulating. It spoke of gross incompetence, disorderly procedures, and poor leadership. He had seen all too much of that in his time in the navy, and was tireless in trying to root it out. If he had been aboard that boat, he would have the Captain in a pot for soup. But instead it was the Admiral who was stewing, shifting restlessly in his chair, his eyes ever on the barometer at the far wall of the bridge citadel, dark flashing glances that spoke volumes. Leonid Volsky was worried about something.
For two days now he had been bothered with an ache in a tooth that always seemed to signal bad weather. Now the sallow grey skies, rising winds, and slowly surging seas also spoke the same to him. He could ask Rodenko about it, his able radar man, but he would learn nothing more than he already knew. The Arctic seas were vast and fickle, dangerous and temperamental. They could lull you with a sea of glass under a thick icy fog one minute, and then blow with a force nine gale the next. The current situation had all the hallmarks of big storm brewing on the horizon. Rodenko would tell him the front was 60 miles out and moving at 30 knots, leaving him plenty of time to complete this exercise and batten down for rougher seas, but the smell of the air, that dull, empty, icy cold Arctic air, told him everything he needed to know. He could sense the storm, taste it, feel it as the pressure slowly dropped. His ears would ring, his eyes begin to water from the chill, his sinuses dry and irritated.
And the Admiral was irritated as well. It was something more that was bothering him now, a vague unrest, a veiled inner thrum of anxiety, an off sense of foreboding that he could not quite localize in his mind. Yes, he had good reason to worry now with tensions on the rise and war games in the offing again. The frost of a new cold war was blowing in like that distant threatening weather front. Yet this was something more. He could feel the unease in his bridge crew as well, sense their quiet apprehension. Karpov was, of course, the worst of the lot. The Captain was pacing, his hands clasped behind his back, his face hard beneath the thick wool fringed Ushanka that he always wore when on duty.
Then, like a pot that had finally reached its boiling point, the Admiral launched himself into a long, unhappy discourse.
“What does Rudnikov have to say now?” Volsky said to his radioman Nikolin. “Tell them we are fifteen minutes behind schedule. In that much time an American task force could have twenty Tomahawk cruise missiles bearing down on us, or worse. We would have lost the element of surprise, completely mishandled our approach to the target, and we would most likely be sitting at the bottom of the sea to contemplate the error of our ways. The man who fails to think ahead of time will have a very long time to think afterwards when his fat, ugly boat is berthed up in Murmansk with all the rest, waiting to be broken up for scrap and hauled away by the salvage teams. Perhaps then he will have learned the value of proper timing in a naval exercise.”
Members of the bridge crew smiled to themselves as they listened, accustomed to the Admiral’s long diatribe on most any subject that did not meet with his approval. To them he was old “Papa Volsky,” Grand Admiral, Godfather, King of the Northern Seas. And they were his well favored and trusted retainers, many of them hand-picked and promoted up through the ranks by this very man. He was a shining example of naval professionalism, a consummate strategist, strict disciplinarian, yet an amiable father to a crew he regarded as his own private family. His strength, willpower, decisiveness, and quiet dignity had been an example to them all for years now, even as his wrath would be their bane. Just the sight of him, sitting thoughtfully in his command seat, his hand toying with the wood of his pipe, was a comfort to them. His deep set eyes would flash beneath graying brows when he spoke, his voice a strong baritone suited to his ample frame.
They would do anything for him, go anywhere with him, and he returned their loyalty with the generosity that sometimes seemed out of place on a naval warship where Spartan asceticism was the rule the day. Yet no one was surprised when a box of fine Cuban cigars would turn up in the wardroom, a gift from the Admiral to all his ranking officers and chiefs.
On the other hand, like the sea around him, he could be temperamental at times, quick to anger one moment, stoic and quiet at other times when a brooding inner vision seem to haunt him, a quiet darkness that hid within his soul in a place no man could sit with him for tea. At such times he expressed his frustrations in these long monologues, lecturing, as any father would do with wayward sons. He was firm in handling any perceived breach of procedure, but never cruel or heartless. When he criticized, he could drain the blood from a man’s face in ten seconds. Yet when he praised a man, you could see the lucky soul swell right there before him. It was not mere bluster and the bludgeon of authority that gave the man his rank. His mere presence radiated command, from the cut of his uniform, to the tilt of his cap, Leonid Volsky was an admiral in every sense of the word.
Volsky crossed his arms and pursed his lips, clearly bothered by the delay. This was supposed to be a simple live fire exercise, a routine that had been practiced many times before, yet now it seemed to auger something dark and foreboding. He had a strange feeling that there was something amiss, something slightly off its kilter. It was not merely the impending onset of bad weather, or the frustrating incompetence of Rudnikov on the Orel. There was something more….He could not see what it was just yet, but some inner voice warned him that this day would be far from routine. Call it intuition, or the barnacled salt of many years experience at sea, but Volsky sensed something was wrong. He found himself listening intently to the ship, the sound of its turbines, the hum of the electronic consoles here on the main bridge, as if he might ferret out the vague disquiet that had settled over him. Yet everything sounded normal to his well tuned ear.
The ship he sailed was the newest addition to the fleet, a miraculous resurrection of one of the most imposing classes of surface combat vessels ever designed. Any sailor worth his salt will tell you that it’s bad luck to rename a ship, but the Russians never seemed to bother with it. Most ships in the Kirov class had started with the name of the Russian city, and then been renamed after a famous admiral or general. In Kirov’s case, the ship also bore the name of the revolutionary hero Sergey Kirov. Sure enough, one by one, each ship seemed to suffer some peculiar fate, an accident, a mishap at sea, then a seemingly endless berthing at a lonesome port awaiting a promised overhaul that never came. Kirov had suffered more than others. First launched in the 1980s, the ship bedeviled Western naval planners for decades. She was renamed Admiral Ushakov much later in her history, but had long since been retired after an accident with her nuclear reactor made the vessel unserviceable.
And so went the fate of each ship in this unlucky class. The second ship, Frunze, had been renamed Admiral Lazarov, and it lasted no more than ten years in active service before being decommissioned. Kalinin, the third of ship, was renamed Admiral Nakhimov and fared little better, being retired in 1999. As if to avoid the curse, the final ship began as Yuri Andropov and then was renamed Pytor Velikiy, (Peter The Great) in 1992. It continued to serve until 2014 before it, too, was berthed in Severomorsk alongside the aging hulks of its sister ships. This last ship had run afoul of the curse during an exercise much like the one Leonid Volsky was organizing today. The Pytor Velikiy was coordinating live fire exercises with an Oscar II class submarine, when the undersea boat suffered a tragic misfire with one of her torpedoes and exploded taking the lives of all hands on board. And now it seemed the same situation was repeating itself again.
The Kirov class languished for years, laid up and removed from active service, the proud vessels wasting away in the cold northern harbors of Murmansk while the Russians haggled over how to find the money to refit them. But the money was never there. It was not until global circumstances forced the Russians to finally modernize their Navy that the designers and architects again began to draw up plans for an ocean going warship capable of standing with any other ship in the world. One proposal after another was drafted, yet each seemed too grandiose and far-reaching to ever be realized. In the end, the Russians decided that, with four old Kirov class cruisers lying in mothball, they would have enough raw material to refit at least one of these ships by cannibalizing all of the others. And this they did.
Built from the bones of every ship and its class, the new vessel had been given top priority in the shipyards to form the heart of a blue ocean task force that was still under development. Rather than rebuilding the ship from scratch, laying down the keel and working their way up, the ship had been gutted and redesigned from the inside out. The hull was extended and re-metaled, the superstructure modified, up-armored, and fitted out with all the very latest equipment in terms of missiles and sensors in the year 2017. Three years later, after extensive and still costly refitting, it was time to christen the new vessel and commission her into the fleet.
God created the heavens and the earth in just six days, thought Volsky, and on the seventh day he built Kirov. She was an awesome ship when finally completed. Her designers thought it only fitting that she be given back her old name, and they made her the flagship of the new Northern Fleet.
For years the Russian shipyards had turned out little more than a few insignificant frigates and corvettes. But after closely observing modern naval engagements from the Falkland Islands conflict to the wars in the Persian Gulf, Russian planners had decided it was necessary to revitalize their aging fleet with something a little more formidable. The new Kirov was everything they hoped for and more, like a proud old armored knight coming out of retirement in an hour of greatest need. At 32,000 tons when fully loaded, she was one of the largest surface action ships in the world, exceeded in size only by the American supercarriers and the aging Iowa class battleships that were now no more than tourist attractions and well past their day in any case. The Russians had always had a fondness for building things big, and building them strong. Kirov was both.
Officially designated a nuclear guided missile cruiser, Western planners referred to her as a battlecruiser, and in size and scale she was really very much closer to that ship type, which had first entered the naval lexicon during the First World War—a ship with the speed of a fast cruiser, yet the fighting power of something much bigger. At 32 knots, Kirov was as fast as any destroyer or cruiser in the world. Yet her armament was considerably stronger, updated with the very latest in new Soviet technology for both guns and missile systems.
Her primary armament was a potent array of anti-ship missiles that were carried on her long forward deck section. Unable to compete with the West in terms of aircraft carriers, Russia pursued an intensive development in the area of missile technology, and now possessed some of most lethal and efficient anti-ship missiles on earth.
Kirov also boasted the latest in Soviet naval gun technology, twin 152mm guns mounted on their new stealth turret to help lower the radar signature. The gun was the equivalent of a 5.9 inch naval battery, and could fire 30 rounds per minute at a range exceeding 25 kilometers. The day of the big gun was long gone. Even these 152mm turrets would be thought of as typical secondary armament on an old WWII battleship, or the primary guns on lighter class cruisers of that era. Heavy cruisers might carry a bigger 8 inch gun, and the battlecruisers and battleships trumped this with guns firing shells in the range of 11 to 16 inches in diameter. The Japanese behemoth Yamato carried the largest guns in the world at 18 inches, three times as large as those mounted on Kirov. Yet, in her day, the year 2021, no ship mounted bigger or a more potent array of weapons.
For air defense, long-range SAM batteries were augmented by medium range missile defense systems and an array of rapid firing Gatling guns should anything penetrate this defense.
Finally, the ship was also equipped with the latest UGST versatile deep-water homing torpedo, a total of 10 firing tubes, five on each side. This was an extremely dangerous weapon, able to range out as far as 50 kilometers and travel that distance in one hour at its highest speed. As it approached the target, be it a submarine or surface ship, or even the wake of a surface ship, it could home in beginning at a range of 2 kilometers.
The aft section of the ship was also a landing platform for three helicopters. Two KA-40 naval helos could provide over the horizon reconnaissance, radar picket duties, and ASW defense carrying the APR-3 water-jet-propelled torpedo capable of attacking submarines at a submerged depth of 500 meters and KAB-250PL guided depth charges. One KA-226 scout chopper was a modified version of the rescue helo built for the Moscow police, and carried a 30 mm cannon with provisions for air-to-air or surface attack missiles on two stubby wing pods. With a flight endurance of between 4 and 6 hours, the helo mounted HD-optical zoom and infrared cameras, and also had laser range finding. All in all, the battlecruiser literally bristled with weaponry, one of the most powerful surface combatants in the world. Considering the chaos and contradiction of the nation all this had come from, it was a miracle the ship was ever rebuilt.
Admiral Leonid Volsky had sailed her throughout her trials and made two world cruises, showing the flag in ports o’ call all across the globe and again troubling the dreams of many Western naval analysts. Now, in the year 2021, increased tensions had put the Russian Navy on a near wartime footing.
The long fall had swept away Russia’s stilted Soviet political structures, leaving a hard shell of dysfunctional autocracy in its place in the neo-Russia that grew from the ashes. Her armies had diminished, just as the navy had been broken up and sold off to scrap yards, third world countries and even China had picked over the bones, purchasing one of Russia’s two large fleet aircraft carriers from Ukraine after that country inherited the ship from the old Black Sea Fleet. China was still rising, more powerful on the world stage than ever, but Russia never regained her lost glory. She was kept at arm’s length by NATO, shunned by the troubled European Union, and was a strange bedfellow in the new Asian coalition she had tried to forge with China.
Only her resources saved her from being relegated to the status of a third rate nation now—the vast mineral deposits, timber and oil of Siberia. Yet American oil companies, ever more thirsty for light sweet crude, had played hard ball with the Russians of late. They had tried to squeeze her out of the Caspian basin long ago, and the flow of aid and technology from the West had frozen in the pipelines of Siberia. Now even the oil fields languished in decline, but as Saudi Arabia failed, and the center of gravity shifted to the Pacific, Russian leaders pushed back against encroaching Western influence and control, and went so far as to embargo their oil, refusing to deliver it to British or American terminals, or to traffic in US dollars. The tensions eventually saw the deployment of Russian military forces near the breakaway republic of Georgia, where the Americans still kept a guarded watch on Iran, and push too often came to shove when the military was involved.
American carrier battlegroups still plied the oceans, largely unchallenged. Yet in recent months, Kirov had led several extended training exercises in the Norwegian Sea, an old hunting ground for the Russians, and the doorstep to the rich warm, commerce laden waters of the Atlantic. This latest maneuver was designed to simulate a raider breaking out into the North Atlantic accompanied by a single attack submarine.
And they were late.
As he waited for Rudnikov to report, the Admiral could not help but perceive the irony of his own situation. Here he sat in this waking zombie of a ship, resurrected from a sure appointment with the scrapping yards and pressed once again into useful service. Yet the uncanny echo of past mishaps still seem to haunt him, and the ship itself. His exercise was off schedule, and another old submarine was having trouble with its weapons.
Miles to the south, the cruiser Slava was deploying a line of target barges fitted with radar jammers to pose as a NATO task force in the Norwegian sea. If they had been real enemies, thought Volsky, they would have acquired his ship long ago and have missiles inbound while he still chafed and restlessly waited on Rudnikov and his old submarine to fit the proper warhead on his missiles. The exercise would have to be deemed a failure and replayed as soon as the approaching weather front cleared. There was nothing else to be done.
“Where is Rudnikov? Why hasn’t he reported? What are they doing down there in that fat Oscar II? This whole situation is ridiculous!” The Admiral vented his impatience yet again.
Vladimir Karpov, the ship’s Captain, and his Chief of Operations Gennadi Orlov were listening, half amused, half embarrassed. This was all too typical of the fleet these days, old rusty ships; misplaced men and missions. Volsky had been intent upon changing that ever since taking his post as Admiral of the Northern Fleet. He had insisted that Kirov be built, then assigned as flagship of the fleet before he made it his own. It was a pity that there were not three or four destroyers that could sail with Kirov today, but those ships were still on the drawing boards. Kirov was alone in the cold, icy sea for this exercise, and it was just going to get colder and more lonesome as the day wore on.
Captain Karpov shook his head, noting the admiral’s obvious displeasure. “We would be better to wait, Admiral,” he said. A serious man, his eyes always seemed to look swollen and bloodshot, bulging under his thick woolen cap emblazoned with the gold insignia of the navy. A bit round shouldered from too many days at a desk earlier in his business career, Karpov had taken to the sea when things fell apart and the old Soviet Union dissipated.
“Wait until this front passes through and the weather clears. The targeting buoys and towing lines will be all in a tangle in these seas. Tell Rudnikov to get his missiles sorted out and meet us off Jan Mayen tomorrow at 1100 hours. There is no further need to proceed here. We should stand the men down and try again later.”
The Admiral looked at him sourly. “That will put us another day late back to Severomorsk,” he said. Then a look of resignation crossed his features, his eyes dim and distant. “Probably best to do as you suggest,” he decided. “Give the orders, Karpov. Give the damn orders, and let me know when Orel is finally ready. Tell Rudnikov—this time no excuses!”
“Aye, sir. I’ll see to it.”



Chapter 2


Captain Karpov was a straight laced and competent man, with a sharp intelligence, strong will, and much ambition. One of the only men on the ship that did not owe his present position to Volsky, the Captain had a volatile personality that sometimes seemed oddly out of place in a man with his obvious intellectual capacity. He was easily frustrated, sharp tempered, somewhat high strung and very defensive at times, though he balanced these emotions well with the steely logic of his mind. A thinker and planner, he had already plotted his course to the bridge of Kirov, winning the post in a hard fought competition with two other men. Volsky had, in fact, preferred another man, but Karpov had ingratiated himself with senior officers on the naval board, and won approval by other means. And he had even bigger plans if things went the way he imagined.
One day he would be wearing the Admiral’s cap and the bold gold stripes on the cuff of his jacket. But not today. Today his black sheep wool Ushanka hat and thick leather sea jacket would serve him well enough, and he was content to be captain of the ship where his considerable talents could be put to the best use possible—as long as he could be captain. He saluted as the Admiral left the bridge, pleased to have the citadel to himself again.
He felt a strange sense of kinship with the battlecruiser. Kirov was rebuilt from an older life, just as he was with his new career in the navy. Russia had been doing some grave digging, he thought. Finances were so tight, resources so limited, that we have to pull ships out of retirement and refit them to have anything seaworthy these days. Oh, they had given the ship a clever new coat of radar absorbing paint, fitted those new carbon fiber tiles to her siding, with a curious coating of phototropic material that would change colors in various lighting conditions. It was a futile attempt to make the big ship less observable to both electronic and optical systems at a distance, and sometimes it worked quite well, but Kirov was a large vessel with a distinctive prow and silhouette that would be recognized without much difficulty. These features built into her redesign on the citadels, gun turrets, and all weather siding would make her seem smaller than she was to a curious radar set, but she would by no means be considered a stealthy ship.
That was fine by him, he thought. A warship should look like it could fight, and Kirov had all of the classic sharp angles, stalwart masts and radar festooned towers that brought the word battlecruiser to mind when you looked at her. This is a ship that was meant to be seen and feared, not something that would slink through the seas in the dark of night like a whisper of fog, hoping to remain undiscovered like a submarine. No, Kirov was a warship, a predator at sea, menacing, dangerous and intimidating in every line and angle of her design.
Karpov hated submarines, and he justifiably feared them. When offered a chance to train for undersea warfare, he refused the assignment, recoiled from it, as if he might be joining a colony of lepers if he went. There was something vile about a submarine, he thought, something devious, something that too closely reminded him of the darker aspects of himself. He understood the work of an undersea boat only too well. In fact, he had captained his life like any good submariner might up until that first great failure that had sent him to the bottom of the sea.
Karpov had planned and plotted his way up through the corporate ranks of Gazprom, but his career took a turn for the worse under the Putin administration. The executive class of the company had evaded taxes, stripped off assets and distributed them to family members, but the Putin reforms began to root out the corruption and return control of the company to the state, which was really nothing more than taking them out of the frying pan and putting them into the fire.
In the midst of the turmoil, Karpov’s long negotiations with Western oil and gas companies came under scrutiny, the special favors, privileged access, the perks and gifts exchanged, and he found himself betrayed and back-stabbed when a consortium of Western companies led by British Petroleum undercut his position, reneged on a technology transfer deal, and left him dangerously exposed to government scrutiny. He could hear the investigators listening for him, then pinging out a more invasive search, and he was very afraid. When a government committee dropped a depth charge in the water that he knew he could not avoid, he abandoned that first career ship and went into the cold waters of unemployment, burning with resentment and vowing he would one day get even with BP and the other Western companies that had ended his career.
A few hard years followed where he sat at harbor himself, a derelict like the old hulk of the ship he now captained, without heading or compass, until he eventually decided, like so many other ruined men in Russia, to turn to the military. He joined the navy as a lieutenant where his devious skill and ruthless efficiency saw him advance quickly.
Like Kirov, Karpov had struggled to rebuild himself as well, yet to do so he had brought the same old habits and strategies of the corporate oligarchy along with him, climbing the ranks here by using the same guile and conniving undersea tactics that had seen him move up the ladder in Gazprom. The navy was just the sort of environment a man like Karpov thrived in. There were established rules here, clear pathways for advancement, well honed protocols and decorum. One could follow a sure and certain route through the ranks, much like the halls and gangways of the ship itself, and he climbed the ladders well.
It was not an easy climb, or one without conflict. Russians still had a deep distrust of capitalism, and businessmen in general after those dark years of collapse. It was as if his contemporaries could sense he had come from another world, a submarine world, and that there was no place for him now on a ship like Kirov. The Captain had to offset all this by finding the right men to please, and the right voices to silence with a well planned reprisal when necessary.
Russians were meant to suffer, or so they seemed to believe, and Karpov would see that his enemies suffered well if they blocked his way forward. His ability to undermine a potential rival was a long practiced skill. Even as a young school boy he had found that he had to use his head to survive in this world. Physically small, and even somewhat frail as a boy, he nonetheless possessed a sharp intelligence and aggressive, competitive spirit. When the boys would play in the yard, choosing up sides with the strongest among them as team captains, Karpov hated it when he would be the last one picked by either side, and hated it even more that none of the other boys would trust him to ever carry the ball in the scrimmage matches they played.
In secondary school he had taken to closeting himself away and finding solace in the souls of Russia’s great writers, and he soon fancied himself a man from the Underground, just as Dostoevsky had written about it.

“My schoolfellows met me with spiteful and merciless jibes because I was not like any of them. But I could not endure their taunts; I could not give in to them with the ignoble readiness with which they gave in to one another. I hated them from the first, and shut myself away from everyone in timid, wounded and disproportionate pride. In the end I could not put up with it: with years, a craving for society, for friends, developed in me. I attempted to get on friendly terms with some of my schoolfellows; but somehow or other my intimacy with them was always strained and soon ended of itself…”


Russia was a big, bruising, and rough place. Her men were the same way at times, uncultured, and relying more on brawn than brains. Karpov saw how the physical was glorified in school athletics, and knew there was no way forward for him there. He was not like any of the other boys. He could not run fast enough, jump high enough, or push his way through the line to get at the ball. Yet he suppressed his shame and determined to become a team captain nonetheless, by some other means, by any means necessary. To do so he had courted the favor of his athletic coach, staying late in the dressing room, bringing him food from home, and even gifting him with a small vial of vodka that he had found in his father’s old liquor cabinet.
Gradually, he was given more responsibility there, helping to draft the rosters, inventory the athletic equipment and see that everything was accounted for and locked up in the bins properly at day’s end. His position soon saw him assigned the task of distributing the balls and equipment to the various squads, and handing out their shoes and uniforms as well, and he loved his hard won authority and the small measure of power and control it gave him over the other boys. He saw to it that any boy who had ever offended him ended up with the most shoddy equipment in reprisal. The strong young team captains who had so cavalierly passed over him before, now had to come begging, and those who did not soon found themselves undermined in other ways as well.
Academically gifted, Karpov helped the boys he favored in their studies, and shunned and even impeded those he perceived as rivals or threats. He once went so far as to see that one lad received the wrong list of words for study on a particularly important test, and it was enough to put a torpedo into his chances for a scholarship that semester. It ended his athletic program as well when the boy failed the exam so miserably that he could not participate in the crucial team competitions that spring.
When he moved on to university studies Karpov followed much the same route, surfacing to becoming a teacher’s aide, docent, librarian’s assistant. Here it was not footballs and helmets he controlled access to, but books and information. He saw to it that he worked the desk for special reference volumes, keeping track of book requests, and here he decided who got the materials, and who did not. He moved students up or down on his lists, sometimes extracting favors and forcing them to support his other agendas if they wanted access to important information he controlled in the library.
Once, when embarrassed in debate class by another gifted student who had opposed him too skillfully, Karpov saw to it that the student waited longer than anyone else, and after finally releasing an important volume to him he found a way to slip into his dormitory room and steal away the book, hiding it back in the shelves and then spending the next two weeks pressuring and haranguing the student for its return, berating him for losing it and threatening to take the matter up with school officials.
Even the professors came, in time, to fear and dislike him when he was instrumental in ending the career of a teacher who had graded him low in an important class. He had confronted the man in his office, saying he had failed to properly consider and evaluate his essays, but his protest came to naught. The teacher would not revise his grade, and so Karpov determined how best to get even. It was here that the fine art of spreading rumor and fomenting scandal came into play. He slipped bottles of vodka into the teacher’s classroom closet, then whispered he was a drunken lush, and often kept certain students too long after class, and for reasons that were far from academics. He soon discovered the devious art of the lie, and its power to influence and harm others.
There were two kinds of lies in the Russian mind, and Karpov was a master of both. One was vranyo, the posturing and lip service everyone paid to the system, a little white lie here and there, whispered to an audience who knew very well it was a little white lie, and was perfectly content to stand as the willing believer, knowing full well that the other party knew the matter at hand was a bent and tarnished version of the truth. Russians traded vranyo with each other on a daily basis, one the liar, one the listener, and both knowing it was all a casual play. Dostoevsky had gone so far as to claim: ‘A delicate reciprocity of vranyo is almost the first condition of Russian society—of all Russian meetings, parties, clubs, and associations.’
The other lies were something more, called lozh, which was a conscious and deliberate intention to deceive. While most Russians were well adept at the subtle gamesmanship of vranyo, they often failed completely at the darker art of lozh. Writer and dramatist Leonid Andreyev wrote that Russians really have no talent for real lies, which were, ‘an art, difficult and demanding intelligence, talent, character and stamina.’ Karpov was an exception. His talent for spinning out real lies served him very well over the years. He made an accusation that ended the troublesome teacher’s tenure, and was skillful enough to make the lie stick. Karpov had learned early on that even the appearance of wrongdoing could have the same debilitating effects as a real misdeed.
Ambition was one thing, duplicity and deception another. People soon came to realize that Karpov’s ambition would always come in tandem with those darker elements. Getting things done in the sloth of protocol and paperwork in Russia took time, patience and more than a little conniving, he knew. After fifteen years coming up through the ranks at Gazprom, Karpov was a master of the subtle art of lying, a master of lozh, and he never blushed one minute for his behavior. Dostoevsky had said it best when he asserted that among Russian intellectual classes, transparent candor was an impossibility.
Karpov was a perfect example of this, scheming, controlling, subtly aggressive, and often shameless in the way he undermined his rivals. He had discovered that popularity only took a man so far in life, particularly in Russia. Fear was an equally compelling emotion for most people, a moral reference point any Russian understood well enough, and Karpov knew how to stoke those fires of doubt in any rival’s heart. He was indirect, yet ruthless and persistent. And in the end he was successful. Some men stood aside just to be out of his crosshairs, others opened doors for him just to be rid of the man and his constant harangue when he engaged them. And wherever there was a vacuum that would take him higher in the ranks, Karpov filled it with his considerable ego, and an intelligence and ambition that saw him rise quickly, making his current position of First Captain in just seven years.
With many enemies and few friends, he had become a cold man, arrogant within the hard shell of his own intelligence, and still preoccupied with details, rules, schedules and lists, still the young schoolboy in the locker room or assistant in the library. Now he shuffled the ship’s crew from one assignment to another, granted and denied favor, chastened and ground upon his chiefs, but yet his ruthless efficiency saw the ship as tightly wired as it had ever been.
They had rendezvoused with the replenishment ship 10 hours ago and taken on additional live ammunition to replace the rounds they would fire in these exercises. They were up between Bear Island and Jan Mayen on a cold late summer day, but they should be in a sheltered inlet where they could best ride out the coming storm. No use running at sea in a force nine gale, which is exactly what Rodenko, the ship’s radar man, had predicted over the next several hours.
His mind drifted to the likely play of the hours ahead. They would ride out the storm, then rendezvous with Orel off Jan Mayan and try again, if Slava managed to keep her targeting barges in line it would be a miracle. And as for Kirov, what to do about all those extra missiles crated in the holds below? Chief Martinov was taking far too long to store the munitions properly in the magazine. The Russian maxim: ‘They pretend to pay us and we pretend to work’ was well applied to that man. He would have to send Orlov down there to knock a few heads together if he wanted the missiles all sorted out in the next eight hours.
What would Severomorsk say about the delay, he wondered? The Admiral already seemed upset over the time lost by this mishap, and it led Karpov to believe that Volsky was worried about something back home. What could it be, he wondered? A personal matter? More likely it was something to do with ‘Old Suchkov,’ Chief of the Navy. He was aging, ten years older than the Admiral, and well past retirement age. Yet the old guard, as he called them, had been hanging on to power in the hierarchy above.
Suchkov was made Chief of the Navy in 2015, just six years ago, at the age of 68. Now, at 74, his failing health would prevent him serving out the usual ten year term at the post. Volsky was next in line, having come up through the mandatory billets as commander of the Black Sea Fleet, then the Pacific Fleet, and finally the Northern Fleet. If Suchkov retired, who would replace Volsky as Fleet Admiral here? Most likely Rogatin. He had moved from Novorossiysk to Murmansk two years ago, and now was comfortably installed as Suchkov’s Deputy Chief of Staff.
The Captain knew he was a long way from that chair. His normal route, after finishing at least three years here aboard Kirov, would be to take on a Missile Ship Division as Chief of Staff, then make Rear Admiral and take over operations at a base like Severomorsk or Novorossiysk. He would need to collect his medals, the Order of the Red Star, the Order for Service to the Homeland, the Order of Military Merits, the Order of Courage. Once he lined up enough color in the ribbons on his chest he could then begin the final approach to a Fleet Admiral position, and he would finally have the power he deserved.
He shrugged inwardly, thinking what a long and grueling slog it would be. Things took time in Russia. Things were promised but seldom delivered in Russia. Things too often had a way of going wrong, just like this simple live fire exercise. Karpov had already started courting the favor of men like Rogatin back home, thinking to get in with the man and possibly skip a few chairs. For now, he was proud of his post here aboard Kirov, and determined to make the most of the opportunity. He was finally out of the ranks of junior officers, a man to be respected and reckoned with, or so he believed.
Yet Dostoevsky’s line about old habits was all too true where the Captain was concerned: ‘The second half of a man’s life is made up of nothing but the habits he has acquired during the first half.’ Now that he had been made First Captain of the ship, he sometimes repeated the foibles and jaded manners of the old Gazprom executive class he had come from, bending the rules to suit him, and exercising more license than he might have done while jostling in the ranks for promotion. This was common all through the calcified power structures in Russia, from the police stations in every town, up through government at every level. Rank had its privileges. There would be nice thin layered blini with melted butter, jam and honey on the officer’s table in the morning for breakfast, but not for the rankers below. One had to do whatever was necessary to put honey on the table, he thought, but what to do about Volsky?
Just as in his university days, Karpov had been involved in more than one deception with senior officers standing as potential rivals on his career path. He took it upon himself to investigate personal matters in the lives of men he found threatening. He learned their habits and foibles, the state of their marriages and affairs, the bars or clubs they frequented, and he became a master of spreading those subtle, destructive lies, lozh, often wrapped in the more familiar gauze of vranyo—a wolf in sheep’s clothing, as it were.
Where lies would not serve, Karpov often feigned friendship by sending unusual gifts at odd hours and in unusual circumstances. Once, he had sent a bottle of fine French champagne to a rival officer on the day after his son had failed miserably in his crucial academy testing. He rubbed it in by pretending to apologize the next day, saying he was so certain the young many would pass that he believed the gift was well made. “Perhaps next semester,” he concluded. His message in these petty and often offensive capers was obvious, and they were one of many reasons why those beneath Karpov in the ranks had come to dislike him so much. For those above him, he reserved liberal praise and the most strict and proper decorum—until he set his mind on the post that particular officer occupied. After that, when a man became an obstacle, Karpov began a long and calculated campaign to subtly undermine him, a whisper here, a rumor there, a little vranyo, a little more lozh, an arranged embarrassing moment in the line of duty that would serve to cast doubt on his rival’s competency.
Once, in an exercise much like the one Kirov had planned for that very day, he had gone so far as to tamper with the towing line clamps for the target barges that would be towed by a rival captain. Then he insisted on a high speed maneuver that he knew would tax the compromised link until it gave way, leaving the barges scattered and adrift, and well out of proper position when the live fire exercise was scheduled to begin. His report on the matter was particularly critical of his rival, and he went so far as to joke about “Kutusov’s folly” in the ranks, cementing the mishap securely in the lore of the navy at the time.
When he received word that he had been made Kirov’s new Captain, he swelled with pride—until Volsky arrived. Now he saw the Admiral as an obstacle to his free reign here; someone he had to defer to out of respect to the man’s rank, though he often thought he knew better when it came to the machinations of running the ship.
The Captain always waited for the Admiral’s seat to cool before he finally settled into it to stand his command watch on the bridge. The residual warmth always made him uncomfortable, a reminder that there was someone else above him in rank on the ship; someone he had to answer to, that the ship was not truly his.
“Come about, Mr. Orlov,” he said to his Chief of Operations. “Port thirty.” Yet even as he gave the order he heard, or rather felt a distant heavy rumble, ominous and deep, like a great kettle drum being struck by a mighty hammer.
“What in god’s name was that?” said the Captain. “That was no thunder.” There came a blinding white light, and Karpov saw his navigator, Fedorov, pulling off his headset, instinctively shielding his eyes. The searing light flashed and vanished, leaving the air alive with what looked like a hundred thousand fireflies all around the ship, strange luminescent particles that spun on the cold airs, whirling and dancing as they slowly faded to milky green. When it passed he instinctively looked out of the forward viewing panes, surprised to see that the ocean itself seemed to light up for miles in every direction with a strange phosphorescent color. Then the sea erupted in the distance, boiling up in a wild convulsion of sound and motion. The ship shuddered with the impact of a strong blast wave, rolling heavily.
Karpov gripped the side arms of his chair to steady himself, and everyone on the bridge braced for further impact, one man thrown from his seat near the helm, his eyes wide with fear and astonishment. The strident welter of sound subsided, resolving to an eerie sharp cellophane crackle that hung in the air like a wave of heavy static electricity. Then there came a low descending vroom, the sound falling through three octaves as if it had been sucked into a black hole and devoured.
Stunned and amazed, every member of the bridge crew seemed frozen, their faces twisted into expressions of numbed, painful shock. Then Karpov’s high, sharp voice broke the silence as he barked out in order.
“Action stations! We are under attack!”



Chapter 3


Admiral Volsky was halfway to his cabin when the ship lurched with the sudden motion, lights in the gangway winking and dimming. He heard the strange descending sound as he braced himself against the bulkhead, eyes wide with surprise, yet something deep within chided him, telling him he should have been more alert. The vague disquiet that had befuddled him earlier was now a jangling surge of adrenaline. An instant later every nerve in his body seemed to tingle with warning, as if a thousand needles had pierced his flesh. The feeling passed quickly, however, and he steadied himself, turning about at once and heading back toward the command bridge as fast as his heavy legs would carry him.
As he approached the citadel he saw the look on the guard’s face there by the hatch, registering shock and anxiety. But the instant the man saw the Admiral, he seemed to straighten with newfound resolve, saluting crisply, an expression of relief brightening in his eyes.
Volsky nodded to the man as he passed through the hatch and into the citadel where he could hear Karpov shouting at the helmsman to put on speed. Thirty years at sea told him the ship was already in a sharp turn, as if maneuvering to avoid the track of an oncoming missile or torpedo.
“What is happening?” he shouted, his deep voice loud and commanding.
“Admiral on the bridge!” Chief Orlov’s voice cut through the bedlam and all eyes turned to the graying command officer, waiting. The Admiral knew that he must appear decisive, in control, no matter how bewildered he himself was at the moment. He tugged sharply on the lower hem of his jacket, adjusting the tilt of his cap as he strode to the center of the bridge. Karpov slipped out of his chair, saluting to acknowledge the Admiral’s presence, and reported.
“An explosion of some kind, sir. Massive!”
“Aboard ship?”
“No, sir. It seemed to be an undersea detonation, of considerable size. Look at the ocean! I believe we may be under attack, and I have ordered the ship to take high-speed evasive maneuvers.”
At action stations the primary overhead lighting was dimmed and the bridge was wreathed in shadow, bathed with red emergency lighting and alight with the glow of many screens and consoles. Volsky looked out through the forward view panes, astonished to see the luminescent radiance of the sea all around them, as if some deep underwater energy source was emanating from the ocean floor. The flat panel digital screen mounted high on one wall to his left also showed the same scene, though the image was checkered with interference, the blocks of digital information disassembling and reassembling as the system worked to tune and display a clear signal and image. He immediately turned to Grigori Rodenko, his chief radar man.
“Rodenko?” It was clear that he wanted an immediate report from his CIC, the Combat Information Center, positioned on the right quarter of the citadel. There sat his three gods of war, Rodenko on radar and sensors, Tasarov on Anti-Submarine Warfare, and Samsonov on Combat Systems. They were already hard at work, leaning forward to note readings on their screens, and making adjustments to fine tune the data they were receiving. Rodenko turned to the admiral, a bemused look on his face.
“Nothing, sir. I read no contacts of any kind. But there is heavy interference.”
“Jamming signatures?”
“No sir. Too chaotic. Too widespread. It’s spread out over the entire bandwidth. We may have just experienced a severe EMP burst. System integrity appears normal but I’m initiating diagnostics to confirm.”
“EMP burst?” said Karpov sharply. “Initiate immediate NBC protocols!” Chief Orlov immediately repeated his order, a crewman stiffly palming a control toggle and sending a shrill alarm throughout the ship to rig for defense against potential nuclear, biological, or chemical attack. Already at action stations for the exercise, the crew would now take additional measures, screening all ports, securing all hatches, donning protective gear in the event of an attack by exotic weaponry.
Yet Admiral Volsky could see that this was clearly unnecessary. An EMP burst would have had far more grievous effects upon ship systems, and he could see his primary command and control facilities were still softly aglow in the dim emergency lighting of the bridge. The ship seemed to have full power, was maneuvering smartly, and was responding to commands in terms of its sensitive electrical nervous system. He could only assume that this had not been an EMP burst, which would have knocked down a good number of ship systems, potentially frying circuitry in all but the most hardened and well protected equipment.
“Belay that order,” he corrected the Captain. “I see no evidence of damage due to electromagnetic pulse. Signal resume standard action stations,” he said to Chief Orlov, and the surly chief nodded, snapping a quick hand gesture at the signalman who immediately sounded the all clear.
The Admiral glanced sharply at his Captain, then stepped up and into his chair and settled into the still warm seat, assuming full command. Karpov gave him an embarrassed look, a flash of anger hidden in his eyes, but said nothing.
“Tasarov?” The Admiral swiveled his chair to face his ASW Chief, Alexi Tasarov. The Captain was hovering near that station, tense and alert.
“The same, sir. No acoustic or sonic contact on passive systems. Intense noise on all passive sensors. And we just churned up the seas pretty badly with this maneuver. There’s a great deal of interference. I can’t read a thing under these conditions.”
“What about the Orel?”
Tasarov hesitated briefly, looking at his screens and adjusting his headset. “No, sir. I have no fix on her position. Her Target Motion Analysis track is void now.”
“An enemy submarine,” said Karpov. “This is how they work, Admiral. The bastards slink up on you in the dark. Tasarov, are you sure you hear nothing?”
“Not with this interference and the screw noise, Captain.”
The Admiral could see that Karpov was very agitated. He was already convinced this was a deliberate attack, and a stealthy NATO submarine was plying the waters of his mind, even if Tasarov could not hear it. He turn to his ASW man again. “Do you recommend anti-submarine procedures based on this information. Mister Tasarov?”
“I cannot report or confirm any hostile contact on passive sonar, Admiral. But the Captain may have a point, sir. That was a very strange emission after the explosion. I can’t be certain my systems are functioning properly until we do a full diagnostic. Under the circumstances, we may have been targeted by a nuclear armed torpedo, yet I heard nothing in the water, sir.”
Volsky’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, his brow set, lips pursed with some inner conclusion. “Prepare to go to active sonar,” he said quietly. And then to his communications officer he said: “Contact Orel at once.”
“But Admiral,” Karpov said again. “That will reveal our position! If this was a nuclear armed torpedo attack—”
“Then we would not be discussing it,” the Admiral countered. “Reveal our position? You think NATO will have overlooked us cruising about these last three days? They’ve had surveillance planes over us every day now. And if they did attack us, are their targeting systems all suddenly faulty? Bring the ship back on our original heading. Steer 225 degrees southwest,” he said to his helmsman now, clearly annoyed. Karpov may have been a good businessman, he thought, but he has certainly misjudged this situation. Volsky did not think this was a torpedo attack, nuclear or otherwise, but active sonar might help him find Rudnikov’s submarine.
“Orel does not respond to hails, sir.”
“Active sonar,” said the admiral. “Reacquire Orel at once.”
“Aye, sir.” The pinging pulse of the sonar punctuated the tense silence on the bridge as Admiral Volsky waited. Three pings, four, seven… The time seemed to stretch interminably, yet Tasarov remained silent, hunched over his station with intense concentration, listening with his eyes closed for a time, then blinking as he peered at his phosphorescent view screens. Karpov seemed to be listening with him, his eyes moving furtively from the ASW sonar screens to the forward view panes, and there was fear there, Volsky noted. He had seen this before in his new Captain. Karpov hated submarines, and when they drilled in ASW warfare tactics he always seemed particularly taut and on edge.
There was no contact anywhere on Tasarov’s scope, and nothing was discernable in the chaotic data stream he was monitoring now. The ocean around them played like the devil’s symphony, a muddle of odd noise and disorganized signal patterns, at least insofar as his equipment was concerned. Yet he knew his information was no more reliable now than the systems that provided it. Clearly there had been some kind of undersea explosion, and the damage may not yet be fully evident if the ship’s systems were affected. Orel had been cruising off their starboard bow, at roughly 20,000 yards and close enough for him to detect her on either his passive or active systems. Yet she was gone.
“I have no reliable readings, sir,” said Tarasov.
“I concur, Admiral,” said Rodenko. The radar man had a perplexed look on his face. “There’s nothing within thirty nautical miles of us. Nothing on any of my systems at all.”
“You have no reading on the Slava?” The Admiral was referring to the old cruiser that had been towing their targeting barges some thirty nautical miles south of their position.
“I have no acquisitions whatsoever, sir. This is crazy, I can’t even read the weather front that I was monitoring any longer! It was moving south at nearly thirty kilometers per hour, but there is nothing on my screen now. We must have sustained significant damage. I will switch to phased array and continue the search.”
Volsky’s eye was immediately drawn to the barometer, where he saw, to his great surprise, that the pressure had elevated considerably. He frowned, his thick features registering disbelief. And yet, the tooth that had been bothering him had quieted down, and he could feel the difference in the environment around him. The weather had changed, and decidedly so.
His gaze was drawn to the forward view pane where he noted the seas, which had once been swelling up with the rising wind, had also calmed. The strange luminescent glow still rippled from the depths of the water, an eerie phosphorescent green. Seeing that the digital screens had settled down, he gave an order to display the various arcs of view on the monitors.
“Pan the Tin Men,” he said calmly, his eyes fixed on the big screen to his left.
He was referring to the odd looking equipment mounted on Kirov’s two forward watch decks called the ‘Tin Men’ by the crew, because they looked much like two great metal robots standing their solitary watch. Each Tin Man mounted the HD cameras and optical sensors necessary to provide high resolution views for every arc of the ship to the flat panel monitors in the ship’s command center. Rodenko toggled switches on his console and outside the ship the steely figures slowly rotated to pan and display the sea all around the ship.
Admiral Volsky was amazed as he stared at the screen. The ocean rippled with the same odd luminescence in all directions, as if Kirov herself was the source of the energy affecting the sea. The choppy swells had calmed, and there was an unnatural stillness over the scene. In the distance, he perceived what looked like a low bank of gray white fog.
“How can this be?” he said, more to himself than anyone else. He slipped off his chair walking slowly up to the forward view panes and staring at the glowing water and distant horizon ahead, his eyes unwilling to trust the images on the screen. He was looking for the obvious signs of an undersea nuclear explosion, yet it is what he did not see that disturbed him most.
Ten minutes ago they had force five winds and rising seas, yet now the ocean was still and calm, almost glassy smooth. The long forward bow of the ship stretched out before him, its sharp prow cutting smoothly through the jade green water, and yes, that was fog ahead, thick, gray-white fog in a misty rolling cloud bank right across his intended course.
His first appreciation of the situation was that there had been an accident aboard Orel, just as it was said there had been an accident aboard the Kursk, the last doomed sub of her class. Rudnikov had reported trouble with one of his torpedoes, and he thought it had detonated. The Orel would have been cruising at no more than 200 feet depth, and if a 15 kiloton nuclear warhead had indeed detonated he should be seeing a vast spray dome forming at the water surface, a rising gas bubble, and a great chimney of violence pluming up from the depths of the sea. That weapon was on the same scale as the bomb the Americans had dropped on Hiroshima. Yet he saw nothing, just as the Rodenko saw nothing on his radar screens, just as Tasarov heard nothing on his sonar.
A tone sounded on the ship’s intercom and the Admiral’s eyes glanced up at the overhead speaker, immediately recognizing the voice of Chief Engineer Dobrynin. “Bridge, this is Engineering. We seem to be having a problem with the reactors.”
Volsky was up quickly, reaching for the microphone and thumbing the switch to speak. “Flag Bridge responding. What is your problem, Chief?”
“Well, sir, we seem to be getting some odd readings.”
“Radiation?”
“No sir, the cores are stable and there is no radiation leak… But we are getting some unusual thermal neutron flux measurements—nothing critical, just unusual. Can we reduce speed? I’d like to take a closer look and see what happens if we lower the power output.”
“Very well, chief,” said Volsky. “Keep me informed.” Then to his helmsman he said: “Ahead one third. Slow the ship down.”
“Ahead one third, sir,” the helmsman made a quick reply, the big turbines beneath them slowing their rotations as the ship glided more gracefully forward, her bow spray diminishing in the calm seas.
“Mr. Nikolin, signal the Slava to advise us of their current position at once.”
“Aye, sir.” The radioman began intonating his hail. “Task force flag to target, come in please. Advise current heading, course and speed…” There was nothing but static on his headphones, and no answer from Slava.
“Secure from active sonar. Now you can listen again, Tasarov,” said the Admiral. “Let me know the instant you have a fix on either Slava or Orel. Mister Nikolin, hail both ships. If you do not receive an answer within five minutes then contact Severomorsk. Advise them we have canceled the exercise. Note that we are investigating an emergency situation, and that we have lost position fix and contact with Orel and Slava. Asked them if these ships have reported home.”
He turned to find Captain Karpov and Chief Orlov. “Gentlemen, please join me in the briefing room.”
The three men proceeded to a secure room off the citadel, the eyes of the ever more nervous bridge crew following them as they went. Once inside the Admiral closed the door and leaned heavily on the table. “Your thoughts, Captain,” he said following proper protocol in engaging Karpov first.
“I did what I thought most appropriate, sir.” Karpov defended himself immediately. “There was clearly an explosion of some kind, and it appeared to me that it may have been a detonation from a torpedo. I took evasive action as specified by command procedures.”
“That is not what I am asking you,” said the Admiral. “Do you not find it even passing strange that a moment ago we were sailing in rising winds and seas, and now we’re looking at calming conditions and fog? Did this explosion chase the wind away? Where’s the weather front Rodenko has been warning us about for the last two hours? Did you notice the barometer? It was at 990 millibars and falling, but has now risen to well over 1000.”
“But Admiral, we saw it, felt it!” Gennadi Orlov, the ship’s Chief of Staff seemed to side with Karpov on the matter. ”There was a detonation of some kind.”
“Yes, I felt that as well. The shock wave nearly threw me against the bulkhead. My first thought is that something had happened to Orel, and the fact that we have no fix on her position now leads me to think Rudnikov may have had more of a problem than he was letting on. Yet if one of his warheads went off we should still see it well above the surface.”
“You think one of his missiles exploded, sir?”
“It has happened before,” said Admiral Volsky. “Do you forget what happened to the Kursk?”
“I remember only too well what happened to the Kursk,” said Karpov, his voice laden with sarcasm. “It was attacked by an American submarine. Then the families were paid off with blood money shipped over from Washington.”
Volsky frowned. Many in the navy knew the real reason Kursk had sunk, but few would have been brazen enough to state it as Karpov had. The Admiral shook his head. “That aside, what happened to the weather? I have known conditions in the Arctic seas to change suddenly, but never like this.”
“Clearly, we need more information, Admiral.” Karpov folded his arms, a worried look on his face, his eyes darting this way and that as he considered. The logic of what the Admiral had asserted was plain to him, but it made no sense.
“There has to be something wrong with the ship’s sensors,” said Orlov. “This was no ordinary explosion. It was very energetic, and we may have sustained damage. Yes, I feel it may have been a nuclear detonation, sir. Perhaps there is nothing on Rodenko’s screen because his systems are all whacked up.”
“Perhaps, but I do not need the Rodenko’s radar system to tell me what the weather is like,” said Volsky. “We will get the equipment sorted out, but for now we will proceed to rendezvous with Slava’s last known position. It may be that Orel was damaged herself, and is not able to communicate, perhaps she has even suffered a more grievous fate. We will not know that anytime soon. But what we do know is that the cruiser Slava should be south of our position towing targeting barges, easy enough to find.”
“Then why can’t we see her on radar, sir?” said Karpov.
“It’s the equipment, I tell you.” Orlov was adamant. “There was an electromagnetic pulse of some kind. It may not have been strong enough to disable our systems, but there could be damage.”
Orlov was a practical man, big, rough hewn, and easily irritated. Yet he held his emotions tightly in hand in spite of the obvious danger inherent in the situation. Something had exploded. Something was wrong. His was a mind and hand that would first reach for a wrench or spanner to fix the problem. Afterwards he would find out who was responsible and grill them to a hard char. His thick woolen cap was pulled low on his forehead, heavy brows frowning as he spoke. And when he mentioned possible damage, the Admiral could also perceive just a hint of blame in his voice, as if Orlov was already running down the system maintenance roster in his mind, looking to single out an unfortunate mishman, or midshipman, to goad and blame for the mishap.
“Very well,” the Admiral intervened. “Initiate full, ship-wide systems checks. Every system, every component. Then, until we hear from Severomorsk, we will continue south to rendezvous with Slava’s last known position. If there was such a pulse as you describe, Orlov, then she may have sustained damage as well. This would account for the radio silence.”
“But it could be an attack, Admiral.” Karpov still had a nervous, anxious look on his face.
“A single missile? A single torpedo? Perhaps, Karpov, but would you attack in such a manner?”
“With nuclear weapons, one is enough, sir.”
“True, but to miss by a margin sufficient to leave us afloat? This is very unlikely. And no follow-on attack? You are assuming that the enemy sensors are damaged as well, and that they do not know we are still here, steaming quietly at 10 knots with active sonar pinging away just a moment ago?”
Karpov raised his eyebrows. It didn’t make sense. And when things did not fit into his carefully ordered perception of the world he was soon at his wits end. If the ship were his to command he would be on an alternate evasive heading at thirty knots. “Have you considered the possibility that Slava may have been destroyed as well, sir?”
“I am considering every possibility, Captain. And I take your concerns under advisement. That is why we will investigate this matter further. If Slava is there, then we will find her, or at least the targeting barges she was towing. If this was an attack, I do not think the enemy would have any interest and sinking them.”
“But what if Slava was also targeted with a nuclear warhead, sir? The barges would have been destroyed as well.”
“Time will tell. And to shorten the wait, let’s get the KA-226 up immediately. It will be over Slava’s position in 10 minutes.”
He was referring to the KA-226 scout helicopter carried on the aft quarter of the ship. It was ideal when used in an extended reconnaissance role like this.
“See to it, Karpov. Let us answer your questions once and for all. Tell them to rig radiation detection sensors and drop sonar and infrared detection buoys if they make no visual contact with Slava after they reach her last plotted position. If this was an attack, then it should be obvious to us very soon. Even if Slava were sunk, we should still be able to detect the wreckage on the seafloor, particularly on infrared. In the meantime, the ship is at action stations and we will complete our systems diagnostics to assure ourselves we can function should it come to a fight. At the moment we have no targets, gentlemen. So there is nothing more to be done. Now, get that helicopter into the air at once.”
Twenty minutes later they got their first report, yet even the radio transmission seemed distant, distorted and almost garbled at times. This merely added to Karpov’s suspicion that the atmosphere was still experiencing effects of a recent nuclear detonation. And when the KA-226 reported no sign of the Slava, or of any of her towed barges, the Captain was even more certain that the task force had been attacked. He paced anxiously on the bridge, his eyes searching the thickening fog ahead of them as if he expected to see incoming missiles at any moment.
Yet the Admiral sat calmly on his chair, his eyes narrowed with that vacant look of inward thought that so clearly signaled to the others that he was not be disturbed at the moment. What had happened to the rest of his task force? There were 465 men aboard Slava, and another 100 on Orel. Where in god’s name were they? The feeling that had bothered him all morning was back again. He had a clear sense that something profound had happened, but he could not discern what it was. What if Karpov was correct and this was war?
Would NATO launch a surprise attack like this, perhaps from a stealthy submarine that had been lurking undetected in the region? Orel and Slava were gone, yet his ship, the only real threat in the task force, was untouched. The more he considered this the more he began to feel that this had been another accident. Yet if Orel had suffered an accident, where was Slava? She was farther away from the sub’s position than Kirov and should have been well outside the effect radius of a 15 kiloton explosion. These odd incongruities frustrated and blocked his thinking, like pieces of a puzzle that would simply not fit, no matter how hard he tried to force them into a coherent picture.
The rest of the bridge crew sat silent at their posts, watchful, wary, and somewhat on edge. Tasarov had a pained, worrisome expression on his young face. He was checking and rechecking his system, adjusting settings, listening intently, his hand running through his hair at times as he adjusted his equipment. His brow was heavy with concentration, and it was clear that he felt somewhat responsible for the situation. If the ship had been attacked by a torpedo, why didn’t he hear it?
Rodenko, the soft spoken Ukrainian, was equally disturbed. He was the eyes of the ship, where Tasarov was its ears. The fact that he could not even detect the weather front he had been monitoring was most unsettling.
Nikolin sat at his cubicle on communications, flipping through a code book and checking his radio gain and reception bands. All his normal communication channels seemed strangely quiet, and the silence out of Severomorsk was very odd. He had sent coded emergency flash signals, and there should have been an immediate response.
Some of the junior officers seemed lost in their spacious Russian souls. They leaned over their stations, eyes glazed with the milky luminescence of the screens and systems lights, their thoughts running with the old fairy tale hero, Yemelya, the great idler. Life at sea was often endless and dull for them. They could sense that something was amiss, but had not been privy to much of the discussion among the senior officers, and so they watched the interminable sweep of their radar scopes, tuning and adjusting their equipment. Some seemed lost, others alert and curious, their eyes watching the senior officers closely, as recent events had put them on edge.
The remote helicopter reported no sign of radiation, however. And nothing whatsoever was detected by the sonar buoys—no sign of wreckage on the seafloor at all. They even patched the data through to Tasarov, so his better trained eye and ear could verify the findings. There was just nothing there. Infrared sensors, which would have easily detected heat from a ship that had recently endured combat damage sufficient to sink her, reported nothing unusual.
Then Nikolin seemed encouraged as the signal strength from the KA-226 improved dramatically. He had much more clarity, and instinctively looked at Rodenko, who smiled as he reported. “I have a clear reading on the KA-226 now,” he said. “The interference is gone.” Kirov’s systems seemed to be in perfect working order, the telemetry being received from the helicopter on Tasarov’s panel was pristine. There was simply nothing else there to be seen, so Admiral Volsky ordered the helo to return. He stared out the forward viewports, noting the color of the sea had dimmed and blanched to a sallow gray again.
“Any response from either ship? Severomorsk?” He broke his reverie, turning to his communications officer Nikolin.
“No sir,” said Nikolin. “I have sent encrypted traffic using normal wartime protocols, but I received no response.”
Karpov drifted to the Admiral’s side, his arms clasped firmly behind his back as he leaned slightly to one side and spoke in a quiet tone of voice, as if to prevent the other members of the bridge crew from hearing him. “What if Severomorsk was also attacked, sir? We could be at war.”
The Admiral gave him a serious look, but said nothing.



Part II

THE FOG OF WAR



“God sets us nothing but riddles. Here the boundaries meet and all contradictions exist side by side…”

~ Fyodor Dostoevsky





Chapter 4


The fog around them was so thick now that you could barely see from one end of the ship to the other. The sea was calm and still, and the gray white mist of an ice fog slowly enfolded ship. Soon the gilded masts, radars and antennas were fringed with a hoary white frost, which also settled on the upper decks and superstructure of the ship until she appeared like a great pale white ghost ship silently sliding through the glassy sea.
Kirov was still steaming slowly south by southwest at 10 knots, her sensors keenly scanning the surrounding ocean and airspace for any sign of an enemy of vessel or plane. They seemed to have perfect clarity, but only out to a range of about 30 kilometers, and Rodenko noted that radius slowly increasing. Tasarov’s sonar was clearing up as well, but he still had no contact on the Orel.
Admiral Volsky had been trying to decide whether to continue the investigation or return to Severomorsk. He considered what Karpov had been arguing, that this was indeed a surprise attack by Western forces upon his nation. Both Slava and Orel were suddenly missing and, seen in that light, the explosion Kirov had experienced might have been a near miss attempt to destroy her as well. The fact that Severomorsk did not respond on normal naval message frequencies could mean many things. The base could be observing radio silence, or they could have sustained damage preventing communications. Then again, the base could have been destroyed as well. It was homeport of the Russian North Seas fleet, surely a tempting and vital target in any first strike scenario.
Volsky called down to engineering for a status update on the reactors, pleased to learn that the system readings were now normal again.
“It sounded a bit odd there for a while,” said Chief Dobrynin.
“It sounded odd? What do you mean?”
“I’m not sure, sir. It’s just… Well I’ve been around this equipment most of my career in the service, and you come to know a thing by how it sounds. The harmonics were odd—that’s all I can say. It didn’t sound right to me, but the readings are normal, sir. There is nothing to be concerned about.”
“Very Well, Chief. Carry on, and report immediately if you hear anything else that disturbs you. Anything at all, yes?” The Admiral knew exactly what the Chief was trying to tell him. Years on ships at sea gave some men an uncanny sense that could detect the slightest abnormality in the ship—the way it sounded, or moved in the sea. Volsky settled into his chair, musing as he listened himself, thinking he might hear an answer to their dilemma in the faint hum of the ship’s consoles, or the thrum of the turbines.
Karpov lingered near Nikolin’s communications station for some time, as if he was waiting for a coded signal message to return from Severomorsk at any moment. Yet the time stretched out, and Nikolin waited with him, seeming edgy and somewhat discomfited by the Captain’s close presence. Karpov had a way of hovering over a workstation, and asking entirely too many questions. He was tense and uneasy as well. Somehow the sense of isolation in the long silence left him feeling strangely adrift.
Severomorsk was not merely home, but also the rein of ultimate control on the ship. Orders might come from home port that could supersede those of Admiral Volsky himself. Volsky was Admiral of the Northern Fleet, but above him was Commander-in-Chief of the Navy itself, Gennady Alexandrovich Suchkov, and his Deputy Chief of Staff Vladimir Ivanovich Rogatin. Karpov had been slowly building relationships with these men, hoping they might be useful one day. Vlasky had succeeded Suchkov as Admiral of the Northern Fleet, and Rogatin had been a former Captain of the old battlecruiser Kirov before he moved on to higher ranks. Vlasky was also the most likely candidate to take the aging Suchkov’s place, so Karpov found himself well positioned to advance even further if recent history was any guide.
Now the strange silence from Severomorsk was most discomfiting to him. A favorite tactic against a man of senior rank had always been an appeal to higher authority. Karpov had ingratiated himself with the Naval Staff as he wheedled his way into the command chair of the Kirov. Volsky was his senior, and by a wide margin, but he could always appeal to Severomorsk for a countervailing decision. So his first order of business was to seed the matter there with his own opinion as soon as he possibly could. He wanted to see if he could color the matter at hand in the eyes of senior officers back home, and possibly influence any decision that they might make about the situation. Yet more than this, he wanted to make certain his own actions would be viewed in a proper light; he wanted to begin, even in official discourse, the line of subtle truth-bending that was vranyo. The Admiral had countermanded his orders just now, and Karpov still burned with a quiet inner resentment over that. He did what he believed was proper, and in his mind the Admiral was remiss.
On one level, he saw a glimmering of opportunity in this situation. Orel and Slava were both missing, and the Admiral was being far too lax in his assessment of the potential dangers here. This incident would be viewed harshly back home, and blame and scapegoating were sure to follow. The Admiral was responsible, he knew, but he would make sure that any fault found rested squarely on Volsky’s shoulders. He would let Severomorsk know exactly what he thought, and somewhere in his mind he was already launching missiles at the Admiral. The struggle for the first salvo was the essence of modern naval combat. The Captain wanted to be sure he had himself in the best possible position if it came to an inquiry on these events. A report would have to be written on the matter, and he was already hard at work, drafting copy in his mind, and thinking just who best to put on the distribution list.
Yet for now, it was the silence that bothered him most. Who could he tell his stories to, his half-truths and darker lies, if no one was listening back home? What was going on? Why didn’t Severomorsk answer? He badgered Nikolin about his equipment—was it working correctly? When was the last time it was given a full maintenance check? Who had the duty here on the last watch? Was he trying the secure Satellite com-link line?
“I have no satellite link, sir,” Nikolin explained. “I cannot establish links to any of our com-sat bands. It must be the interference, sir.”
Karpov was wagging an accusatory finger at Nikolin, and frowning. “Keep trying, Mister Nikolin. I expect you to get this equipment sorted out!” Then he saw Nikolin had an iPod sitting off to one side, and he snatched it up, shaking it in the young Lieutenant’ face. “Perhaps you should spend more time focused on your duties, Nikolin, and less with this.” He took the device and strode away, like a strict school master chastening a wayward student.
Nikolin, shrugged, deflated, harried, and trying harder than ever to get through to Severomorsk. He sighed with relief when the Captain finally wandered off, looking for Chief Orlov, though he hoped Karpov would not pass the matter on to the him.
Orlov was a strong man, iron willed, and often too much of a disciplinarian when it came to running the ship’s schedules and training exercises, meting out swift punishment to any crewman who was lax in his duties. He was Karpov’s hard whip when it came to discipline and firm handling of procedures on the ship. The Chief was actually a Captain of the 3rd Rank, two rungs below Karpov, but stood as “Chief of Operations” and was therefore simply called the “Chief” by the men.
He had fifteen years in the navy, most served by default because he never had the babki to do anything else, or so he claimed. The truth was, he was sent here after a stint in prison when running with the criminal element known as the blatonoy, the purveyors of blat in its most extreme forms. A man needed a little dough in life, the money to grease a few palms or open a few doors, like the small dough cakes called babki the Russians delighted on and gifted one another with at times. Orlov never made his big deal with the blatnoy, so he found himself in the navy, and then found that he enjoyed the rigors of the service, and his position of authority there was better than any life he could find ashore.
Where Karpov was duplicitous, scheming and often indirect, Orlov was brutally straightforward. He would have made a proper drill sergeant in the army, and would often dress men down with a boisterous harangue when he found them easing off in their duty. He enjoyed throwing his weight around, and his muscle stood him in good stead when it came to matters of discipline. A good hard shove or a slap on the back of the head were par for the course when Orlov got hot, and if a man got him particularly angry things might go far worse.
The men said Orlov’s father had done the same to him, with a hard “spare the rod, spoil the child,” attitude. Orlov made no bones about it, even bragged about it at times. “If my old man had found me doing something like that he would knock some sense into my thick head right off,” he would say. And then he would proceed to knock some sense into a junior midshipman just to illustrate the point. The men feared him more than they respected him. They jumped to order when Orlov growled, but there was no question that the Chief was disliked.
Orlov bullied and cowed every crewman on the ship, save one, the steely sergeant of the marine contingent, Kandemir Troyak, a Siberian Eskimo from the Chukchi peninsula. He was a short, broad shouldered man, very stocky, yet all muscle. When the Chief had first met the man he had tried to impose his will on Troyak as well, bawling out an order with a derisive tone, and berating a member of the marine rifle squad. The Sergeant had taken two quick steps, squaring off to the big Chief and staring him right in the eye. “Sir,” Troyak had hissed out in his low, threatening voice. “Discipline of the marine contingent is the responsibility of the Sergeant Major.” He was so close to the chief that Orlov instinctively took a step back. Troyak was, in fact, the Sergeant Major, and he was letting the Chief know that he would not tolerate his usual brash and strong armed methods where his men were concerned.
“Well, see that it gets done then!” Orlov rejoined, his neck reddening, but the Sergeant simply stood his ground, unmoving, an implacable silence about him that left the Chief feeling most uncomfortable until he dismissed the matter, looking around him quickly to spot a Maintenance Warrant Officer and wave him down as he lugged a tool kit through a hatch.
“Hey, kudá namýlilsja? Where are you going with those, you idiot?” Orlov used the incident as cover to extricate himself from the standoff with Troyak, and he never bothered the Sergeant again. When he saw seaman Martok had turned his head from a work bench, noticing the confrontation, he cuffed him hard on the right ear and told him to keep his nose in his work or he would get worse. This was Orlov, a big, brooding, intolerant presence on the ship, quick to lord it over any man junior in the ranks, yet oddly quiet and deferring around senior officers.
Karpov had seen an able confederate in the man, and often foisted off the unpleasant matters of the ship’s discipline on Orlov. So it was no surprise when he handed the Chief Nikolin’s iPod with a disapproving look on his face. “Mister Nikolin can’t hear anything on his radio. Perhaps he is deaf listening to his rock and roll.”
Orlov responded with a sneering smile, and slipped the iPod into his pocket, giving the Communications Officer a hard-faced look.
The Admiral noticed the incident, but overlooked it for the moment, his thoughts elsewhere where he sat in the command chair. The gray ice fog seemed to close in around the ship, isolating it, smothering it, choking off air and life. Leonid Volsky struggled to clear his mind and come to grips with the situation, and soon the claustrophobic feeling he had, drifting slowly forward through the frozen mist, his ship almost blind and deaf, prompted him to act.
“If you gentlemen can keep your heads about you,” he said to his two senior officers, “I’m going to see the doctor. My head is killing me!” He slid off his command chair, and shuffled past Orlov, tapping his pocket. “I’ll take that,” he said quietly, and the chief handed him Nikolin’s iPod. “Let the matter go, Chief,” said Volsky. “The men are a little bewildered at the moment.” He would make it a point to return the device to Nikolin later.
“Very well, sir,” said Orlov, and the Admiral was piped off the bridge as he went below.
Karpov gave Orlov a knowing glance. “Gone to see the wizard,” he said. He was referring to the ship’s chief medical officer, Dmitri Zolkin, a big, warm hearted and amiable man, well suited to his role as physician and psychiatrist aboard Kirov. He was a healer in every respect, and one who knew a man’s psychological health had everything to do with the condition of his body. His remedies were many and varied, and sometimes would include along quiet talk over a cold beer, which might do more to set a man straight than anything he could inject with a needle or force down his throat with a pill.
Zolkin could take a man’s soul right inside him through the portals of those open brown eyes, and give it back to him in the warmest smile anyone had ever seen beneath his ruddy red cheeks. The ship’s crew loved him, and the officers thought of him as a big brother in whom they could confide their deepest troubles. Like a great father confessor priest, he held them all in the palm of his hand, keeping every confidence and dispensing as much wisdom as he did medication from the ship’s infirmary where he held forth with the official ship’s mascot, the gentle green tabby, Gretchko the cat.
When the Admiral arrived at the sick bay two crew members were just leaving the doctor’s office, their heads lightly bandaged where they had apparently sustained minor injuries from the blast wave that had recently shaken the ship. They stiffened to attention, saluting the Admiral as he went through the door, then rushed back to their posts, casting a wary glance over their shoulders and wondering what was happening. They had experienced the concussion of the explosion, seen the odd effects in the ocean and sky around them, and although they still stood at action stations, no order to continue the exercises had been forthcoming.
“Leonid,” said the doctor. He had been on a first name basis with the Admiral for years now, ever since they met and became good friends at the naval college, over twenty years ago. Zolkin smiled, his eyes alight, drying his hands on a towel near his first aid station as the Admiral came through the door. “Don’t worry about the crew,” he said. “Just a few bumps and bruises here and there; nothing to be concerned about. But what is going on up topside, Admiral? The ship took quite a jolt there. Did we hit a mine?”
“I wish it was something that simple, Dmitri.” It was plain the Admiral was quite distressed. He quickly shared details of the situation with his physician, tipping his head to one side when he had finished, and feeling better already just to have unburdened himself. “It is the strangest situation I have ever encountered. What do you make of it, Dmitri?”
“What you suggest about Orel suffering the same fate as Kursk makes a lot of sense to me, assuming we go by the official story. But this business about Slava is somewhat puzzling, is it not? Neither ship responds to communications hails? Then you will have to conduct a thorough search. Better Slava than Orel. Easier to find a surface ship than a submarine, and also easier to spot any sign of flotsam.”
“We’ve sent the KA-226 out, but they have seen nothing conclusive yet.”
“I see,” said Zolkin. “And the explosion?”
“I am thinking we have lost Orel,” Volsky said heavily.
“An attack?”
“Karpov believed this. I am not so sure.”
“Any deliberate attack would not happen in isolation, Leonid. A surprise attack upon a Russian naval task force would be a major international incident, yes? It would have to have some context to make any sense.”
“Things were getting very difficult in recent weeks, my friend,” the Admiral explained. “Why do you think we are out here for live fire exercises? This business in Georgia has the Americans all up in arms again. They want the place to keep the back door firmly closed on Iran, yet the presence of three of our motor rifle divisions just over the border is most unsettling for them. They rattle their sword, so we rattle ours.”
“A little more talking and a little less rattling would be so much better,” said the Doctor. “Have you tried listening on shortwave to see if the world has gone crazy again?”
That very simple idea had never occurred to Volsky. If there had indeed been a surprise nuclear strike upon his homeland then something as simple as a short wave radio might provide information he needed. Why not simply tune in civilian radio stations and monitor that traffic for a while? Nikolin had been on secured military channels all this time.
“Good idea, Dmitri. Now…can you give me something for this headache?”
“Certainly, but I don’t think it’s the headache that’s really bothering you.” The doctor gave him a cursory examination to assure himself that the Admiral had not banged his head on the bulkhead. Then he looked at him with a warm expression on his face, puttering amongst his medication trays to fetch a couple of aspirin. “That’s a lot of crew to be worried about now out there on Slava and Orel. It’s a heavy burden to carry them on your back, but if this was an accident, Leonid, you can do little more than what you have suggested. Investigate the matter thoroughly, satisfy yourself as to the whereabouts of these two ships, and then report home to Severomorsk.”
“Karpov is edgy again,” said the Admiral. “He is convinced this was a deliberate attack.”
“Perhaps so, but why? The political situation was deteriorating, why else would we be here shooting missiles in the middle of nowhere like this, just as you say. But it was not all that bad. I do not think the world is crazy enough to start World War III. We are still really not over the scars left by the first two.”
The Admiral nodded, forcing a smile.
“Don’t let Karpov get under your skin,” said the doctor. “He’s your canary in the mineshaft. Listen to him, but use your best judgment. He’ll fret and fume for a while, but things will settle down soon enough, you’ll see.”
“I had best get back to the bridge,” said Volsky. “This idea about the shortwave might allow us to get our bearings again. Have you looked outside? Did you see the ocean?”
“Every crewman who has come in here in the last half hour was talking about the sea conditions. We should feel fortunate that Rodenko’s weather report was wrong today, that’s all. And perhaps it is merely an algae bloom. Such things are not that uncommon. The ocean is as temperamental as Karpov,” said the doctor. “It’s just a mood. It will pass.”
Volsky nodded, heading for the bridge, but the doctor’s suggestion would soon raise many more questions than it answered.



Chapter 5


Back on the bridge ten minutes later, the Admiral asked his radioman Nikolin to tune in anything he could find on the short wave that might shed light on the situation, but the result confused them even more. There was nothing on the radio bands at all. Every wavelength was awash with the soft hiss of background static. This went on for another half hour until the stubby first Lieutenant sat up suddenly, his hand at an earpiece as he reported with a smile.
“Signal! I have Moscow on long wave. Just heard the call sign ID. Very strange, Admiral. They signed off as Radio Moscow.” That station had been renamed ‘Voice of Russia,’ years ago.
“Well, at least Moscow is still there,” said the Admiral.
“But they are playing oldies but goodies! It reminds me of the old military music they would broadcast whenever there was a crisis. Here, have a listen…” He toggled a switch and the sonorous swells of Tchaikovsky’s violins played over his speakers. The sound touched a deep nerve in Volsky, triggering an old childhood memory. He was just a young boy at the time of the Cuban Missile crisis in 1962, but the radio had droned on and on with similar music for hours, and the deep memory carried a vaguely ominous undertone.
“Surely there must be some news being reported,” he said. “Dial in a few more regional stations. Try Oslo or Reykjavík, or perhaps even the BBC in London.”
Nikolin seemed more and more perplexed the longer he searched however. “It’s very strange, sir,” he reported. “No commercials! Just music from Oslo, Beethoven this time…Nothing much of anything from Reykjavík, and the BBC is droning on with some old World War II documentary. They’re playing speeches by Churchill and congratulating themselves over the sinking of the German battleship Bismarck.” Nikolin was skilled in three languages and could easily interpret the English. “It’s the same all across the band. Lots of commemorative radio traffic about the war. Is this an anniversary of some important event?”
Volsky smiled. “Ask Fedorov. He’s the historian aboard ship.” His young navigator was a book worm of sorts, and a bit of an Anglophile in spite of the fact that Britain was a clear enemy of Russia in the year 2021.
“Fedorov will tell you how much the British love their history,” said Volsky. “Well, keep listening to the BBC. When the documentary concludes perhaps we will get further news. But from what you have told me it does not sound like there’s any major crisis underway, much less a nuclear war. That news would be on every channel if it were so. The North Atlantic appears to be quietly sleeping under this damnable ice fog, or perhaps they are all at dinner, as we should be.”
He started away, then remembered something, reaching into his coat pocket. “Good job, Mister Nikolin,” he said with a wink. Then he lowered his voice. “Put that in your pocket.” He handed him back his iPod.
“The fog is breaking up ahead, sir,” said Karpov. “Seas appear to be rising again as well. Barometer is down twenty points from last reading, and falling.”
“Confirmed,” said Rodenko. “I have clear readings on my weather Doppler returns now. The front I was tracking is there again… but it has moved, sir.”
“Don’t surprise yourself to find the wind moves, Mister Rodenko,” said Volsky.
“Yes sir. But the winds are out of the northeast now. It was tracking from the northwest before.”
The Admiral waved at Karpov and Orlov, prompting the two men to approach. He settled back into the command chair and folded his arms thinking out loud. “We have found no evidence of Slava, nor the slightest whisper or sign of Orel. Severomorsk has not returned our signals, and we can tune in nothing but nonsense on the radio.” He shared Nikolin’s report with them and the three men huddled together speaking quietly with one another.
“This explosion we experienced may have had something to do with Orel’s demise,” said the Admiral. “That at least makes some sense to me. But the disappearance of Slava is very troubling. I’m inclined to agree with you Karpov, she may have been attacked. But if that is so, then why can’t we find the slightest trace of her, and why would our enemy break off the attack upon our ship and leave us at large? Slava was a relic. We are the target they would most want to strike, without question.”
“Perhaps it was a warning, sir,” Karpov suggested. “Sinking an old rust bucket like Slava makes a point, but does not sting quite so much. And a near miss on Kirov also makes a very direct point. If they have done this I am thinking it must be the work of an American submarine, sir,” said Karpov.
In his mind, Karpov saw the situation as he might view any impending quarrel with potential rivals. Once he had struck a particularly effective blow at a senior Gazprom manager by first discrediting one of his assistants by making sure some important statistics he needed for a report were delayed, and then savaging the man at a briefing by using those very same numbers to flay his report. The incident cast a shadow on the senior manager, making him wary and suspicious, and showing him his own vulnerability. It put fear into him, and fear had a way of slowly sapping a man’s ambition and strength. Clearly someone had struck a hard blow, not directly at Kirov, but at her weaker companion ships. It was a maneuver Karpov inherently understood, as he had practiced the tactic many times in his checkered past.
“Remember, I correctly put the ship into a high speed evasive turn sequence just after the initial detonation.” He held up a finger to emphasize the word ‘correctly.’ “I was not about to wait and hear from Tasarov that a torpedo had acquired us.”
The Captain had started a maneuver known as ‘cracking the whip.’ When threatened by a torpedo, a surface ship would increase to flank speed and make a series of high speed turns to port and then starboard and back again in order to create a series of overlapping wakes behind the ship. It was a potential defense against wake homing torpedoes, which might become confused in the churning seas and veer off in the wrong direction as they tried to follow a wake.
“You also wisely gave the order for active sonar just minutes after the explosion we detected,” the Captain continued, buttering up Volsky’s dark bread for a moment. “Perhaps these maneuvers were enough to give this submarine second thoughts.”
“It was you who argued against active sonar, Karpov,” the Admiral reminded him, seeing how he had cleverly lumped that high speed maneuver in with his own decision to go to active pinging.
“Yes sir, but given the situation I can only assume the enemy knows we are aware of him now and has broken off his attack for the time being, though he may be tracking us, very stealthily, very quietly, waiting for just the opportunity to strike again. It could be one of their new Virginia class submarines, sir. Tasarov would not hear it easily in these conditions, if at all.”
“Then you are suggesting we resume active anti-submarine operations? Orlov, what do you think?”
“I agree with the Captain, sir. It’s the only explanation that makes any sense.”
“You do not think Orel suffered an accident?”
“That’s possible, sir. But the disappearance of Slava leads me to believe something else is going on. I recommend we get one or both KA-40s up now that we have recovered the KA-226. If what Karpov suggests is true, the activity may keep this submarine from any further ideas about attacking. The Captain ordered a high speed turn right after the explosion. That was followed soon after by active sonar.” He repeated Karpov’s own logic. “Now we have slowed and the sea conditions have improved. Yet this would give the appearance that we are lying low, listening and waiting. Launch the KA-40s, Admiral. If this submarine believes we are still actively looking for him, aware of his presence, then he will think twice, even three times, before he dares strike at Kirov again. And if he does, we punch him in the face.”
It was much like Orlov to play the devil’s advocate in any situation like this, and to assume the worst possible potential outcome in any scenario. It was also typical of him to ratchet up the matter by taking some more direct action. Lying low and listening on passive sonar was a long and often boring procedure for him. He much preferred the more direct application of an active sub hunt, using the helicopters like a pair of bloodhounds to sniff out the foe while the ship waited with a strong fist of reprisal. “So we should have the torpedoes active and ready,” he said, referring to Kirov’s own anti-submarine torpedo defenses.
While the Chief had not expressed his innermost thoughts directly before this, he sided with Karpov earlier, and now seemed to be strongly reinforcing the Captain’s opinion that the ship should be operating on a wartime footing.
Volsky pressed his lips tightly together, deciding. “Very well, gentlemen, I will indulge you both. Begin active antisubmarine operations at once. We have recovered the KA-226. Now launch both KA-40s and have them each search a 180° arc around the ship.”
Captain Karpov seemed very encouraged by this, and immediately turned to Tasarov at the ASW station to inform him of the new orders. It was not merely that he had been vindicated, his fears justified, his opinions respected. He had also successfully colored the incident with his own view that this was, indeed, an attack, and no mere accident. In doing so he had discredited the Admiral’s own appraisal of the situation, and laid further groundwork to bolster the fact that he had been correct all along.
Yet on another level he was equally relieved because the ship was now taking every possible precaution against another attack, particularly against a submarine, and his inner fears were held in check by the direct actions they were now taking. They were no longer cruising sedately along through that confounding fog, a big fat target in his mind. They were no longer the victims, the target of an unseen foe. Now they were hunters. Now they were seeking well deserved revenge. Someone was going to be held accountable for the loss of Slava and Orel. It was not going to be Kirov, and by extension, it was not going to be him. If they found this enemy submarine lurking in the depths he had every intention of recommending they immediately kill it, punch it in the face, just as Orlov had put it. So he was hopeful they would have a contact soon, and he was not disappointed.
The whirling roar of the helicopters could soon be heard as they took off, one heading northeast, the other southwest. The KA-40s would position themselves just over the horizon on either side of the ship, and drop their RGB-16-1 radar hydro-acoustic buoys, extending the a ASW awareness of the ship by a considerable distance. If nothing was found they would move further, repositioning from point-to-point, dropping buoys and sending telemetry directly to Tasarov’s onboard systems. Twenty minutes later the helicopters had found something lurking in the depths of the Norwegian Sea.
The slower speed and better ocean conditions had also improved Kirov’s passive sonar reception considerably, and Tasarov was listening intently at his station, watching the data streams coming in from the distant KA-40s. Suddenly there was something different in the backwash of his signal, and he sat up stiffly more alert, noting his screen where he saw the telltale trace of the signal. The tonals were very unusual. He made some adjustments to try and tune his systems in on the contact, yet it was very faint. Possibly quite distant, he thought at first, until data from the KA-40 gave him a solid fix.
“Con, sonar contact bearing 140, range twenty-two kilometers. Possible submarine—confidence high!” Tasarov immediately reported his contact and Karpov was soon at his side, leaning in to look at his screens as the sonar man pointed out the information. He was rubbing his cold hands together now.
“It’s a very weak signal,” said Tasarov. “And it doesn’t conform to anything we have in the ESM database.” The electronic surveillance measure database stored signatures of various ship types based on their radar and signal emissions, return characteristics and electronic profiles. The contact was a clear unknown. “We barely have a hold on it,” he said, “but it’s there. Moving very slowly now, perhaps no more than ten or twelve knots.”
“They know we are listening,” said Karpov turning to the Admiral. The contact was further evidence that the scenario he had put forward was entirely correct. “Thank god I had the presence of mind to take the necessary action.” In crediting himself he stuck a bur in the Admiral, but Volsky overlooked the remark as the Captain rattled on.
“Even if we do have signatures on the American Virginia class, these boats are still very slippery, sir. That data is not yet reliable. But at least they know we are on to them now.” He turned to the Admiral, arms folded on his chest, eyes bright. “I recommend we engage the target, sir.” They had found their devious enemy, now it was time for reprisal.
The Admiral considered this, but quickly decided against an attack. “No, do not engage for the moment,” said Volsky. “If we are not at war, then we certainly don’t want to begin one, do we? But instruct the nearest helicopter to vector over that position and hold station just below 600 meters. I want to be sure they can hear our rotors if they are listening. We will show them we know exactly where they are and see if that changes the situation.”
“They will take evasive maneuvers, sir,” Karpov complained. He knew that once you had exposed a potential enemy it was essential to make a quick kill. Never let a rival regain his balance once you had him by the collar—that was a lesson his years at Gazprom had taught him very well. The longer you waited, the more chance your foe had to cover his tracks, or finagle some way of escaping your well set trap. He pushed this same thought forward in military terms. “American submarines can dive very deep, Admiral, particularly this class. We may lose them. Why not strike now while we have the contact and can plot a certain firing solution? We may not get a second chance with a submarine like this.”
The Captain had a good point, and Volsky knew it. In the grueling, silent game of ship versus sub, it was the undersea boat that always had the advantage. Victory would go to the side who heard the enemy first and established a good firing solution. A weapon active in the water, ready to acquire its target, was not even a sure defense against a stealthy attack submarine. Sixty percent of the time, a sub would hear and find the surface ship first, and also shoot first. And the ship that got off the first shot then had a strong possibility of surviving intact. Was the explosion they had experienced a first shot by this submarine, a warning intending to frighten and intimidate, as Karpov suggested? Clearly this was not a friendly submarine—or was it? The Admiral considered the possibility that this might even be the Orel, damaged but still alive. The damage could be masking the boat’s IFF signals and clouding Tasarov’s ESM readings. His heavy heart wanted to believe as much, so he decided to be very cautious here.
The Captain was just a little too quick to see ‘wood goblins’ in the taiga, or so the Admiral believed. If they fired on this contact and destroyed it, they would never know whether it was Orel. He decided to wait, unwilling to escalate the situation just yet, or to fully accept Karpov’s assertion that this was a NATO attack.
“Move the helicopter, Captain. We will observe the contact’s reaction and consider the matter further. And for good measure,” he turned to his navigator now, “Mister Fedorov, plot an intercept course and put us on that heading at once. Increase speed to 20 knots.” If this were Orel, and they could hear his helicopter above them, then perhaps the boat would surface, Volsky hoped.
“It’s very odd, sir…” Fedorov spoke up.
“What is very odd?”
“My GPS navigation systems are all still down, sir. The equipment appears to be operating correctly. I’ve tried three diagnostic tests, and even reset the entire array, but I cannot acquire any satellites. I’ll have to plot by other means.”
“We are probably still experiencing the aftereffects of this undersea explosion. Carry on.”
Karpov glanced at his Chief of Operations, and the two men met eyes, but Orlov said nothing. Reluctantly, the Captain ordered Nikolin to move the helicopter as the Admiral wished. But it was clear that he was uncomfortable with the situation, and wanted to take more aggressive action at once. He was fretting nervously, his hands still rubbing away the cold with frenetic movement.
Rodenko’s deep voice sounded yet another warning. He had been monitoring telemetry from the helicopters as well. “Con—Active radar reports new surface contact, sir. Now bearing two-zero-five degrees, 80 kilometers out.” Information was now winking onto his screens, as if the ship was awakening from the stupor that had enfolded it with the thick ice fog, and was slowly coming to its senses.
The Admiral raised his thick charcoal eyebrows, surprised with this new information, though he considered it in silence for the moment.
Karpov was not so contemplative. In his mind the new surface contact was an immediate vindication of his assessment that enemy forces were indeed operating against them now. Rodenko read the signal carefully and reported.
“This is a large signal, sir. Multiple ships, but very slow, speed no more than 15 knots.”
Who was this creeping up on them from the south, thought Volsky? A large signal? He rubbed his eyes, weary, his head still aching. “How many ships?”
Rodenko was not certain. “I make it ten, possibly twelve discrete contacts, sir. It appears to be a fairly large task force.”
“Air activity?” The Admiral wanted to know if an American carrier was coming to make their acquaintance.
“No air contacts reported, sir. This appears to be a surface action group, and they are running emissions tight. I get just the whisper of a faint radar signal. Perhaps they have found a way to drastically reduce their electronic signature, sir.”
A submarine on one side, and a large surface contact on the other, both apparently moving toward his ship like two predators stealthily stalking their prey. The Admiral considered the situation. He could feel Karpov’s uneasiness, feel the Captain’s eyes upon him, waiting, impatient, and eager to take further action. He knew what his Captain would advise, but there was something about the scenario that just did not make sense. The enemy was creeping up on him, inching along at slow speed. If he were mounting such an attack, he would be surging in from both sides and, at this range, missiles would already be in the air, inbound on his ship with bad intent. The struggle for the first salvo was the first lesson of naval combat in the modern era. Both contacts were well within range of his ship, yet neither one had fired. Were they waiting for him to take the next move? Given these circumstances, he decided to be very wary here.
“Very well… Designate the undersea contact as Red Wolf One. It will be tracked by KA-40 Alpha. Designate the surface action group as Red Wolf Two. Move KA-40 Bravo toward Red Wolf Two at once,” he said. “Rodenko, do you have any ESM signatures that can assist in identifying these vessels?”
“No sir. At least not in the combat database.”
“Radio emissions?”
“No, sir,” said Nikolin. “The contact is observing complete radio silence. I read nothing on typical communications bands.”
“Move KA-40 Bravo, and tell them to use their long range HD cameras to give me a visual on this surface contact. Let’s see where the dog is buried here.” The Admiral wanted to get to the heart of the matter. “We will show them we know they are here, and find out just who they are at the same time. They are well within range and would’ve fired on us by now if they had any aggressive intentions. The same can be said for this submarine to our north, but given this development, I think we had best turn to face this surface action group. Mr. Fedorov, hold on that submarine intercept. Helmsman, Port fifteen. Put us into a gentle turn. We will keep station here until the helo report firms up this new contact.” He voiced his reasoning, looking directly at Karpov. “So let us have a closer look, gentlemen. I want to know what I am shooting at before I commit this ship to an act of war. But keep a wary eye on that undersea contact. Karpov may yet be correct.” He threw a bone to his Captain willing to consider any possible contingency until it was proven one way or another.
The tension on the bridge increased perceptively. Karpov was fluttering back and forth between Tasarov and Rodenko, looking at the signals traffic on their monitors though he did not understand what the readings meant. Nonetheless, he would point at the screens asking questions, what is that, what is this, and it was clear that Rodenko was becoming irritated over having to explain each and every item on his scope to the Captain.
On the other side of the Combat Information Center, Orlov was hovering near the heavy set Victor Samsonov where he was completing diagnostics on his primary weapons systems. Samsonov was one of the few men the Chief never bothered much. His girth and strength were the equal of Orlov, and Samsonov was a thick-necked warrior, the hard fist of the ship when it came to battle. So Orlov had naturally befriended the man, often chatting with him on the bridge and standing close by when the smell of imminent violence was in the air.
The previous year, just after Kirov was commissioned and out for her very first sea trials, the ship had caught a Somali pirate skiff in the Gulf of Aden on Orlov’s watch. The Chief did not hesitate to take direct and immediate action. He told Nikolin to order the boat to stand by and be boarded, and when the pirates failed to comply he increased speed, closed on the skiff, and ordered one of the close in defense Gatling guns to tear it to pieces, laughing under his breath when he saw the effect of the gun on the small boat.
“That will teach them a thing or two,” he said, clapping Samsonov on the shoulder. The weapons officer was the kind of man Orlov understood and respected, one who’s training and disposition would see him solving any perceived problem with something in the ship’s considerable weapons inventory. It was as if the Chief inherently understood Samsonov, and saw him as a kind of protégé.
Yet Samsonov’s boards were clean of distinguishable ESM data as well, Orlov noted. Whatever was out there, it did not conform to any of the signatures for known Western combat vessels. There were no active radars ranging on them, which was another reason why he believed the Admiral had hesitated to take further action. In spite of Karpov’s frenetic energy, the Chief was beginning to feel that this was not a planned strike mission after all. What commander worth his salt would make such an approach? Then something else occurred to him and he spoke his mind.
“Perhaps these ships are here to investigate very same incident we have been involved with,” he suggested. “They may have detected this explosion, and dispatched a task force to the area for further information.”
Admiral Volsky nodded, his eyes grave and serious now. “And so we must be very cautious, gentlemen. Very, very cautious. You all know that we can ill afford another incident where NATO forces are concerned.” He leaned heavily on the word incident, a not so veiled reference to the loss of the destroyer Admiral Levchenko in the Mediterranean the previous year when she was maneuvering at high speed and collided with a NATO cruiser in bad weather. “Mister Samsonov, no active combat radars will be locked on Red Wolf Two until we have further information as to their intentions, is that clear?”
“Aye, aye, sir.” Samsonov’s deep basso confirmed the Admiral’s order. The big, broad shouldered man sat easily in his chair, radiating confidence that one might expect from one in his position. He sat at the business end of the most powerful surface combatant in the Russian Navy, and oceangoing gladiator. His short cropped hair, chiseled features, and burly muscularity fit the image well. Samsonov was a warrior, and eager to fight. Though he could not know then just how busy he would be in the hours and days ahead.



Chapter 6


When the video feed from the KA-40 finally reached Rodenko’s combat information center, the situation took a sudden and very unexpected turn. If Admiral Volsky thought he was perplexed before, this latest news was completely confounding. It seemed that every attempt they made to clarify the situation only seemed to muddy the waters around them, presenting impossible circumstances that they struggled to understand.
The ship’s navigator, Fedorov, was keenly interested in the images on the screen, yet his face registered obvious disbelief and surprise. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a smart phone, swiping at the screen to activate an application. Moments later he was comparing images from the helo video feed to the photos he had stored on his cell phone, a bemused look on his face.
“Those are British ships,” he began, hesitating somewhat. “But they are clearly not modern vessels. I have the entire database of Royal Navy ships back to the year 1900 right here.” He hefted his cell phone and showed them the application. “These ships are antiquated… Old World War II class vessels.”
Karpov listened, strait faced as any listener must when he heard preposterous nonsense masquerading as truth, like good, well-told vranyo over a drink at a bar. But this was no bar, and the Captain was in no mood for flights of fancy. “Tuftá, nonsense,” he said, breaking form and pointing at the screen. “Now you are hanging noodles from your ears, Fedorov. What are you saying, that they have dragged these ships out of mothball? Perhaps they are planning to use them for target practice just as we were with Slava. Go and chase the wind.” It was clear that the Captain thought he might have more success with that than with this outlandish analysis.
“You don’t understand,” said Fedorov. “I am not trying to fool you, Captain, or be glib here. That looks like an Illustrious class aircraft carrier.” He pointed at the screen, suddenly sure of what he was seeing. “It is most likely HMS Victorious, and she was sold off to the ship breakers for demolition in…” he squinted at his application, “1969.” Anton Fedorov was not lying, even if he believed his own eyes might be fooling him. He was a long time naval history buff with a particular interest in World War II. Now he was peering at the live video feed, shoulders hunched, his cap askew on a head full of thick brown hair, and he could not believe what his eyes were telling him. “That ship,” he pointed, “is even older! It looks like HMS Furious, sir, in service with the Royal Navy until 1948. You see? The typical island superstructure is completely missing. No one has designed anything like that for decades. Look at the way the forward edge of the flight deck is curved above that long, narrow bow. It’s the Furious. I’m certain of it, Captain.”
Karpov was not persuaded “This is no time to be foolish, Fedorov. Talk sense! Don’t try to tell me these ships were dragged out of the shipping yards and put back in service. We may have to resort to such measures, but our fat capitalists here do not.”
“No sir, I’m telling you these ships were scrapped—years ago! There is no way they could be put back in service.” Fedorov had a look of complete amazement on his face. “Good lord, what in the world is going on here?”
Karpov just stared at him. “You’ve spent too many hours with your nose in those history books of yours, Lieutenant, and like any good liar you begin to believe your own vranyo. This is not possible. There has to be another explanation.” Karpov refused to believe what his navigator was telling him. These had to be modern British aircraft carriers, and he said as much. But Fedorov was quick to correct him.
“With all due respect, sir, the only ship in the Royal Navy that might look anything like this carrier here,” he pointed, “would be their new HMS Queen Elizabeth. And look, sir, there’s not even any discernable island on that other carrier. There’s no modern British carrier in such a design. That has to be HMS Furious, sir. She was just a converted battlecruiser with a single deck running the full length of the hull.”
“Nonsense,” said Karpov, shaking his head.
“But sir, Queen Elizabeth is a full fleet sized carrier. 65,000 tons, and the ship we have on video is just a light carrier by comparison. Perhaps 22,000 tons. Queen Elizabeth is the newest addition to the British fleet, and her signature would be unmistakable to us on radar. We’ve already cataloged her ESM emissions long ago. And if that were Queen Elizabeth, the airspace above her would be well patrolled. Yet this fleet is moving in complete silence, with virtually no radio or radar emissions of any type. No air cover. These are simply not modern vessels, sir. I am certain of it.”
Admiral Volsky was standing behind the two men, his eyes fixed on the view screen, his mind also struggling to comprehend what he was seeing and hearing. He liked Fedorov, and often talked with him about the old war, and he had come to respect the young man’s passion and knowledge on the subject. So instead of dismissing him, as Karpov clearly did, he pressed for more information. “Those other ships?” He asked, pointing at two sizable vessels steaming to either side of the two carriers.
Fedorov squinted at the screen, then smiled, amazed, but certain of what he was seeing. “Admiral, those are two Kent class British cruisers, 14,000 tons full load. Look, those turrets there on the forward section are mounting heavy 8 inch guns. No ship has carried that kind of armament since the Second World War. In fact, the keels on those ships were laid down in the mid-1920s, and they mostly entered service by 1926. Many survived the war, but not a single one escaped the salvage yards, sir. The ships simply do not exist any longer.”
“You are certain of this?”
“Yes, sir, the three stacks amidships are unmistakable. I would know that silhouette anywhere.”
“Then we are looking at a ghost fleet?” Karpov protested. “This is preposterous! I have heard a lot of guff in my day, Fedorov, but this tops it all. It’s nonsense, I tell you.”
“It’s there,” said Admiral Volsky gesturing at the video. “Or are you suggesting the British are feeding us this video footage with some new electronic warfare gizmo?”
Karpov raised his eyebrows, thinking a moment. “That may be possible, sir.” His eyes widened as he spoke, quick to latch on to anything that would allow him to fit what he was seeing into some understandable point of reference and dispel the illusion that Fedorov was spinning out. “This could all be part of some elaborate ruse, designed to confuse us. Some kind of electronic warfare, perhaps a NATO PSYOP. That strange explosion we experienced hours ago may have been the opening salvo.”
Official deception was something Karpov could deal with much more easily. He presented the situation as a deliberate attempt by their enemies to deceive. Russians had been subjected to so many official lies over the years that they became almost incapable of recognizing truth. Their own language even used the same verb to describe coming and going, and so in that sense, a Russian never quite knew where he stood, or wither he was bound. Karpov heard Fedorov’s arguments, and deep inside he knew something was terribly wrong with the ships on the video feed, but he could not accept what the man was saying. A deliberate hoax, aimed as an attack, was the only thing that made sense to him now.
“Orlov?” The Admiral wanted to know what his Chief of Operations thought, but Orlov looked as confused as anyone. He had idled with Fedorov at times, the two of them also sharing stories of the second war where both their grandfathers had served, but this was difficult to believe. “I don’t know what to think, Admiral. But, as it is clearly impossible that the British could resurrect ships decommissioned and demolished decades ago, then we must give further thought to what the Captain suggests.”
“Impossible, you say, yet this very ship has risen from the dead, has it not? Perhaps the British are refitting their old ships as well.”
Karpov took a deep breath, stiffening, gratified that Orlov had again reinforced his position. “Enough of this game,” he said. “Where is Slava? Where is Orel? If this is a PSYOP then the British have gone too far! I recommend we hail this task force and demand immediate identification. This will put an end to this nonsense. These ships may be responsible for everything we have been dealing with here. Suppose they boarded Slava and have her under tow? That would be hijacking at sea, a clear international violation.”
“A moment ago it was this submarine that was responsible for all of our problems,” said Admiral Volsky. “Now you suggest the British are running some elaborate psychological operation aimed at confusing us and rounding up the Russian Navy, ship by ship?”
Karpov frowned, clearly unhappy with the Admiral’s remark, yet he persisted. “If they do not identify themselves under international protocols, then it is permitted to give fair warning and fire a shot across their bow, sir. Everything we have endured these last hours has been a clear provocation. It is time we let them know that the Russian Navy will not tolerate this nonsense.” He folded his arms, his anger apparent.
Admiral Volsky sighed heavily as he thought the situation through. One thing he had learned in life was that things were seldom what they seemed at first take. A man had to test the truth he chose to believe, like he would test his footing on a long icy road. The old Russian proverb came to mind here: ‘The church is near but the road is all ice; the tavern is far but I’ll walk very carefully.’ It would be easy to go and sit in Karpov’s church rather than walk that long road to what Fedorov was telling him. Yet something told him, quietly, insistently, that this was no illusion foisted off on them by the British, and he had to walk that road slowly, minding his footing with every step he took here. He decided to test the situation and indulge his Captain.
“Very well,” he said. “Mister Nikolin, I authorize you to break radio silence and hail this task force on all channels. Do so in English. Give their position, course, and speed as determined by our radar here, and request immediate identification under international protocols as the Captain suggests. Do not, give our identification unless I direct you to do so. Is that clear?”
“Aye, sir.”
The tension only increased when their message was met with absolute silence. They waited, while Nikolin repeated his hail, ten times in all, but there was no response.
“You are certain they are hearing us?” asked the Admiral.
“I’m broadcasting across the entire band,” said Nikolin. “They heard us alright, unless they are also suffering the effects of that explosion.”
“It did take us several hours before systems returned to normal,” said Orlov.
“I disagree,” said Karpov, his lips tight with obvious frustration. “Their silence is just another way to goad us, keep us in the dark.” Once you have told your lie, Karpov knew, silence was then your best friend. “I recommend stronger action, Admiral. We should engage missile radars and then see if they are willing to comply with international law and identify themselves.”
Admiral Volsky’s features were grave and drawn. He seemed very weary, his eyes closing for a time as he considered what his volatile captain was suggesting. To paint the contact with active targeting radars would certainly escalate the situation, yet if he did so they may have to reply in kind. That, at least, would give them verifiable ESM signatures on those ships, and they would learn, once and for all, whether this video feed was valid or some product of NATO engineering and counterintelligence operations.
Against his better instincts, he had already broken radio silence himself, clearly revealing his position. If he escalated it was likely his ship would soon be lit up with active radars as well. If something had slipped… If this was a war situation, then he could be making a grave mistake by being so accommodating to the enemy. With political tensions winding ever tighter, discretion was wise here. He clasped his hands behind his back, rocking his heavy frame back and forth, shifting his weight as he considered, then stilled himself, turning to Samsonov.
“Come to condition one readiness on the number three forward missile array and activate targeting radars for that system.” He was ordering his CIC Chief to activate his P-900 cruise missiles, an array of ten subsonic sea-skimmers on the forward most section of the ship, very near the bow. In effect, he would be calling the enemies bluff, challenging their silence with a sharp push on the shoulder, letting them know he was fully prepared to take further action if they did not comply. Yet something within him whispered extreme caution. The situation was still a muddle of unanswered questions. Samsonov, like a note played on a well tuned keyboard, was quick to respond, activating his targeting radars and engaging the surface contact with an active signal.
“Mr. Nikolin,” said the Admiral. “Please repeat your hail.”
The tension was palpable on the bridge of Kirov when Rodenko reported a new and worrisome development. “Con, radar contact, airborne at 37 kilometers, south by southwest, and bearing on our position. Multiple contacts now! I read five… now six contacts, all airborne.”
“They are launching!” said Karpov. “I warned as much, Admiral. This is a NATO carrier task force after all. Recommend we come to full battle readiness. Prepare to oppose incoming air attack.” He turned to Fedorov, eying him darkly. “There’s your carrier air operations,” he said. “They were lying in wait. Playing possum!” Karpov was, of course, going to see the goblins he had conjured up in his own mind. From his point of view, the enemy was doing exactly what he would have done. They were simply springing a well laid trap, nothing more, nothing less.
Samsonov looked over his shoulder and Admiral Volsky noted how his hand was poised over the alert readiness alarm. The ship was already at action stations, but full alert would send the crew scrambling to a heightened level of preparedness.
“Speed?” The Admiral wanted to know what he was dealing with. Was this a missile barrage or a flight of strike aircraft as Karpov warned?
“Very slow, sir.” Rodenko watched his readings closely for a moment, realizing the gravity of the situation. If these were missiles the ship had but minutes, even seconds to respond. He wanted to make certain he was interpreting all the data accurately, and he hoped his systems were fully recovered from the anomaly they had experienced. His system showed no identifiable missile types inbound. Was it correct? All this passed in the barest moment within his mind, then he gave his best judgment.
“One contact inbound on our position…five contacts appear to be orbiting the surface group. These are aircraft, sir. Not missiles. I repeat. This is not a missile barrage.”
“How long before the inbound contact reaches us?” The game of cat and mouse between Russian and NATO forces had been ongoing for decades now. Both sides had been conducting active maneuvers in Norwegian Sea in recent years, each closely monitoring the activities of the other, and this could be nothing more than another overly curious NATO surface action group sent here to nose about his business, or perhaps, as Orlov suggested, they were merely investigating the anomaly Kirov herself had encountered.
“Inbound contact speed… 180 KPH, approximate,” said Rodenko. “Perhaps a Harrier jump jet, sir, or possibly a helicopter. It’s certainly not an F-35 at that speed.” He was referring to the F-35 Lightning II, a stealthy, supersonic joint strike fighter rumored to be slated for deployment on the newest British carrier, Queen Elizabeth. “Inbound contact will be over us in 10 minutes, sir.”
“What about our KA-40?”
“It is already inbound as well, 10 kilometers out now. Probably already visible on the horizon.”
“Mister Nikolin,” said the Admiral. “Instruct the KA-40 to move due west away from our position. Designate this incoming plane as Red Wolf Three. They are to lock their air defense missile systems onto this contact, and hold fire pending further notification. Repeat, weapons tight.” The Admiral turned to Samsonov next. “Mister Samsonov activate primary air defense systems array and lock radar on contact. Weapons tight. The SA-N-92 system, if you please.” He was activating his medium range “Gauntlet” air defense missiles.
“Weapons tight, Admiral?” There was a derisive tone to Karpov’s voice. “You’re going to let them overfly us?” An over-flight would be standard operating procedure for any NATO task force. The plane would sweep gracefully by, the pilot thumbing his nose at the Russians as he passed. Sometimes they would launch emergency flares as mock weapons to rub in the fact that they could just as easily have launched live munitions. It had happened a thousand times before, largely without incident, but the circumstances here were quite different and the Admiral knew it. The fact that both Orel and Slava were still missing weighed heavily in the equation.
Karpov’s wide eyed look of astonishment communicated his feelings on the matter transparently. Volsky knew that if the Captain had his way, this plane would be destroyed in a heartbeat. But he also knew that if he were to destroy the target, the enemy task force may be compelled to reply in kind, and he would soon find himself engaging ten to twelve NATO ships. If Karpov was correct, and this was a deception, then those ships were not old British carriers and cruisers, either. They would be lethal, modern ships like his own.
At that moment Nikolin noticed something on his radio band monitor and listened briefly. He had hold of the signal from London they had been waiting for, the BBC News broadcast at the top of the hour, regular as rain in these cold Arctic waters. Yet what he heard made no sense.
“BBC news broadcast, sir, but it’s very odd.”
The Admiral was eager for any more information he could get. “Let me hear it,” he said.
“Admiral,” Karpov protested. “We have no more than seven or eight minutes now!”
Volsky raised his hand, quieting the man as he listened. The signal seemed faint and weak, and it was like nothing he had heard in recent years.

“…Vice Admiral Somerville successfully reinforced the embattled Island of Malta, when a powerful force steamed from Gibraltar to deliver much-needed supplies. President Roosevelt announced this week that all Japanese assets in the United States would be frozen, and he has suspended formal relations with Japan. On the East front, German panzers under the General Guderian have reached Smolensk, further increasing the threat to Moscow, and the Red Army announced it has begun a counterattack near Leningrad. This is the BBC, 28 July, 1941. Details of these and other events will be presented later in the broadcast…”


Four sonorous notes of Beethoven’s fifth Symphony sounded, and Fedorov’s eyes widened as he listened, recognizing the famous allied V for victory call sign that was used in tandem with that musical motif throughout WWII.
“You mean to say this documentary business continues?” said the Admiral. “This is not the regularly scheduled live news broadcast?”
Fedorov spoke up, realizing that what he was about to say sounded incredulous, but needing to voice the opinion in any case. “Sir, we have clear video of the approaching task force. They are World War II era ships! And we are hearing a news broadcast from 1941… In fact that’s all that has been on the radio band for the last three hours.” He made no further conclusion, thinking it more than enough to simply link these two pieces of the puzzle together.
Karpov gave him an angry glance, waving at him dismissively. “Ridiculous!” he said sharply. “That air contact will be over us in five minutes now.”
“So we will wait for it, Mister Karpov,” said Volsky. Given the circumstances, he had decided there was simply nothing else he could do. When the plane arrived they would identify its markings and type by clear visual contact, putting an end to the mystery once and for all. In the Admiral’s mind, an answer to his many questions was just five minutes away.



Part III

CONTACT



“There has been a misunderstanding, and the misunderstanding is quite evident…”

~ Fyodor Dostoevsky





Chapter 7


Force P, Norwegian Sea, 122 Miles south of Jan Mayen Island
28 July, 1941
Rear Admiral Sir Frederick Wake-Walker stood on the bridge of HMS Victorious, watching the slowly rising seas. Just off his port bow, a second light carrier, HMS Furious cruised by his side. The two carriers were the heart of Force P, escorted by two heavy cruisers, Suffolk and Devonshire, along with light cruiser Adventure, and seven destroyers. His force was slowly creeping up to the Norwegian Sea, intent upon striking two bases supporting German mountain troops in the far north. The flight crews of his two light carriers would strike Petsamo and Kirkenes in 48 hours, and the pilots were already receiving their briefings below decks.
Wake-Walker was a stolid, competent, and cautious man, well experienced at sea and thought highly of by the commander-in-chief of the home fleet, Admiral John Tovey. At 53, his thinning hair was well receded, and combed tightly back lending him the impression of a proper British schoolmaster. Like most men who had reached his rank, he had a long and distinguished naval career dating back to the First World War. Just sixty days ago, he had taken part in the harrowing chase of the battleship Bismarck. Wake-Walker had been steaming aboard the cruiser Norfolk, finding and shadowing the great battleship, and then assuming command of Holland’s shattered task force after the tragic sinking of the Hood.
Well after the encounter, the intrusive First Sea Lord, Sir Dudley Pound, had thought to bring Wake-Walker up on charges for failing to reengage Bismarck with his two cruisers and the wounded battleship Prince of Wales. Yet John Tovey would hear none of it. He vigorously supported Wake-Walker, threatening resignation should any such charges be brought. The Admiral was vindicated, and his decision to shadow and maintain contact with Bismarck, rather than re-engaging at that time, was upheld.
Now that the enormous threat the German raider represented had been dealt with, the Royal Navy was in the early stages of organizing lend-lease relief convoys to Murmansk. The first such convoy, codenamed Dervish, was scheduled to depart from Reykjavík in a little over three weeks time. Force P was now conducting a mission to pave the way. They hoped to strike and neutralize German airfields and ports at Petsamo and Kirkenes in northern Norway, and thus remove them as potential threats to the newly planned convoy route to the far north.
Yet that evening something had emerged from the distant weather front to the northeast, a great disturbance reported by a weather ship several hundred miles from their position. The message had been garbled when received, and then cut off altogether, and they heard nothing further from the trawler. Now, from the look of the far horizon, he sensed a rising storm bearing down on his planned route to the North Cape area.
The Admiral was about to detach HMS Furious to accompany the cruiser Adventure on ‘Operation EF’ to deliver a shipment of mines to the Russian port of Archangel. Furious would then rejoin his main task force for the planned airstrike. Force P was skulking up slowly, hoping to surprise the Germans, yet the long hours of daylight at this latitude would make their mission quite hazardous. He stared out the starboard screen on the bridge, watching HMS Furious riding in the distance.
A curious ship, Furious was laid down in 1915 as a battlecruiser, but was later converted to a light carrier with the addition of a flight deck and removal of her main bridge superstructures. She carried three squadrons, nine old Swordfish torpedo bombers, nine newer Albacore torpedo bombers, and nine Fulmar II fighters. The torpedo bombers were older biplanes, slow and cumbersome, yet effective enough once they closed with the target. The Fulmars had proven themselves as capable air defense fighters, and the carrier also had a flight of four more modern Sea Hurricane fighters as well. The Admiral’s flagship, HMS Victorious, had another 33 planes aboard, giving him a total of 64 planes to make the strike.
Yet what to do about this odd report from the weather ship? What little they could decipher of the message indicated turbulent seas, and chaotic atmospheric conditions. While the slate gray horizon seemed to threaten, there were no signs of such violent weather as yet. But the Arctic waters were fickle and could change on a moment’s notice, he knew. Best to get Furious and Adventure on their way as soon as possible. He was checking the squadron manifest, noting pilots assigned to the operation, when the signalman reported an odd contact to the north.
“Visual sighting, sir. Aircraft of some type.”
The Admiral raised his field glasses, scanning the distant horizon where he soon noted what looked like a small, yet odd looking aircraft. It hovered over a bank of low clouds, well within sighting distance of his task force, and he swore under his breath, wishing he had had a couple of Sea Hurricanes up for air cover. This contact was most likely a Do-18 flying boat, a German reconnaissance plane out of Tromso. It was the only thing with the range to patrol this far out, and now that he had been spotted, the news would put the enemy on alert.
He had hoped to get much closer to the coast before being discovered, and this news would now force him to reconsider his options here. Should he detach Furious and Adventure as planned, or keep the ships in hand for a quick run in to the coast in the hopes of getting off the strike as soon as possible? He squinted into his field glasses a second time, but the contact had slipped into the low clouds and was gone.
“Better notify Home Fleet,” he said to his Chief of Staff. “And have Mr. Grenfell come to the bridge.” Grenfell commanded his 809 Squadron of twelve Fulmar II fighters, and ten minutes later he was discussing the situation in the plotting room off the rear of the bridge.
“The contact was visual,” said Wake-Walker. “Strange that we didn’t get a look at it on radar first with this odd interference the last few hours. We might have had time to get your boys airborne.”
“Right, sir,” said Grenfell. “I’ve heard the antennae have been a bit rattled today.”
“Well, the thing is this. If Jerry is on to us, and we make a run at the coast now, we’ll need more vigorous air cover over the task force.”
“I can split my squadron in thirds, sir,” suggested Grenfell. “We could put four planes in the air and rotate the duty en-route, then muster the lot of them for the raid.”
“Good suggestion,” said the Admiral. “See too it, will you? And I should like to have the first flight up immediately, if you please.”
“Right, sir. Will we be keeping to our planned course?”
The Admiral considered for a moment. “Unless we hear anything to the contrary from Home Fleet, I’m inclined to maintain our present course. However…I’m cancelling the mine delivery to Archangel for the time being and keeping Furious with the task force pending further developments. In this light, you may wish to coordinate with Furious and extend your air cover with the addition of her fighter planes as well.”
“Very good, sir. Lt. Commander Judd’s four Sea Hurricanes would come in handy. I can have my first flight up in fifteen minutes.”
The Admiral was satisfied that he would not be spotted without air cover again. Yet now he turned his thoughts to the mission ahead. There was little real surface threat, as all the Germans really had in the vicinity at the moment were a few destroyers. They may have been able to slip in a Hipper class cruiser, but with Bismarck gone, the only real formidable threat the Kriegsmarine could mount would come from the battleship Tirpitz, and she was laid up at Kiel for the moment if the Admiralty’s intelligence was correct.
If Hipper showed its face, he had two cruisers here to deal with her. Even if he was spotted, the Germans wouldn’t have much to throw at him out here. Oh, the Do-18 might return again and attempt a bombing or torpedo run, but with two Royal Navy aircraft carriers present, it was more than likely the Germans would use these planes to keep a distant, wary eye on the British fleet’s movements. U-boats were another consideration, however. The Germans would likely vector in anything they had in the area, but his task force was well protected with all of seven destroyers.
All things considered, he had little reason to think of canceling this mission, though he was comfortable with his decision to keep both carriers together for the time being. Perhaps an opportunity might arise in the days ahead to let Adventure complete her delivery, but for now she would stay with the main fleet. He watched the takeoff of Grenfell’s Fulmars with satisfaction, noting that Furious had also spotted and launched two of their Sea Harriers. The planes circled the task force once and then sped off into the distance.
Moments later the Admiral was interrupted by his radioman.
“An odd message, sir.”
“Home Fleet?” He turned, expecting to be handed a decoded signal, yet his radioman was still at his post, listening on his headset as if monitoring a live transmission.
“It’s in the clear, sir,” he said incredulously. “I think you had better hear this, Admiral.”
“Well, put it on the loudspeaker then.”
The radioman flipped a switch and they heard a clear hailing message, in English, yet the speaker had just the hint of an accent that was immediately apparent to the Admiral.
“Force contact at latitude seventy degrees, forty-two minutes, forty-five seconds; longitude zero degrees, forty-six minutes, forty-eight seconds; speed fifteen knots, please identify—over.” The message repeated.
“Someone is out of his bloody mind,” said Wake-Walker. “Breaking radio silence like this? What, has he given out our position and speed as well? Captain Bovell, if you please, sir!”
“Admiral?” The ship’s Captain was at his side immediately, returning to the bridge from the plot room. The Admiral inclined his head to the overhead loudspeaker, and waited as the incoming hail repeated.
“Damn sloppy,” said the Captain. “What do we have out there, sir, some imbecile in a fishing trawler?”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” said Wake-Walker. “How could a trawler be quoting our position chapter and verse like that? Blast! First we get this sighting by a Jerry reconnaissance plane, now this! If that transmission is intercepted our entire cover will be blown. Anything from the watch?”
“No one has reported any surface contacts, sir. Grenfell’s Fulmars are up now, and we can have a look around. I’ll check the watch and advise them to be on the lookout for any commercial shipping.”
The hail repeated.
“Very well, Mister Sims. Turn that damn thing off.”
The radioman pursed his lips, again looking at his Admiral, wondering if he should bother the man as the open band hail began to repeat again. Before he could speak, however, a message came over the speaker tube from the radar room.
“Air reconnaissance reports a strong surface contact north by northeast, approximately 40 miles out from our position. No contacts on the ship’s surface radar.”
Admiral Wake-Walker raised his thin brows, surprised. A surface contact? He turned to Captain Bovell to assess the situation. “What do you make of that, Captain? Have we found our fishing trawler?”
“Probably a stray steamer, sir. Could even be a German supply ship, though I can’t see that they would be broadcasting a message like that in English. More likely Norwegian traffic, though we have no notifications of commercial shipping from the Admiralty. Yet this could be our loose cannon. Can’t imagine how they may have spotted us, though. Shall I have Grenfell vector in one of his planes to overfly the contact?”
“That would be prudent,” said the Admiral, and Bovell gave the order to the radioman at once, who seized upon this opportunity to relate the recurrence of the hail he had been receiving. “They just keep repeating it sir, and the operator sounds somewhat edgy, if I may say.”
“Edgy?”
“Might it be a distress call, sir?”
“Perhaps, yeoman. We’ll see to the matter. Carry on then.”
“Aye, sir.”
~ ~ ~
Minutes later Kirov would activate her forward missile array and paint Admiral Walker’s ships with their targeting radars, yet the British would be entirely unaware of that. Kirov was well outside the range of their own rudimentary surface contact radar, and had no equipment aboard capable of detecting and analyzing the radar signals being beamed at them in any case. In effect, Kirov was squaring off and shouting at a deaf man. When one of their fighters finally spotted something on its radar set, they naturally vectored that plane in to have a closer look.
As the plane approached Karpov, seemed more and more ill at ease. Walking to the forward view screen, he turned and wagged his finger at the Admiral. “You could be making a serious error,” he said. “One we may not live to reconsider!”
Admiral Volsky felt the gesture strayed very close to insubordination, yet he was too preoccupied in the intensity of the situation to deal with that for the moment. Rodenko’s timing had been very accurate, and soon they looked to see a distant mark on the gray horizon that was apparently the silhouette of an inbound aircraft. Somewhat relieved, Volsky was gratified that he would finally have the evidence of his own eyes to throw into the odd mix of conflicting information they had been dealing with. The Admiral clearly expected to see the profile of a typical British seaborne helicopter, but it was soon clear to him that this was a plane, flying low already, and still descending as it bore in on their heading.
Karpov reached for a pair of field glasses where they hung on a peg near the forward view port and snapped them up to peer at the contact, his movements tense and driven by obvious adrenaline. Volsky saw his jaw slacken, mouth opening with astonishment. “What in god’s name…”
The aircraft sped in, perhaps no more than 300 feet over the water now, and Volsky could clearly hear the drone of a standard propeller type engine.
Fedorov leapt to his feet and was out through the side hatch at once, eager to get a closer look at the aircraft as it overflew the ship. He smiled with amazement, seeing the telltale concentric circles on each wing, the Royal Navy insignia, and he immediately knew from the profile of this aircraft what it was. The plane passed overhead, its engine loud as it banked quickly, climbing swiftly up toward a drift of low clouds.
Back on the bridge Karpov’s shoulders slumped, and he gave the Admiral a sallow look, field glasses in his hand betraying a slight tremor there. He took a deep breath, exhaling the tension, for he had expected the ship might even now be a flaming wreck. The over-flight had been a simple reconnaissance, not a strike mission as he had feared, yet what in the world were the British up to? What did he see just now?
Fedorov was back inside, sealing off the hatch to the exterior watch deck, his face alight with excitement and amazement, nose red from the cold.
“Mister Fedorov,” said the Admiral, “you will kindly maintain your post in the future. Compromising the integrity of the citadel is a serious breach of conduct.”
“I’m sorry, Admiral,” said Fedorov, “but did you see it, sir? That was an old British fighter plane, a Fulmar II from the look of it, the same planes that would be assigned to these carriers in the Second World War, sir!”
Karpov looked as though he was about to say something, but he held his tongue, for he himself had clearly seen what Fedorov was describing. Admiral Volsky noted Fedorov’s astonishment, relieved that he had made the right choice in holding fire, at least for the moment. But now even the evidence of his eyes simply added to the wild confusion of the moment, for what he had seen, what Fedorov was describing, was clearly impossible.
“This must be some sort of reenactment,” said Orlov. “The radio show, the old ships, and now this plane.”
“Sir,” Fedorov went on, shaking his head. “There is only one known example of that aircraft type in existence, and it is sitting in an aeronautical museum in England. There is simply no way that plane could be out there unless…” He himself stopped at the precipice of his own thinking, unwilling to make that last impossible leap over the edge into an abyss he could not hope to fathom. What was happening?
“What are you saying, Fedorov. We just saw the plane, did we not?” The Admiral looked at his navigator, his expression grave and serious.
“It was a Mark II Fulmar, sir, most certainly. That was a Rolls-Royce Merlin 30 engine, and the air duct beneath it on the nose of the plane is a characteristic feature of this aircraft—the long canopy as well. It was used in both strike and reconnaissance roles during the Second World War aboard British carriers, first introduced in March of 1941. Sir, the only known surviving aircraft of this type is the very first prototype model off the production line, which never saw active combat during the war, and it’s in the Fleet Air Arm Museum in Somerset! I saw it just last summer while on leave. There is no way this aircraft could be flying today!”
“You tell me you are certain this plane is a Fulmar in one breath and then say it cannot possibly fly in the next. Which is it, Fedorov?” said the Admiral. “How am I supposed to sort this out? Everything we have seen in the last three hours seems completely irregular. Both Orel and Slava are missing without the slightest trace—no sign of wreckage, no thermal signature on the ocean floor, no signals traffic of any kind. Severomorsk does not respond to our communications, and we hear nothing on the radio but historical documentaries and old music. Now I have twelve ships south of my position that no longer exist, and I am being over flown by aircraft that do not exist either—or was that a seagull we just saw.”
“Aircraft that do not exist in the year 2021, sir,” said Fedorov, realizing again how insane his remarks must sound.
The Admiral looked at him, astounded. “You are suggesting we are…”
“This is all nonsense, I tell you,” said Karpov. “This has to be a NATO PSYOP or perhaps a re-enactment, as Orlov suggests. Otherwise we may all be suffering the effects of that explosion. Hallucinating. To think anything otherwise is pure lunacy. What, Fedorov? Are you telling me we have sailed back into the middle of the Second World War? Go and see the doctor! You are clearly unfit for duty here.”
“I will be the judge of that,” said Admiral Volsky. Yet the throbbing in his head seemed worse than ever, in spite of the two aspirin the doctor had given him, and it was clear that all the other bridge crew seemed overly stressed and very anxious. Karpov’s frenetic emotion was keeping everyone on the edge of a razor. Samsonov still waited tensely at his combat station, Nikolin was looking at him with those big round eyes while he continued to listen to the BBC broadcast on his headset. Orlov was sulking in the CIC, his attention pulled between Karpov’s boisterous statements and the video from the KA-40 that he had been re-playing.
The Admiral knew he needed to act—to give the men something they could focus their energies on. These were his officers and chiefs. What else was happening below decks as the crew sat fitfully at their action stations?
“Rodenko, what is that plane doing?”
“It has turned back toward Red Wolf Two, sir.”
“Very well. Our helicopter?”
“Well to the west, sir. There’s no possibility of a conflict.”
“Mister Nikolin, signal the KA-40 to stand down and return to the ship. Mister Fedorov,” said Volsky. “Show me our position on the navigation board.”
“Of course, Admiral.”
“Mr. Karpov, if you will compose yourself, please join us.”
The three men moved to the clear Plexiglas navigation plot where Fedorov had been working out their position manually after losing GPS navigation. “We still have no satellite links,” said Fedorov, “but I have calculated our position here, midway between Bear Island and Jan Mayen. That squiggle there is where Orel should be, but I have drawn in the approximate radius of that detonation, assuming it was a warhead from one of Orel’s missiles, sir.”
The Admiral nodded, and Captain Karpov listened, his eyes narrowed suspiciously, as if he was waiting for Fedorov to skew off into his ridiculous theory again. The navigator went on, pointing out symbols on the board as he spoke.
“This would be Slava’s last known position,” he said. “Now we had one KA-40 here earlier, but we have moved it off to the west, north of Jan Mayen. The other helicopter is sitting on top of the undersea contact here.”
The Admiral suddenly remembered the submarine, and he turned to his ASW man. “Mister Tasarov, any developments on that undersea contact? What is Red Wolf One up to?”
“The KA-40 is over the contact’s last known position, sir. But it has gone silent.”
“I see…” The Admiral rubbed his chin. “Very well, gentlemen. The enemy wants to play war games with us and I will accommodate them. Captain, where would you place the ship to best deal with this surface action group?”
Karpov stood taller, the pained expression in his eyes ameliorating somewhat, lips pursed while he looked at Fedorov’s plotting board. “Here, sir. I would move us due west in the wake of the KA-40, to a position north of Jan Mayen, and well away from the position reported for this submarine. The island will serve to provide some concealment from radar if we put it between our position and the enemy surface action group at Red Wolf Two. And should we engage, they will have that much less time to pick up our outbound missile salvo.”
“Well thought out,” said Volsky, complimenting his Captain. The man may be high strung, he thought, but he was a sound tactician.
“How extensive is the sea ice in that region?”
“It should not be a problem,” said Fedorov, “but sir—”
“Very well, Captain Karpov. Bring your ship around to a heading of 245 degrees west southwest.” The Admiral deliberately handed the task to Karpov, and he could immediately see the effect seemed to calm the man. Karpov nodded and gave the order in a clear and steady voice.
“Helm, come about to course 245. Speed twenty knots.”
“Helm responding on course 245, sir. Ahead two thirds.”
The Admiral smiled. “Well, gentlemen. The identity of those ships may as yet be open to debate, but we will not argue the matter further here. We will operate under the assumption that this is a potentially hostile contact and maneuver in such a way so as to give our ship every advantage possible.”
“But sir—”
“Not now, Mister Fedorov.” The Admiral cut his navigator off, a determined look on his face. Someone had to act sensibly if they were ever to unravel this mystery. He had put Karpov to work and given the man something to focus his mind on now.
“Captain, please monitor Tasarov’s hold on that undersea contact closely while we move to this new position. You may also oversee the recovery our helicopter.”
“Aye, sir.” Karpov left them, energized, and obviously happy to be done with Fedorov’s stupid assertions and on to a proper tactical deployment. When he had gone the Admiral leaned slightly in Fedorov’s direction, and spoke in a very low voice. “Return to your station, Mister Fedorov. But I want you to find me any information you can possibly dig up concerning the naval situation in the Norwegian Sea on July 28th, 1941.” He gave Fedorov a slight glance, and the man nodded eagerly, a restrained smile alight in his eyes.
“You can rely on me, sir.” Fedorov was quickly off to his post.



Chapter 8


Aboard HMS Victorious, the signal from Grenfell’s Fulmar was cause for some alarm. The pilot, Lieutenant Easton, had reported a large surface ship, yet he was confused as to its type and nationality. The ship had a menacing appearance, yet he could discern no big guns mounted on the long forward deck, just a patchwork of what looked like hatches, as if the vessel was a large, fast cargo ship of some kind. He noted several smaller turrets, however, oddly shaped, yet clearly guns in the range of four to five inches, something a destroyer or light cruiser might carry. Yet this ship was big! Its superstructure climbed up in a series of stark gray plateaus mounting stalwart metal towers, battlements and masts arrayed with strange antennae and pale white domes that gleamed in the wan light. He had flown many missions with the Fleet Air Arm, and knew a warship when he saw one. This ship was easily the size and scale of a battleship.
Admiral Wake-Walker was huddled with Captain Bovell in the plotting room as the two men studied the charts. “Could this be an armed oiler or other fast replenishment ship?”
“If it is, sir,” said Bovell, “then it is certainly nothing I’ve ever heard of. A tanker mounting five inch gun turrets? It has to be a cruiser, sir. The pilot must have been mistaken as to its size. You know how doggy these over-flights can be.”
“Rumor was that the German commerce raider Atlantis was trying to work her way back to German home ports,” said the Admiral. “She had 5.9 inch guns, but latest intelligence has her back tracking for the South Atlantic. Probably heading to the Pacific.”
“I doubt that ship would be up here, in any case, sir.”
“Pity the damn plane wasn’t mounting cameras,” said Wake-Walker. “Yet whatever the identity of this ship, it seems to have vanished again. Grenfell’s pilots can’t seem to range on it any longer, and I’m not inclined to loiter here looking for the damn thing. We’ve orders to get out east.”
“At least those hails have stopped, sir. Having our position, course and speed called out in the clear like that was becoming a tad uncomfortable.”
“Look here…” The Admiral tapped at a spot on his charts. “We’ve had the fighters up for three hours now. They’ll be low on fuel and on their return leg now. Grenfell is spotting another flight to relieve them, but we won’t have much daylight left today.” The Admiral was considering his options. “Suppose we detach Adventure and a destroyer to get up there and have a closer look around for this ship. She can report and then proceed with her planned mine delivery to Murmansk.”
“It sounds like a good idea, sir, unless this is a German fast cruiser on the loose that the Admiralty is unaware of.”
“With 5 inch guns it would have to be a destroyer.”
“True, but if Adventure takes a hit with all those mines aboard, mounted on the decks as they are, it could be rather grim, sir.”
“We’ll send a destroyer with her as a picket ship. If they do run into anything they can slip away. But it would ease my mind to have someone out on our right flank tomorrow morning. I want to turn east at once—bring the whole task force about on a heading of zero-nine-five degrees. The Germans will probably have more seaplanes out and about looking for us in the morning. I want to be somewhere else.”
“Right, sir.” Bovell still seemed uneasy.
“What is it, Captain?”
“Well, the thing is this, sir. That hail… It was sent in plain English—a bit thick on the accent, but from where, sir? If Easton was at all correct on his location for this contact, there’s no way that ship could have spotted us, let alone call out our heading, course and speed as if they had us fixed with a radar signal. And we both know that’s impossible, sir. Even our very best radar sets aboard Suffolk can only range out twelve to fifteen miles for surface contacts. The only reason we could see that other ship is because we had an aircraft up with longer range air to sea radar set. Easton is reporting this ship some fifty miles north of us.”
“It might have been one of our subs,” the Admiral suggested. “If so, I’ll have the captain’s head, or worse. We might ask the Admiralty about that. Then again, perhaps it was that German Do-18 hailing us. They may have been loitering about. Just like Jerry to goad us like that. I’ll note that the hails ceased soon after we put Grenfell’s fighters up. Probably gave them the willies and they high-tailed it back to Tromso or Trondheim.”
Bovell nodded, the Admiral’s logic answering his concerns. “With your permission, sir, I’ll see that the fleet comes about on that new heading.”
“Very well,” said the Admiral. “You can signal Adventure to depart at once. Have her search the area near Jan Mayen and have a look at the weather station there. Once she’s reported we’ll send her on her way… And oh, yes. Detach the destroyer Anthony as her escort. She’s just replenished with Black Ranger and should have the legs for the job.” He was referring to the oiler that had arrived to refuel his task force earlier that day.
“Good enough, sir.” Captain Bovell saluted and slipped out through the hatch to the bridge.
~ ~ ~
Fedorov found what he was looking for and was elated. He had dragged out his volume of The Chronology Of The War At Sea, 1939-1945, Russian Language Edition, and flipped quickly through the well dated pages to late July, 1941. Amazed at what he saw, he discretely notified the Admiral that he had further information, and Volsky had ordered him below to see the doctor.
“And take that with you,” he said, pointing at the volume Fedorov had been holding. “Show that to Zolkin.”
At first Fedorov believed he was being sent down to have his head examined. After all, he was the only one who had ventured to voice the possibility that the planes and ships they had seen were, indeed, real. If this was an hallucination or other strange after effect of that odd detonation, then the whole crew should be examined. Why was the Admiral picking on him? It was Karpov, he thought. Karpov and his damnable lap dog Orlov…yet he was fortunate the Captain hadn’t put Orlov on to him, and the Admiral’s presence on the bridge seemed a calming and moderating influence over the man. Sometime later, he slipped through the hatch to the sick bay, a sheepish look on his face.
“Mister Fedorov,” said the doctor. Zolkin was sitting at his desk, a cup of hot tea steaming at his right hand. He looked at Fedorov over the top of his reading glasses, smiling. “How may I help you?”
“I’m not entirely sure, sir. I was ordered to report by the Admiral.”
“Feeling blue, are you?”
“I feel fine, sir, but the situation on the bridge is… Well, rather strained at the moment.”
“Tell me.” Zolkin waited folding his hands before him on his desk, his dark eyes studying the man and noting the peculiar signs of both excitement and nervousness about him.
Fedorov told the doctor what had transpired, the strange surface contact, and the over-flight by the old British fighter.
“So that’s what all that noise was,” said Zolkin. “What kind of plane was it?”
Fedorov related the details, making a particular point to note that this plane had been retired long ago, and only one was known to even exist.
“You saw this plane?”
“With my own eyes, sir. You heard it yourself!”
“I certainly did.”
At that moment both men were surprised to see Admiral Volsky step through the door, removing his cap and tucking it under his arm as he exhaled deeply. Zolkin noted how he closed the door, securing the bolt lock after he did so.
“Admiral Volsky,” the doctor stood at once, taking a more formal tone with the Admiral in the presence of another crewman.
“As you were, gentlemen.” The Admiral looked at Fedorov, noting the book he still had sitting on his lap. “Very well,” he said. “You have something more to say about the situation, Mister Fedorov? Something in that book there?”
“Well sir, you asked me to find as much information about operations in the Norwegian Sea for the period we discussed. He glanced warily at the doctor, not knowing how much he should reveal, but the Admiral’s expression made it clear that he should speak freely. “It’s here, sir,” he began, “I marked the place here on page 75.”
“Read it to me, please.”
Fedorov opened the book, his ink stained finger tracing its way midway down the central column on the page as he began to read. “22 July through 4 August, Arctic sector. British carrier raid on Kirkenes and Petsamo. From 22 to 25 July the ships earmarked for the operation are assembled in Iceland…” He paused, skipping ahead slightly. “Here it is, sir… on 26 July the mine laying cruiser Adventure, used as a transport to Murmansk, leaves with the destroyer Anthony. There follows later Force P under Rear Admiral Wake-Walker, consisting of the aircraft carriers Furious and Victorious, the heavy cruisers Devonshire and Suffolk, and destroyers Echo, Eclipse, Escapade and Intrepid… It’s all here, sir.” He handed the Admiral the book, pointing out the passage with his finger. “The Russian translation. A very rare find I picked up in London last summer.”
The Admiral read the passage, squinting at the fine print, yet nodding as he did so. “Ten ships,” he said.
“Two more destroyers and a tanker join the task force as well, sir. They refuel and Wake-Walker proceeds with this attack, which was rather disastrous. The Germans were ready for them. They were spotted by a seaplane and the Luftwaffe had Me-109s lying in wait for them when they launched to attack the harbors. Several British squadrons were cut to pieces.”
“I see,” said the Admiral. “These ships mentioned here, they are the same vessels you identified in the video?”
“I believe as much, sir. The video clearly shows those carriers and 8 inch gun Kent class cruisers. I’ve looked up the these names in my old copy of Jane’s Fighting Ships, and compared the photos to the video images we had. Suffolk is a Kent Class cruiser, sir. There’s no question about that—two turrets forward, two aft, and three stacks amidships. Devonshire was London class, but they’re all considered County Class heavy cruisers.”
The Admiral closed his eyes, that headache still refusing to leave him in peace. “You’re going to have to do more for me than a couple of aspirin, Dmitri,” he said to the doctor. “If I thought I had a headache before, what Fedorov is telling me now is something even you may have no remedy for.”
The doctor was very curious, leaning forward, looking over his glasses at the volume the Admiral was paging through now. Volsky related the details concerning the video feed from the helicopter, telling him how Fedorov’s keen eye had apparently identified the flagship at first sight as HMS Victorious, not to mention the plane that overflew the ship a few hours ago.
“You mean to tell me you actually have live video images of the ships?”
“Yes, Dmitri. That’s what so, confounding about this whole thing! The evidence is right before our eyes. I saw that plane myself—everyone on the bridge did. Mister Fedorov here took it upon himself to rush out onto the outer watch deck and have a very close look.” The Admiral gave Fedorov an admonishing glance. “Yet this passage here names the very same ships our helicopter filmed just hours ago. Now… the Captain believes we are all hallucinating, that this is some elaborate psychological operation undertaken by NATO, and if that is true, then they have cooked up something really sinister this time. Everything that has happened since that detonation near Orel has been one impossibility after another. Could these effects result from a nuclear detonation, from radiation exposure? This I wonder. Yet we have not detected any radiation threat whatsoever. And Mister Fedorov here has voiced the only possible scenario where the presence of these ships and planes makes even the slightest bit of sense.”
The Admiral looked at his navigator, as if handing him the baton and urging him to speak his mind. Fedorov cleared his throat, again realizing how insane his words might sound. Was the Admiral merely sounding him out here in front of the doctor so that he could demonstrate his odd behavior? He put that thought aside, preferring instead to believe the Admiral was a confederate and not an adversary concerning his views on the situation.
“This will sound crazy,” he began. “But as I said on the bridge, sir, the presence of these ships and planes cannot be explained in the year 2021, which can only mean…”
Both men waited for him to finish the thought that they themselves were thinking. Fedorov took a deep breath, forging on. “The BBC news broadcast we received on the radio, sir… Did you hear the date? It was this exact date, sir, 28 July 1941. And right there, in that book…” He stopped, the conclusion obvious to them all.
No one spoke, but both the Admiral and Navigator looked at Zolkin, as if his take on the matter would certify their own sanity or delusion, one way or another. Each, in their turn, had come to suspect the incredulous notion that something profound had happened to the ship.
Zolkin considered all the information they had shared with him, recalling the deep thrumming drone of the aircraft that he heard some time ago, and piecing together stories various crewmen had left with him as they filed in and out of his sick bay these last several hours. Many had complained of headaches, nausea, some experiencing an unaccountable dizziness. Yet he had found no sign of fever, infection, or other pathogen in his examinations, and there was no evidence of harmful radiation emanating from the strange explosion that had set the sea aglow all around them hours ago. Others simply complained that they could no longer access the Internet on their pads and personal computers, and the sudden sense of isolation only added to a rising anxiety that was running through the crew.
“28 July, 1941,” he breathed, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “Of course I have not seen this video, or this aircraft you speak of, but I will take your testimony on faith. So let us reason the matter through. We have video images, radio broadcasts, and the over flight of a single aircraft that Mister Fedorov has identified as an old British fighter plane. The first two could be deliberate deceptions, though I assume you have inspected this video file obtained by the helicopter and found it to be valid, yes?”
“I had Nikolin go over it with a fine toothed comb,” said the Admiral. Orlov was curious about it as well, and would not rest until he had run the footage through the wringer. We find no evidence of tampering. I do not believe, as Karpov suggests, that this file was a video feed by NATO designed to deceive or confuse us.”
“Though it has done exactly that,” said Zolkin. “So…At the risk of reinforcing a fantasy, let me play the devil’s advocate here. If these ships and planes do exist, as real and tangible things, and if we trust what we have heard on the radio is no mere documentary, then let us assume the most outrageous possibility that we are no longer in our own time…”
“Yes,” said Fedorov, “But how is that possible?”
“The explosion…The sea…” The Admiral began. “It was very odd, Dmitri. Like nothing I have ever experienced.”
The doctor nodded. “It seems to have had some unusual effects on the whole ship.” He told the Admiral of the many complaints registered by various crew members.
“Dobrynin in engineering said they picked up strange reading from the reactors,” said Volsky. “He said things did not sound correct, and I know enough about ships at sea to take such a statement seriously.”
“Alright, for the sake of argument, if nothing else,” said Zolkin, “let us construct a plausible scenario. Suppose the Orel did have an accident, either with one of her missiles or reactor cores. There is a massive explosion, right at her plotted position, and this has some strange effect on space-time. Who knows, perhaps our reactor cores were affected as well.”
“Space-time?” Volsky frowned.
“That’s what we live in,” said Zolkin. “Four dimensions that we know of, length, breadth, height and time. Lump them together and we get space-time, unless Einstein is mistaken.” He laughed. “Alright… now, I am no Einstein, but if a massive explosion can move things in the three dimensions comprising space as we know it, why not the fourth as well?”
“You are suggesting we were literally blown into the past by the shock wave of this explosion?”
“For the sake of argument,” said Zolkin. “Let us suppose as much. If we take this view then everything we have observed would make sense in that light. The only place in which it remains confounding, and clearly impossible, is if we assume we are still in our own time, the year 2021. It is only there that these ships and planes and voices on the radio become inexplicable, correct?”
The Admiral nodded, and Fedorov shook his head as well, his eyes wide with renewed excitement. If the ship’s physician could believe these things, then he was not losing his mind after all. The doctor went on.
“And considering a few other oddities…Slava and Orel have vanished, yes? Well perhaps Orel was destroyed by this explosion, and Slava remains unaffected, still in position, only in the year 2021 where she should be. That ship was well south of Orel’s position, the shock wave may not have been enough to move her. So that would account for her disappearance. In fact, from her perspective, we are the ship that has vanished!” He laughed at that, pleased with his own circuitous reasoning. “Slava’s captain could be there thinking that both Orel and Kirov were destroyed in that explosion. What else would he conclude?”
“As to the other oddities, if this is July of 1941, Mister Fedorov would indeed have no GPS satellites to communicate with, nor would the crew be able to log on to the Internet, as they have all been complaining. Severomorsk was not a major modern naval base until well after WWII, though I believe we had air fields there in 1941. But the place wasn’t even called Severomorsk until the 1950s. It was Vaenga before that time, right?”
“Yes,” said Fedorov, “and the fleet was called the White Sea Flotilla back in 1941, not the Northern Fleet.”
“So perhaps this explains the silence from North Fleet headquarters,” Zolkin continued. “All these clues make sense if this is indeed the year 1941.” He finished, taking a sip of tea and looking at them matter of factly.
“Now then…” Zolkin cleared his voice. “On the other hand, let us take Captain Karpov’s view that this is a psychological operation staged by NATO. Let us assume the explosion was a new weapon of some kind, designed to disorient and impair mental functioning. Who knows what they have come up with? A microwave bomb? Who knows? Under this theory, we would have to assume that the video feed was fed to us, in spite of your rigorous examination of that file. And we must assume that all these radio transmissions are false. That means NATO would have to be able to control the transmission of virtually every radio station on earth, correct?”
“Nikolin has monitored, London, Moscow, Oslo, New York, even Tokyo on shortwave bands. Every single station is broadcasting old documentaries from the Second World War.” Fedorov folded his arms, waiting.
“Correct, unless NATO has some kind of electronic spoofing ship out there that is quietly jamming normal radio bands and broadcasting this misinformation on all known channels from that era. This, too, is a possibility.”
“What about the Fulmar!” Fedorov said quickly. “Did they manufacture that as well?”
“Correct,” said Zolkin. “You tell me these planes no longer exist, but what if this model was rebuilt just for this exercise. Is it not odd that only this single plane was sent against us from this British carrier task force? We have seen nothing else.”
“But why, Dmitri?” said the Admiral. “Surely this is a great deal of effort to toy with us as you suggest.”
“If they are testing a new weapon, some top secret black–ops gizmo, then in this light we have an equally compelling scenario, yes? Perhaps they wish to observe the effects of this weapon first hand, monitor our reaction. Yes, it would be real psychological warfare on a much grander scale, and we are their guinea pigs for this nefarious experiment.”
“What about Slava?” asked Fedorov. “How could they make her disappear?”
“She may have been intercepted, boarded, and escorted from the scene to reinforce our confusion,” said Zolkin.
Admiral Volsky looked at Fedorov, and back at the doctor. “Which is it, Dmitri? The situation is insane under both scenarios. Boarded? That was a Russian cruiser—old, but still armed and fully capable of defending herself. We would have seen her missiles, detected some evidence of a battle, but there was nothing—only this strange undersea explosion, and she was gone. Which am I to believe?”
“Take your pick,” said Zolkin. “You must assume one scenario or the other, and then act accordingly. Fedorov tells me the ship’s radar was amiss just after that detonation. Perhaps there was a battle, but you could not detect it. In any case, if the ship was displaced in time as a result of this explosion, and it is indeed 1941, that will soon become apparent to anyone determined to test that hypothesis with actions. If, on the other hand, this is an elaborate NATO ruse, that can be tested by bold maneuvers as well, yes? You say there is a task force out there? Then find it. Confront it. That will solve the issue one way or another.” The doctor took a last sip of his tea and folded his hands, smiling.
“It certainly would,” said the Admiral. “Yet to do so would mean we would have to sail within visual range of that surface action group. If things came to a fight, it would not put us in a very good position. We noted 12 ships in the enemy group.”
“Well, if they are old British ships from the Second World War, what have you to worry about?” Zolkin raised his hands.
“Pardon me, sir,” said Fedorov. “I would not underestimate this British fleet, whether it was from 1941 or the present. Those two carriers will have roughly thirty planes each, so we might be facing simultaneous attack by sixty aircraft. And those two heavy cruisers have eight big guns each that can range out to twelve miles. We would have to be within that range to make a certain visual contact in these weather conditions. I don’t have to tell you what an eight inch diameter shell might do to some of the equipment we have on board. Only the two command citadels and reactor core areas are armored well enough to take such a hit and possibly survive intact. Suppose it were to penetrate the forward hull and ignite the missile fuel on our Moskit-IIs? Our armor there is only 80 to 100 millimeters thick, and an 8 inch shell can penetrate that easily enough. As powerful as we may be, this ship is very vulnerable at close range like that.”
“Which is why Captain Karpov wants to take the ship up behind Jan Mayen, putting the island between us and this enemy task force. From there we can fire our fast missile barrages with much greater effect. It’s a much stronger defensive position.”
“Yes, yes,” said the Doctor. “Assuming this is 1941, your point is well taken, Mister Fedorov. But if it is still a late summer day in 2021, then we may find the enemy surface action group is no more than one or two NATO picket ships with these electronic spoofing devices broadcasting a false radar contact along with their dummy radio and video feeds. As I said before, bold action in either case, will settle the matter one way or the other. You have no choice, Admiral. You will eventually have to close with this task force and discover the truth.”
“That may not be necessary,” said Fedorov quietly.
The Admiral looked at him, waiting. “You have another idea Lieutenant Fedorov?”
“Well, sir, now that you mention Jan Mayen, there’s a weather station there, and we’re heading that way even as we speak. I thought about this after we lost satellite GPS, so I switched to Loran–C, as there is a big antenna on the island, or at least there was one after 1960. That was down too when I tried to get a signal. Yet there still should be a meteorological station there. It was burned down when the war started, but the Germans never occupied the island, and men were back with a small Norwegian military detachment in 1941 to restore the weather station and set up a coastal radio relay outfit there. In our day there’s a four man team there year round at Metten, or the Met as we call it. So all we have to do is send a helo with a few men to see who’s home. Surely they can’t hide all those modern prefab buildings and other facilities on the island. If we find them we will know this is 2021, as it should be. If we do not…”
The Admiral smiled broadly, looking at the doctor, who laughed, nodding his head. “There you are, Admiral,” he said. “I certify your navigator as sane and fit for duty!”
The Admiral stood up, clasping his Lieutenant on the shoulder. “Fedorov,” he said. “You’re a genius! Return to your post now, but say nothing of this to the Captain. I’ll be along shortly… Oh yes, may I borrow your book for a while?” He held up the volume Fedorov had shared with him.
“Certainly, sir!”
When the Lieutenant had left them, Admiral Volsky sat quietly with his old friend again, briefly flipping through a few pages of the book Fedorov had given him. “An enterprising young officer,” he said of his navigator.
“That he is, Leonid.”
The Admiral looked up at the doctor, saying nothing for a moment. “Tell me, Dmitri. What do you really think?”
Zolkin thought for a moment, then spoke in a quiet, serious tone. “Karpov is probably correct,” he said. “I argued Fedorov’s point as well as I could, but I’m not so sure I can get my mind around his ideas just yet. You have to admit, it would be an amazing development, yes? Think of it my friend…You would be commanding the most powerful ship in the world if Fedorov’s story was true. The only catch is this…” The Admiral noted the gleam in Doctor Zolkin’s eye as his friend gave him a hard look. “Who’s side would you be on in this war? That book there,” he pointed, “would tell you everything you need to know about the war at sea. Russia and Britain were allies in 1941, but by 2021, things have taken a different course.”
The Admiral raised his eyebrows, smiling, yet his eyes held that distant look again, as if his thoughts were wandering with all the lost souls that had ever sailed these seas. The doctor could see that the question had a profound effect on his friend, kindling a state of mind that the Russians called toska. There was no English equivalent for the word. It’s meaning was something akin to “forlorn sadness,” a melancholia born of the interminable winters and harsh conditions of life in Russia, and a deep longing to be somewhere else, in a place of comfort and warmth where the challenges of life were replaced with quiet and safety. Yet more than this, toska touched upon some inner hidden spiritual anguish of the soul, like that old ache in the Admiral’s tooth that warned him of bad weather. It was a restless anxiety in one sense, and a deep inner yearning in another.
“Well,” said Volsky at last. “Thanks to Mister Fedorov, we’ll know where we stand soon enough, Dmitri. I’m off to the bridge to get that helicopter over to Jan Mayen. I’ll keep you advised. We should know what is happening in a few hours.”



Chapter 9


Karpov was pacing restlessly on the bridge seemingly impatient over something, and occasionally peering through his field glasses at the rising seas ahead. He put the ship into passive mode, stilling the active radar sweeps the ship was blasting the enemy surface action group with and slipping quietly away to the west. He recovered one KA-40, leaving the second in his wake to keep a lookout for the undersea contact that had disappeared. The last thing he wanted was a stealthy American attack submarine creeping up on him. It would be all of 15 hours before he had the ship where he wanted it, assuming he kept on at just 20 knots.
For the moment they saw no further sign of enemy aircraft, though the sight of that old prop-driven plane had been somewhat of a shock to him. Perhaps NATO had deployed a new type of small spotting plane with a turbo prop engine, he thought. Yet they had seen no sign of an orbiting enemy AWAC surveillance plane on their scopes. Unless NATO had managed to completely mask their signals, these two enemy carriers were being quite devious. There should have been a vivid radio-electronic signature around a carrier action group like this—if there really were carriers there. He still suspected that the video footage had been fed to them by NATO PSYOP elements—disinformation, nothing more. He had a mind to turn at any moment and send in a barrage of twenty Sunburns that would wreak havoc on this surface action group, no matter what was there. That would teach them to play with fire, he thought.
The Admiral was below decks resting, and Karpov was glad to have freedom of action on his bridge now. Orlov was still sitting with Samsonov, joking with the burly weapon’s chief, and he had the ship’s crew at condition three, standing down from full action stations to try and relieve the tension on the ship. The crew was still largely in the dark as to what had happened. They all were. Eventually something would have to be said about it to quash the mess hall rumors that were sure to be spreading from deck to deck even now. Were they are war? The crew had a right to know.
The Captain was considering taking a few hours leave and turning the bridge over to Orlov when Rodenko noted a change in the surface contact he was tracking.
“Two ships are breaking off from the main body, and bearing on an intercept course for our plotted position, Captain,” he said. Karpov was at his side immediately.
“Show me.”
“Here, sir,” Rodenko pointed to his screen. “I make that two ships heading north at…twenty-two knots. If they keep on that heading, sir, they will be moving to a position just south of Jan Mayen.”
“Their ability to track us is better than we thought,” said Karpov.
“Unless they deduced what our most likely maneuver would be, sir. This could simply be a radar picket to screen the main body. It continues to move east at 15 knots, toward Norway.”
Karpov’s eyes narrowed.
“Where will they be when we reach our intended position?”
Rodenko pressed several switches, and the screen displayed with a new predictive plot. “About here, sir,” he said. “Looks like they want to get some range from us. They obviously know where we are heading.”
“That would be typical of a carrier force,” said Karpov. The carrier group would want to stand off and use the range of its aircraft to strike from a distance. In close, the reaction time to defend against Kirov’s fast missiles would dwindle to minutes.
“What about the weather, Rodenko? What about that storm?”
“The front is there, sir. Out of the Northeast now. Odd that the winds shifted so dramatically. I was tracking it out of the northwest before that detonation. It seems to have weakened somewhat as well. I make it no more than force five winds. There’s been no signal from the Met on Jan Mayen so I don’t have their readings yet.”
The weather might be a factor in the enemy’s planning as well, thought Karpov. All weather aircraft could launch and use that front to screen their approach. Then again, the carriers might just wait until the front passed their position before they would launch. He had to be ready for either contingency.
Fedorov reported as he came through the rear hatch, saluting. “Permission to resume my station, sir.” He waited, respectfully as Karpov looked his way.
“Carry on, Lieutenant” the Captain said tersely. “And I hope the doctor gave you a good examination, Mister Fedorov.”
The navigator said nothing, slipping quietly over to his post, and appraising the ship’s present position to update his manual chart. He could still rely on radar reports, but thought it best to have a backup in any case. He quickly surmised their situation, and noted that two ships had been detached from the surface contact and were steaming north towards Jan Mayen. That has to be Adventure and Anthony, he thought, remembering the narrative from his history book. They were detached to deliver those mines to Murmansk before rejoining the British carriers. Then he remembered something else from the history. The carrier Furious was supposed to be with them, yet the feed he had from Rodenko’s board showed only two ships had been detached. Something had clearly changed, and that thought gave him a strange, queasy feeling.
They were changing the history!
Somehow the presence of Kirov and the brief, fleeting contact with the British forces had already done something to change the events that were clearly written up in his Chronology of the War at Sea. While the full implications of that were not immediately apparent to him, even this subtle variation seemed deeply foreboding. A hundred questions came to mind, but he pushed them away, unable to deal with them for the moment. Yet the feeling remained with him, an ill-omened awareness that the world was no longer what it once was, what it should be, and that Kirov was somehow responsible.
He said nothing of this to the Captain, holding his thoughts close and busying himself with his navigation plots. Where was the Admiral? Why was he taking so long to return? The answer to all their questions was just a few hundred kilometers to the southwest, on Jan Mayen. When Admiral Volsky finally appeared, Fedorov breathed an inward sigh of relief.
The Admiral had spent the last hour and a half in his cabin reading from Fedorov’s book. As eager as he was to resolve the confounding riddles he had been dealing with these last hours, the lure of the information presented in the volume seemed too compelling. It was as if he had already determined what the most likely outcome of his mission to the isolated island outpost would be, a feeling that he was now actually facing the impossible notion that the world was off its kilter, and that he and his ship had slipped through some gaping crack into another time. If that were so, he wanted to know what the days ahead might hold for him, and Fedorov’s volume was quite enlightening. Finally, his need for certainty outweighed the fanciful thoughts that danced in his mind and he roused himself, returning to the bridge.
“Admiral on the bridge,” said a mishman at the watch.
“As you were, gentlemen,” said Volsky.
Captain Karpov straightened himself and turned to acknowledge the Admiral, leaving his conference with Rodenko.
“We’re twelve hours northeast of Jan Mayen,” said Karpov. “I’ve come to a heading of 250, but Rodenko reports two ships have broken off from the main group and are heading north on an intercept course at 22 knots.”
“They are heading for the island?” asked Volsky.
“Apparently so,” said Karpov. The Admiral seemed surprised by something, though he could not think what it might be. This seemed a predictable tactic in the Captain’s mind and he said as much. “These are most likely radar pickets to screen the main body, sir. We’ll have to be ready to deal with them.”
Volsky glanced up at Karpov beneath his heavy brows. The man was still convinced this was a NATO maneuver, and his thoughts and actions ran entirely along that track. Yet the aggressive undertone in his remark did not go unnoticed. Karpov was plotting out the best way to kill these ships and defend Kirov from any possible attack. That was admirable in one respect, but he knew he would have to keep a firm rein on his Captain if events led them onto a difficult situation.
“I want to get there first,” said Volsky. “Is the KA-226 refueled and ready for operations?”
“Sir? Well, yes, I believe so, Admiral.”
“Very good. I had a chat with Mister Fedorov earlier. Both his GPS and Loran–C navigation links are down and he believes he might be able to re-sync with the facility on Jan Mayen. Captain, please order the KA-226 to be ready for liftoff in fifteen minutes. I’m sending Mister Fedorov over to coordinate…” He allowed a deliberate pause, then leaned in a little closer to the Captain, lowering his voice. “The fresh air may do him some good. But as Norway is a NATO member, I think it wise that we include an armed detachment of Marines with this visit. Do you concur?”
Karpov brightened at that suggestion. “Good idea, Admiral. I’ll have Orlov select the men.” It seemed the Admiral was finding his backbone, he thought. He had considered the possibility that a NATO force could have been operating on the island, complicit in the operation they were dealing with.
“Speaking of the devil…” Admiral Volsky looked for his dour Chief and found him with Samsonov. “Mister Orlov, would you kindly join us?”
“Right away, sir.” Orlov gave Samsonov a reassuring tap on the shoulder and walked briskly over to the Admiral. “How is the headache, sir?”
“Still there, Orlov, but I’m going to see if you can help clear things up for me.”
“Sir?”
“I want you to select a marine rifle squad and pay a visit to the weather station out on Jan Mayen. I’m sending Mister Fedorov along as well. We want to see why our Loran-C navigation feeds are down. Land at the station and secure the complex with your marines. Mister Fedorov will then report directly to me by radio, and if, for any reason, communications are not possible, then Mister Fedorov will document activities there and you will return to the ship as quickly as possible. Is that clear?”
“I’ll see to it, sir. But what are we looking for?”
“Fedorov will handle that. He will direct the initial over-flight and select the landing spot. Understood? And he is to have free reign to make any investigation deemed necessary there. You are to support and secure his effort and make a safe return.” The Admiral gave him the hint of a smile. “One more thing… as the island is officially Norwegian territory, please be polite, Mister Orlov. Firm, but polite, yes?”
~ ~ ~
Jan Mayen was a bleak Arctic island, shaped a bit like a turkey leg and stretching some 32 kilometers from end to end. The thicker, northern segment was dominated by the Beerenberg Volcano, an imposing 8,000 foot high cone that was entirely covered with ice and snow year round. At the narrow handle of the leg there were flat, featureless lowlands, and it was here that a few hardy souls would hold forth in a small number of scientific and communications facilities.
Once the Vikings had landed here during their wandering exploration of the region. In the 1600’s whalers thought to set up a commercial center there with over a thousand men, and Denmark and Norway haggled over possession of the island until it was eventually abandoned after 1650, left a deserted and desolate frozen rock in the Arctic sea until a weather station was set up there in 1921. When WWII broke out it was home to no more than four Norwegian meteorologists, and their buildings were burned in 1940 when they abandoned the post in fear of imminent German occupation. Deemed “Island X” by wartime planners, Jan Mayen was considered an important Arctic outpost, and by March of 1941 a few meteorologists and Norwegian troops returned to set up a radio relay station and weather outpost again. The Germans bombed the place and occasionally tried to slip a few men ashore by U-boat, but it largely remained in Allied hands throughout the war, the only free Norwegian soil until Germany capitulated in 1945.
The radio soundings and pressure, temperature, and humidity checks made by the station offered a vital early appraisal of the weather, and figured heavily in some of the most momentous decisions of the war, particularly Eisenhower’s choice as to the timing of the D-Day invasion. By 1959 NATO set up a large 200 foot Loran-C antenna for Long Range Radio Navigation which eventually saw a few more buildings set up at facility called Olonkin. In modern times the meteorological station was a sturdy pre-fabricated all weather building with aluminum siding painted olive drab green, and a rust colored burgundy roof that blended in with the loamy russet soil there. Compared to earlier facilities, it would seem like a luxurious lodge. In WWII the station was built on the old burned out ruins of the 1921 facility, with a few salvageable beams of wood forming a lean-to against the biting arctic wind, and a trench dug into the stony cold ground there. Yet by 2021 it was a comfortable, modern facility, with a sitting room mounting the hide of a great polar bear on its wall, a library, full kitchen, and offices equipped with computers and satellite phones.
Fedorov planned to head for this location first. If the building was not there it would tell him everything he needed to know. He was seated up front, sandwiched between the pilot and Orlov, and feeling a bit uncomfortable next to the sour faced Chief. Orlov was a temperamental man. One moment he could chat with you as if you were an old friend, and the next minute he would berate you for the slightest lapse of duty. It was clear that he was not happy to be put into a support role on this mission.
“What were you doing in the sick bay, Fedorov? The Admiral seems overly fond of you all of a sudden.”
Fedorov noted the implication, but dared say nothing in return. He sat silently, uncomfortably, and pretended to be scanning ahead for the island. A squad of six Marines were seated on the two back benches, led by the ruthlessly efficient Sergeant Kandemir Troyak, the stony, iron man of the ship’s twenty man marine detachment. Fedorov was not a fighting man. His skill as a navigator and pathfinder were well proven, but he felt ill at ease with the gruff and dour faced marines.
It was not long before they spotted the high icy cone of the volcano ahead, and Orlov needled Fedorov as they approached the bleak island. “What have you been digging up this time, Fedorov? Got on the Admiral’s good side, did you? Are you thinking to get your hands on some vodka or perhaps a box of those wonderful Cuban cigars?”
The Admiral’s generosity was well known with those that had gained his favor, but Fedorov merely smiled. Volsky had pulled him aside and told him to say nothing of their discussion with the doctor, and keep his wits about him at all times, particularly with Orlov and Troyak aboard.
“Make for the panhandle, that narrow low-lying neck there,” Fedorov pointed as they drew closer. “I want to over-fly the Meteorological station first.”
The helo banked and edged around the flank of the stark icy massif of the volcano, buffeted by the winds that would swirl about its frozen summit. White clouds streamed over the top of the ragged highlands, deeply cratered with the old cinder cones that had once been volcanic hot spots. Fedorov had good sea legs, but he hated flying, particularly in these grim arctic conditions where any mishap over the ocean would likely mean a freezing death within minutes. As the chopper swept in, descending, they saw a drab, empty lowland connecting the more rocky handle of the island in a narrow neck that seemed to be swamped by seawater, but the lagoon was actually ice water from the summer runoff.
“Cameras on, please,” said Fedorov as he held a pair of high power field glasses to his eyes. This time they would not broadcast a signal back to Kirov, to preclude the possibility that it might be intercepted and spoofed. They were recording direct to disk. Their first observation of the unknown surface action group to their south had been at extreme long range, a live video feed, and the men aboard never got close enough to verify the footage filmed with their own eyes. This time it would be different.
Fedorov could see the black volcanic soil resolve to rusty brown and dreary green as the lowland slowly gained elevation further south. He had visited this station several times in the past, once with Rodenko, who helped with the compilation of the ship’s weather report. The new Met station was painted out in exactly these colors, so it would be difficult to spot from a distance. The station at Olonkin should be much easier to pick out, he thought, as its buildings were all silver aluminum siding. Yet, as the helo descended, it was what he did not see that set his heart thumping with anticipation. There was no road running along the dark, muddied shore of the island, and no sign of any buildings at all. The long brown air strip at the edge of the low island neck was not there either.
“There,” said Fedorov over the whirl of the helo props. He pointed to an area just beyond the thick volcanic head of the island, right where it joined to the flat lowland handle. “That metal framework there. Can you get closer?”
The pilot descended, and they saw what looked like the old steel framework of a roof structure, its wood beams burned away and dark stains of smoke evident on the brighter metal. Then they saw a man emerge from behind a pile of black basalt and volcanic rocks with a husky dog restrained by a leather leash. He seemed to be staring up at them, his goggled eyes shielded by a thick gloved hand. Another man emerged with a rifle, and Orlov frowned.
“Can you set us down here?” said Fedorov.
“Why here?” asked Orlov. “Where is the weather station?”
“Admiral’s orders,” said Fedorov, playing the only trump card in his hand with the gruff Chief. His heart was racing, amazed at what he was sure he was discovering. There would be no further argument after this, he thought. Even Karpov would be convinced.
“The place looks like a war zone,” said Orlov. He pointed to obvious signs in near the area that looked like freshly cratered soil.
“Very well,” said Orlov. “Secure this area after landing, Sergeant Troyak. And disarm that man!”
The helo set down on a flat muddy area and the cold arctic air swept in when the marines slid back the rear doors and leapt out in their white parkas and thick caps with heavy ear muffs. They carried a carbine variant of the AK-74M airborne compact assault rifle, fully automatic, with 60 round casket magazines. The troops fanned out, with two men dropping low to take up overwatch firing positions, their weapons aimed at the Norwegians, who gaped in awe at the scene, their eyes still mostly on the amazing sight of the helicopter with its twin overhead counter-rotating props.
To them it looked like some huge insect, a dark wasp buzzing fitfully in the cold air. The strange overhead rotors swirled, kicking up flecks of snow and frosting them with the icy wash of their rotation. Yet there was no mistaking the gleaming metal of a long cannon protruding from the nose of the craft. They stared, utterly amazed at what they were seeing. Only the dog continued barking, prompting Orlov to lunge at the animal, which only made the situation worse.
The single armed Norwegian noted the odds and quickly lowered his rifle. The marines fanned out, surrounding the zone, and Sergeant Troyak shouldered his weapon, saluting the Norwegians briskly to offer the barest courtesy before stepping up and impudently searching the first man’s pockets. The husky snarled and growled, but Troyak ignored it completely, not intimidated in the slightest. Fedorov leapt out, intent on getting to the underground station to see if he could get some photos. He pulled out the digital camera the Admiral had handed him before he left the bridge, giving him a wink as he said “let’s see if NATO can spoof this!”
He spotted a small anemometer, spinning over the crumbled ruins to measure wind speed along with a wind sock, and quickly made his way to the rickety lean-to, seeing a third man there, which he placated with a friendly smile, as he snapped off photos. The man gave him an incredulous look, and Troyak, having searched the first two men, was soon at Fedorov’s side to fish into the pockets of this last man. He handed Fedorov a small dog-eared notebook, and the navigator also noticed a newspaper folded between two pieces of antiquated weather equipment, a barometer and a stolid wooden box which he took to be a hygrometer to measure the moisture in the air.
Again, it was what he did not see that set his mind racing. If this was a field post set up for special measurements, there was no modern equipment here, no satellite phones, digital gauges or monitors, no wireless equipment, though he did see what looked like an old tube-style radio set, which he photographed. There were no ultraviolet sensors or radiation detectors either. He reached for the newspaper, tucking it quickly into his parka, then pulled out two chocolate bars and a pack of cigarettes and handed them to the dumbfounded Norwegian in compensation. Two more photos of the equipment and he had all he needed to find here.
“Let’s go,” he said to the Sergeant, “I want to look for the main facility.” He nodded warmly to the Norwegians and ran back to the helo.
Troyak’s men slipped back, two by two, until the Sergeant boarded last, eying the Norwegians darkly as he did so. He had taken the man’s rifle as well. A moment later the KA-226 revved up its twin rotors and rose in a swirl of wind, ascending quickly and then angling speedily off to the south. Fedorov looked back, seeing the three Norwegians clustered together as they left, pointing and talking amongst themselves, and he waved with a wry smile.
They continued searching for some time, yet saw no sign of any other building or installation on the pan-handle. Fedorov had a map detailing the locations of the modern day airfield, roads and ‘Olonkin City,’ as it was called which was really just a scattering of ten to twelve linked buildings. Nothing was there.
“Where is the weather station?” said Orlov.
“It should be right there,” Fedorov pointed to an empty stretch of land near southernmost end of the lowland flats between the two more elevated segments of the island.
“Are you sure you have the right place?”
“I’m a navigator, Mister Orlov,” said Fedorov. “I can read a map.”
“You can’t tell me NATO has hidden this facility just for this exercise. What is going on here?”
They flew down as far as Kapp Wein, Cape Vienna as it was called, with its distinctive off-shore rock formations. “Let’s get home,” said Fedorov. “There’s nothing more to see here and the weather isn’t getting any better. May I use the radio, sir? The Admiral ordered me to report as soon as we concluded our investigation.” He was looking with great interest on the identity card the Siberian sergeant had taken from one man. It was an old style card, unlaminated, with no barcode or digital tape to be scanned, and no hologram for security. It was just a typewritten card, and from the looks of it an old style typewriter had been used. The name was Ernst Ullring.
“Very well,” said Orlov. “Pilot, take us back to Kirov.”
Fedorov was on the radio at once. He had little to say, as the Admiral had given him clear instructions.
“You see this book you lent me?” the Admiral had said to his navigator. “You need only tell me whether I should be wasting my time with it or not.”
Fedorov was to use an encrypted channel and he spoke a few brusque sentences. “Scout one reporting, repeat. Scout one reporting. You may wish to do some further reading, sir. We are inbound now, ETA 0400 hours.”



Part IV

DECISIONS



“The cleverest of all, in my opinion, is the man who calls himself a fool at least once a month.”

~ Fyodor Dostoevsky





Chapter 10


Admiral Volsky had assembled all his key officers in the wardroom, with the bridge being manned by substitute watch standers. He sat at the head of the briefing table, his eyes on the video monitor, watching the playback that had been recorded during the overflight of the island. From time to time he would stop, and ask Orlov if this footage was indeed what he had seen. The chief nodded grimly in the affirmative.
As the video concluded, the Admiral closed his eyes briefly, rubbing a spot at his temple, then looked up at his officers and spoke in a quiet, firm voice.
“Gentlemen, from this footage it is clear to me that the meteorological station on the island is obviously missing. There is no evidence of the station facilities at any of the locations investigated, and the Loran-C antennas are missing as well.”
“Yet we did see signs of impact craters on the ground there, sir,” said Orlov. “It looked to me as if the site had been bombed or shelled. Perhaps we are at war and we have put in an air strike on NATO installations there—wiped them out!”
“These were fairly large facilities,” said the Admiral. “Did you see any evidence of wreckage? Even if these facilities had been destroyed, there would be some sign of wreckage or debris.”
“Nothing other than the impact craters we noted, sir. But the site itself seemed reconstructed from damaged metal beams and scorched wood planks.”
“Fedorov tells me this is exactly what the weather station looked like in 1941. And there was no sign of the roads that were constructed on the island after the war, nor the airfield.” The admiral tapped at one of Fedorov’s maps of the island clearly indicating these major features. “Where did they go?”
The silence around the table was profound. The men looked at one another, some wearing confused expressions, others noting the reaction of key officers, particularly Karpov and Orlov. The Admiral could clearly see that only Karpov seemed to fidget uncomfortably, the man’s restless eyes clearly revealing that he was unwilling to grasp the obvious facts they were now reviewing.
“Now,” said Volsky, “please note this photograph Mister Fedorov was kind enough to retrieve from one of his history books.” He smiled, passing a photocopy of the image around the table for the officers to review. It clearly showed the ragged bare metal beamed roof and lean-to where the helicopter had set down, as well as the piles of black volcanic rock that had been stacked into a makeshift wall at one end of the site. Then he pointed to the screen again where an image was displaying that had been taken by Fedorov’s digital camera, just minutes ago. The two images were remarkably similar.
“If my eyes do not deceive me, gentlemen,” said the Admiral, “then what we are seeing in that digital photograph is a near replica of the weather station on this island as it appeared in April of 1941. As to the effects confiscated from the three Norwegians present, Mister Fedorov was able to identify one of these men. The Admiral nodded to his navigator.
“Ernst Ullring,” said Fedorov. “This man was a leader of a twelve man team from Norway which landed on March 10, 1941. Now I will read from one of my history volumes, Great World War II battles in the Arctic, by Mark Llewellyn Evans. He clearly states: ‘Once they were set up, they began sending regular weather reports every three hours, which the Germans quickly intercepted. The Luftwaffe decided to obliterate the island and launched a raid from their airfields in Norway. The German bombers streaked in low and pounded the weather station but did nothing but stir up a little lava dust. Neither the station nor the men were even scratched. Unknown to the Germans, the weathermen relied on a very sophisticated early warning system: their Norwegian huskies heard the approaching Luftwaffe engines long before their masters did, and the dogs’ barking alerted the men in time to reach shelter.’ This explains the impact craters we observed, and the dog.”
“Yes, there was a dog,” said Orlov. “A rather of obnoxious dog as well. Barked its fool head off.”
“You have further information concerning this man, Fedorov?”
“Yes, sir. His identity card states his date of birth as 18 June 1894. He was an officer in the Norwegian Navy, receiving the war cross with sword for his efforts in maintaining these Arctic weather stations, a very high distinction. He oversaw operations on this island as well as Svalbard.”
“Born in June of 1894?” said Karpov. “The man would be 127 years old! This is clearly impossible.”
“If I may, sir,” said Fedorov, “in 1941 he would be just 47 years old, about the age of the man we saw at the site, the very same man Sergeant Troyak took this identity card from.”
“Perhaps it was his father’s, then,” said Karpov sourly.
“Considering the other evidence, that seems unlikely, sir. The man also had this notebook, in which he has been making meteorological notations on a daily basis.” He passed the notebook to Karpov. “You will note the date of the most recent entry, July 28, 1941. And sir, I also found this.” He pushed the newspaper he had found in the dugout across the briefing table, and Karpov glanced at it briefly, being more interested in the notebook for the time being.
“Now that is an old newspaper, to be sure,” said Fedorov. “It dates back to March of 1941, so I can only assume these men brought it with them when they landed at that time, as the history clearly indicates. But if it were authentic it would be far more weathered than it is now, yes?”
There was silence around the table until Volsky spoke. “We must also reconsider the evidence we obtained on the surface contact Rodenko has been tracking. The video feed showed ships that Mister Fedorov here has identified as WWII class vessels. We suspected this feed may have been tampered with, but seen in this light, the whole situation begins to paint a rather convincing picture, even if it must seem impossible to us all.” The Admiral stared at them, his dark eyes fixed and steady. “Gentlemen, it appears that we are not where we belong. Appearances can be deceiving, but all the evidence indicates the present year is 1941. This means that somehow, possibly as a result of that strange undersea explosion, we have shifted seventy years into the past!”
His expression was one of clear amazement. “Believe me, I have given consideration to every other possible explanation, but the evidence of our own eyes speaks volumes. We cannot contact Severomorsk on our normal coded radio channels because they did not exist in 1941. We hear nothing but old signals broadcasting WWII documentaries on the shortwave, no matter what station we tune in. We have images of obsolete ships on video, and were overflown by a plane that exists only in a museum just hours ago. And now all this…” he gestured broadly at the accumulation of evidence on the table.
“Yet if this is a psychological operation perpetrated by NATO this is exactly what they would want us to believe,” argued Karpov.
“Doctor?” The Admiral had invited the ship’s physician to the meeting as well. “Are we all losing our minds here or do we have good reason to reach these conclusions, as preposterous as they may seem.”
“Well… I am finding it difficult to assume NATO has removed all these vital installations and facilities simply for the sake of playing a psychological game on us here. Who would have dreamt up such a thing—to try and convince the flagship of the Northern Fleet that she has moved in time? The whole idea is absurd. Do you think they staged all of this, the ships, the plane, the island, just for theater? Consider the cost and requirements of such an endeavor, and could they do such a thing right here in our own back yard, as it were, without us knowing about it? Hundreds of people rely on the daily weather data transmitted from the Met station on Jan Mayen. Yet we hear nothing now. Where are the facilities that should be on the island? Fifteen or twenty buildings do not simply vanish overnight. And you cannot obliterate an airfield. If it were there, and attacked as Orlov suggests, then you would have seen obvious signs.”
“That is no more preposterous than the notion that this ship has suddenly become a time machine and the year is actually 1941,” said Karpov.
“Perhaps,” said the doctor, “but do you have another explanation that fits with all the other things we have noted?”
Karpov steamed. “You ask me to choose between two nonsensical alternatives,” he said brusquely.
“Yet that is exactly what we must do here,” said Zolkin. “We must decide and choose, and then act accordingly. If we are in our own time, then our actions will soon bear that out. We can simply turn about and steam for Severomorsk, and that will settle the matter once and for all. Before that we should consider the situation carefully. Because if, by any stretch of the imagination, all these facts do add up to the improbable conclusion that we have somehow shifted in time, then realize what this means.” He looked at them all now, casting a knowing glance at the Admiral as well. “It means that we would be sitting in the most formidable ship in the world, with full knowledge of the history that is about to unfold, and the power to change it…”
The doctor had the undivided attention of every man present. Even Karpov seemed to settle into some deep inner thought, ruminating and planning. His eyes betrayed the operation of his mind as he considered the incredible advantage of the position he might now find himself in, no matter how much his every instinct screamed that this whole premise was patently ridiculous.
“The reactors,” said the Admiral in a low voice. “Chief Dobrynin said the reactors sounded odd when we experienced those strange effects in the sea. He had unusual readings and requested we reduce speed. I wonder…” He had not yet formulated a complete thought here, and so he put the matter aside, the other evidence appearing to be conclusive in his mind, however preposterous it seemed.
With the weight of both the Admiral’s considered opinion and that of the ship’s physician, both well liked and respected men, the others present voiced no objections, waiting in silence. Even Orlov, practical and gritty in every respect, a man who would normally be delivering a stream of invectives at such nonsensical ideas, sat dumb.
“Mister Fedorov,” said the Admiral. “For those of us not so well schooled in the history of the Great Patriotic War, can you tell us anything about what would be happening at this time if it were indeed late July of 1941?”
“Well sir, at this time Great Britain’s lone stand against Nazi Germany has been broken by the German invasion of the Soviet Union some months ago. And as we heard in some of the radio broadcasts we have intercepted, German panzers have reached Smolensk and will be fighting an encirclement operation there for the next month. They will then turn south to take Kiev before pressing on to threaten Moscow in what will be called Operation Typhoon in October. The Germans are also tightening the noose around Leningrad, as St. Petersburg was called then, and the siege there will begin in early September of this year.
“Remember that the United States has not yet entered the war, and will not do so for five months until the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor in December. There is, however, increasing cooperation between Great Britain and the United States, particularly over the conduct of operations in the Atlantic. The United States landed the 1st Marine Brigade at Reykjavík and officially began relieving the British garrison there the first week of July, 1941. They have already transferred fifty destroyers to Great Britain to assist their defense of the convoy routes, and the Lend Lease law will have narrowly passed the American Congress allowing the Allied powers to ship supplies and material directly to the Soviet Union in the Murmansk convoys. The first of these, Convoy Dervish, would be very close to setting out for Murmansk. It was a small, and rather insignificant convoy, just six ships carrying raw materials and fifteen crated hurricane fighter planes. It was meant to demonstrate the feasibility of organizing Arctic convoys to the Kola Peninsula area in the future.”
“I can’t believe I am hearing this!” Karpov exclaimed. “We have enough to worry about given the situation in Europe and Asia now, let alone this nonsense about having to refight the Second World War.”
“True,” said the Admiral. “But assuming these facts present us with an impossible truth, we would be well advised to study the tactical situation we may now find ourselves in. Consider it an exercise, if you will. If events soon prove otherwise, you can have a good laugh about it. If however…”
Karpov shook his head, pinching his nose, his eyes tightly closed. “We should return to Severomorsk at once and put an end to this fantasy,” he said.
“You advise we withdraw to the bosom of Mother Russia?” Volsky leaned heavily back in his chair. “That would be an easy course to take. In a few days we would either be sitting on base with cold beer and a horse laugh or two while Mister Samsonov there entertains us with his balalaika.”
Samsonov smiled, nodding his head. “And if all this is nonsense,” the Admiral continued, “then we can return to our humdrum existence there in the cold, gray north, hoping the country can perhaps deliver another frigate or two, or maybe even a new destroyer and few more modern submarines before the end of what promises to be the most threatening period in our history since the conflict Mister Fedorov is so well schooled in.”
Orlov had a sallow look on his face. “And we’ll all end up sleeping with some old babushka and wishing we were young again to have a little fun,” he said.
“Very true,” said the Admiral. “On the other hand… We could do some snooping around while we are out here. We will also have to account for the loss of Orel and Slava. There will be questions, very many questions, I’m afraid, and as yet we have no firm answers. What is this surface contact up to? Where is it going? What about that submarine contact? If these are NATO forces then we are the only countervailing military force in theater at the moment. So no matter the date, we must carry out our mission, which is to secure and defend our nation against all harm.”
“One way or another you are going to bump into the reality of the situation,” said Zolkin, even as he had advised earlier in the sick bay. “You must act, and the truth will become obvious.”
“I thought that was what I was doing by sending this detachment to Jan Mayen,” said the Admiral. “Yet we are left in much the same uncertainty as before. We see the evidence, it leads us to an obvious conclusion, yet we are unwilling to believe it.”
“Alright, alright,” said Orlov gruffly. “Let’s assume the worst. Assume something happened to the ship. I’ve been to Jan Mayen myself,” he said to Karpov now, “and believe me, Captain, that was not the same island. It was completely empty! No roads, no buildings, no airfield.”
“Very well,” said Karpov sharply. “Let us indulge ourselves in the fantasy. We have two contacts approaching us from the south. Let us go and have a look at them, up close and personal. No long range video feed that could give us any reason to doubt what we see. Will that settle the matter?”
“You will see the light cruiser, Adventure and a single destroyer, the Anthony,” said Fedorov. “At least this is my best guess given the history. One of the British carriers we saw earlier was supposed to join this group, but… something has changed…”
“Indeed,” said Admiral Volsky. “Did we change it? We have done nothing of any consequence as yet.”
“We’re here, sir,” said Fedorov. “We’re here and we shouldn’t be, and the British forces operating in the Arctic waters have discovered our presence and already made decisions that were clearly not made historically. So far the variation seems insignificant. HMS Furious was supposed to accompany these other two ships for a time, and instead it remains with the main body that Rodenko has been tracking. A small change. Nothing momentous. But the Admiral commanding those ships out there knows an unknown ship of considerable size is at large, and he’ll be wondering about us. It could be he’s decided to keep his two carriers together as a precaution until he can learn more. And these two ships approaching us may have been sent out as a reconnaissance group. If we proceed as you suggest, understand that we may begin to make a few more ripples in the waters of history, and the changes might be very significant.“
“Yet one question remains,” said the Admiral. “The good doctor here put it to me when I first raised this problem with him in the sick bay. If these are found to be British ships, old British ships that should have been broken up for scrap metal decades ago, then it is a question we must surely answer, and it is this: Who’s side are we on in this war?”



Chapter 11


It was some time before anyone spoke, and Doctor Zolkin took a keen interest in the reactions of every man present. Karpov was still sulking, but behind that storm front in his mind he was already thinking, planning, looking far ahead at some distant outcome. Orlov seemed torn between anger, confusion and irritation over the matter. The junior officers, Rodenko, Nikolin, Tasarov and Samsonov fidgeted uncomfortably, waiting. Fedorov seemed energetically alive, his mind also forward looking as to possible consequences. It was clear he had more to say, though he politely waited for the response of the senior officers first. The Admiral was leaning back in his chair, his hands folded on the table as he regarded the others, his glance often on Karpov. It was he who broke the silence first.
“Who is our enemy here?” asked the Admiral. “In 1941 Great Britain and the Soviet Union were allies, perhaps strange bedfellows, but allies nonetheless. It has been said that the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Perhaps so. The West delivered more than half of the trucks Soviet armies would use in this war, and considerable amounts of raw materials, aircraft, and other supplies. We are here, right astride the convoy route to Murmansk that became so contested in the months and years ahead. We could smash what remains of the German surface fleet in a heartbeat, and completely neutralize the air threat to these convoys as well.”
Karpov cleared his throat. “I still find this whole discussion ridiculous,” he began, “but for the sake of argument consider this… Germany loses the war, even without any assistance to the allies we might render. Now… we all know the world that emerged after that, the long cold war, the fall of the Berlin Wall and so called ‘iron curtain,’ the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the ever more encroaching influence of the Unites States and NATO in the world’s key energy sectors. They pay us lip service at the UN, but we all know here that Russia has been consistently disrespected, marginalized, and viewed with suspicion and veiled hostility ever since the war ended. The only thing that enables us to compete on the world stage in any way is our considerable nuclear arsenal and the resources we have, particularly oil, metals and timber. Yet they deal with us because they must. Let us not fool ourselves here. Look at what the Americans have done in the Middle East!”
“You are suggesting our real enemy is the West,” said Volsky, “and I suppose it is a strong argument.”
“Of course,” said Karpov. “Germany was our enemy for four years. NATO had been our nemesis ever since. The Soviet Union was going to eventually defeat Germany, with or without Western assistance. It was only a matter of time.”
“What does our resident historian think?” The Admiral invited Fedorov to speak.
“Well, sir, the Captain makes a good point. Of approximately 330 German divisions, about 270 were facing us on the eastern front at any given time. The rest were garrisons in France, Italy, the Low Countries and Norway, and these postings were largely to rebuild and reconstitute divisions we destroyed as the war progressed, at least until the landings at Normandy. The Allied strategic bombing campaign had considerable impact, however. It should not be underestimated. And they single handedly contained the Kriegsmarine and Italian Navy as well, controlling the Mediterranean, North Africa, and knocking Italy out of the war. We could never have accomplished that. Our campaign would have been a long, grinding advance on Berlin, as it was historically. Yes, I believe we would have prevailed, but the war might drag on another several years, taking the lives of countless millions more without a second front in the west.”
“True,” said Karpov. “But consider this. If we are clever, and act at the appropriate moment, we can bring about a post war environment that is much more favorable to the Soviet Union. The two sides were in a race to Berlin. We got there first, and received little thanks other than thirty years of American suspicion and enmity in the cold war. We could make certain that Russian troops get much farther, establishing a much stronger position in Europe, by simply acting to delay the allied advance. If Soviet troops are standing behind the Rhine before the British and Americans get there, then there will be no Berlin Wall, no divided Germany. NATO will not sit at our doorstep and the Warsaw Pact may replace that organization altogether. Germany is the heart of Europe, and there will be no ‘West Germany’ to collaborate with Britain and the US. That is all we really need to do—delay the Western powers advance with selective intervention. By this we could strongly affect the post-war environment. It will not be the Americans with their hand on the neck of the United Nations that reigns supreme—we will dominate that body. And NATO? We can see to it that it never even exists!” He planted his finger firmly on the table as he finished, then folded his arms.
“I agree with the Captain,” said Orlov. “We need not aid the Germans in any way. To do so would be treasonous considering the hell they brought upon us in that war. My grandfather died at Stalingrad. But sticking a thorn or two in Roosevelt’s or Churchill’s bottom might prove interesting.”
The doctor spoke next. “What would be the effect if it became known that this was a Russian ship? If we were to engage a British fleet, for example, how might this affect the relationship between Great Britain and the Soviet Union. It was the British who organized and guarded the Murmansk convoys. Suppose this aid is withdrawn?”
“We can keep our identity secret,” suggested Orlov, “at least at the outset. They will most likely assume we are German, yes?”
“If I may, sir,” said Fedorov. “Engage the Royal Navy and they will stop at nothing to sink this ship. They will use their entire fleet, all their air-sea assets, and soon, in a matter of just a few months time, they will also have the United States Navy to support them.”
“They have nothing that can match us,” Orlov said derisively.
“Oh? Do you have any idea what a 15 or 16 inch shell would do to this ship if we should be hit? Even an 8 inch shell could easily penetrate the forward deck and ignite the missile fuel and warheads there, and my guess is that this ship would literally be blown to pieces in that event. We are not invulnerable.”
“But our advantage lies elsewhere,” said Karpov testily, annoyed to be arguing with a junior officer like Fedorov. “True, we have only armored certain segments of the ship, the citadels, the reactor cores. But we do not have to come anywhere near an enemy ship to deliver a barrage of precision guided firepower on the enemy. Our missiles can fire from a range of 250 kilometers or more! Our cannon can use rocket assisted munitions and range out to 50 kilometers if need be. We can stand off and destroy any fleet we encounter, and they will never even see us. The only equivalent weapon the enemy might deploy is a fleet of aircraft carriers, and we can find them with our helicopters first and sink them before they become a threat. Should any dare launch an air strike at us, our SAM defenses will be more than enough to protect us.”
“What you say is true for a time,” said the Admiral. “It was fortunate that we replenished our primary missile inventory for the live fire exercise before we were able to complete our scheduled maneuvers. We find ourselves with reloads aboard for our Moskit-IIs. But yet there is a limit to what we can accomplish, yes? We now have forty Moskit-IIs in inventory instead of only twenty, and ten each for our other missiles. That means we have a gun with 60 rounds, and after they have been fired, all we have left are the 152mm cannon and a few torpedoes, twenty, to be exact. Certainly no ship in the world can match us now, yet we must be very judicious as to how we choose to actually use the weaponry we have.”
“You are forgetting one other thing,” said Karpov, his face hard, eyes narrowed. “We have nuclear warheads aboard.”
The tension in the room seemed to elevate at once. Zolkin shifted uncomfortably, looking at the Admiral, who covered his mouth, stroking the unshaved stubble of his graying beard. “There will be no use of nuclear weapons without my expressed approval,” he said flatly. “And at the moment I do not believe we need to consider this option.”
“The enemy will have them in a matter of a few years,” said Karpov. “And they will not hesitate to use them. This we have clearly seen.”
“We will not engage anyone with nuclear weapons,” said the Admiral firmly. “Such a use would come into consideration only in the most extreme circumstances, and only after deep consideration of the effect this would have on future events. This may indeed be nothing more than a fanciful exercise of thought, gentlemen. But if we find these two ships approaching us are not modern day cruisers and destroyers in the Royal Navy inventory, then we will be faced with profound choices, decisions of greater weight than any commander in the field has ever faced in history. We must acquit ourselves well, gentlemen. For we, too, must all die one day.”
“Yet we should consider every advantage possible,” said Karpov. “War is war. This one, of all wars, was fought with utter ruthlessness and single minded determination. Are we men? We are sworn to the defense of our nation.”
“And we will defend her,” said the Admiral. “Yet we can do so without dropping a 15 kiloton warhead on London or New York. I remind you that neither Britain or the United States were enemies of the Soviet Union in 1941. We have other means—a limited inventory of conventional weapons to defend ourselves if attacked. And we also have our brains, along with the foreknowledge of every significant event in history from this day forward. With Mister Fedorov here, and his useful book, we have details that can give us a decisive edge in battle, at least for a time.”
“What book?” Karpov looked at the Navigator. “What have you been reading now, Lieutenant?”
“Sir, I have a volume of—”
“Never mind that now,” the Admiral cut him off. “Gentlemen, I assembled you all here to discuss this matter, and hear your viewpoints, but I must now remind you that this is not a democracy, not for the moment. The chain of command will prevail as always, and my decision is final in every circumstance we may encounter. Is that clear?”
Karpov’s jaw was set, but he did not directly challenge the Admiral. Orlov looked at him, but he, too, said nothing.
“Now then,” said Volsky. “Mister Fedorov, I want you to plot an approach to these two ships that are presently advancing on our position. The evidence obtained at Jan Mayen speaks loudly, yet it appears we need more jam on the blini before we will savor it. We must determine what is real and what is not here, and we must do so at our earliest opportunity.”
“If I may, Admiral,” said Fedorov. “We have other options as well. We could sail for Iceland and overfly Reykjavík as we did Jan Mayen. If this is a PSYOP, then NATO cannot hide an entire modern city from us, can they?”
“Yes we could do this, but I believe our answer is close at hand. What was this ship you believe is approaching us?”
“HMS Adventure, along with a destroyer. Adventure is a mine laying scout cruiser, not heavily armed, sir. She had four 4.7 inch guns, primarily used for anti aircraft defense, and other smaller caliber weapons. The 4.7s can range out to about 16,000 yards or so. The destroyer has the same, along with eight 21 inch torpedoes. Neither ship presents any long range threat. We would not even have to use a single missile if they sought to engage us. We could simply direct radar controlled gun fire well outside their range.”
“Or we could send you to have a look in the KA-226. You can identify these ships by sight?”
“I believe so, sir.”
“No,” said Karpov. “I want tangible evidence, not simply this man’s assessment from a long range camera. I want to see these ships myself.”
“Well you could fly with him, Mister Karpov. However, if this is an anti-aircraft cruiser, perhaps we should be cautious with our helicopters.”
“If we wish to make a close approach with the ship,” said Fedorov, “then we could put men up on the highest mast and establish a watch there. You can see out twelve to fourteen miles from that height, and we’ll see them on radar long before that. With a good, high powered observation lens we can probably identify these ships at that range visually. In fact, we could even simply use the high powered cameras on the Tin Man watch decks. Even the Captain’s field glasses would do,” Fedorov finished. “And we would still be three or four miles beyond the range of their 4.7 inch guns.”
“We can get closer than that,” said Karpov sourly. “If they dare attack us I will make short work of them.”
“Very well,” said the Admiral. “Then this is exactly what we will do, and hopefully before this weather front makes observation impossible. But Captain, I will be on the bridge for this operation.” He eyed Karpov, noting the man’s reaction.
“Gentlemen, let’s get moving. Anyone scheduled for relief get some sleep. I am well rested, and I will take the ship in, Mister Karpov. You may stand down and get some rest. Join me on the bridge in 6 hours. By that time we should be very near these ships. Mister Fedorov—plot me a good intercept course. I want to sail west of Jan Mayen.”
“Aye, sir.”
Karpov sighed heavily, still convinced this was all a waste of time. Yet the first thing on his mind now was his stomach. He was hungry and wanted to get in a meal and a few hours sleep before he returned to the bridge. On the way to the officer’s mess he pulled Orlov aside and asked him what he thought of the situation.
“It’s one fine v’zádnitse, Captain. How is it the Americans say this? Up shit creek without a paddle. It’s crazy. And the more I think on it the more I begin to feel crazy. Yet, after all this, it begins to paint that impossible picture.”
“Don’t be a fool, Orlov. Yes, I know the evidence seems convincing, but everything we have seen could have been part of a psychological operation staged by NATO, even the removal of the facilities on Jan Mayen, in spite of what the Doctor says.”
“I’m not so sure about that, Vladimir. That’s the one thing about all this that bothers me. I’ve been on that island too, and I’m telling you there was nothing there when we overflew it a few hours ago. You don’t disassemble those buildings in a few hours time. What, do you think they’ve stored everything in some underground bunker to put them back together again after they’ve had their fun with us? This is very disturbing, Captain. I can dismiss the other things, even that airplane, but this business concerning the island is very perplexing.”
Karpov said nothing for a time. He was also finding it difficult to dismiss the evidence they had uncovered by visiting the island. Yet something in him remained stubborn, holding on to the world they had come from, and unwilling to embrace the prospect that it was entirely gone now—possibly gone forever. He felt like a spider without a web, a mouse without a hole to hide in any longer. Even so, another part of his mind was creeping ahead, sifting through the possibilities. “Who do you think our real enemy is, Orlov?”
“The British, the Germans, the Americans, they are all the same as far as I’m concerned. Aren’t they all in league together anyway? We have few friends in the world, Captain. Even the Chinese eye us with suspicion these days.”
“But let’s assume the impossible. If this were 1941, would you join the British in opposing Nazi Germany?”
“I would find some way to stick it to them both,” said Orlov emphatically.
Karpov thought about that for some time as they walked, and when they had reached the officer’s mess, he leaned close and gave Orlov a quiet order. “When we finish up here, Chief, I think it best we put some men to work and remove any obvious insignia on the ship. Pull down the ensigns as well. Just as a precaution.” He forced a weak smile.
Orlov grinned. “You’ve been thinking about this from a few different angles, haven’t you, Captain? Your point about securing a better position for us after the war was well taken. Yes, we have a very powerful ship here, but consider what the Admiral said… We have just sixty missiles on board, and we are lucky to have even that many. The reloads for the Moskit-IIs are stacked high in the crates below decks, so if we were to take a hit, we would go off like a firecracker. We must be careful in the early going, no matter whose ships are out there, no matter what year it is. The silence from Severomorsk is also very disturbing. I don’t know which scenario frightens me the most. If things turn out to be the way you see them, and this isn’t World War II, then World War III might have started eight hours ago. Take your pick. It’s a nightmare in either case as far as I’m concerned.”
“If that is so, then we are in the fight of our lives, Chief. Yet we have the means to defend ourselves adequately, and we can punch harder than any ship in the world.”
As Orlov stood to leave, Karpov left him with one final thought. “Yes, we have limited ammunition, and we must be very prudent in the way we use it. But we have other means, and I am not so squeamish as the Admiral when it comes to using them.”
At that, Orlov said nothing. He took his leave, out to make the rounds below decks and see that the scheduled maintenance checks had been finished.
Karpov sat with his dinner for some time, though his appetite had vanished. He ate, reflexively, sopping up the gravy with some good black Russian rye bread, but his mind was wandering in distant fields. As usual, except for those times when Orlov was with him, he ate alone. None of the junior officers seemed to want to share his table, and when he was in the officer’s mess they often stilled their conversation as well, talking in hushed tones with one another as if they might disturb the Captain.
Karpov was used to such reactions from the men under him. In one sense, he took it as a sign of respect, though deep down he knew they shunned him out of fear. One voice in his mind believed that was good. The men should have a healthy fear and respect for their senior officers, yes? But a deeper feeling that could only be described as loneliness whispered something else to him about it. He did not want to listen to that voice.
Yet, by and large, he was alone in the world. Take him out of this small kollectiv on the ship and there was no one back home waiting for him. When the ship returned to Severomorsk, all the other crewmen would rush down the gangways and into the waiting arms of wives, children, parents, but not Karpov. His parents were long gone, and he had been too preoccupied with the machinations of his career to ever contemplate marriage. There was no secret photo tucked away in his wallet of a sweetheart left behind. Yes, he had rank and authority now, but even the lowly mishman, the warrant officers he would post to the watch, and the able seamen busy with menial tasks below decks had something, someone, where he was denied. It made their banal and pointless existence bearable, he thought. They were too easily contented by the fat cheeks of their devushkas and babushkas.
He was still perturbed with Fedorov, that damn z’opoliz, an ass kisser if ever there was one. The man seemed to have read the Captain’s own book—buttering old Volsky’s bread as he pushed his war books and silly ideas on him. Yet, the more he thought about it, the more he realized Fedorov had nothing of the cold, hard ruthlessness in him to make any use of his new found connection to the Admiral. Fedorov was too naive to have any notion of the game where real power was concerned, except perhaps to be a good victim. He was just a little chaynik, wet behind the ears, he thought, and he dismissed him as another young fool of an officer, and by no means an opponent worthy of his attention. He could crush Fedorov any time he chose.
That said, the Lieutenant’s suggestions seemed to be driving their mission now—a junior officer’s advice taken over that of a Captain of the First Rank! The man had turned this tactical maneuver behind Jan Mayen into a fishing expedition for his theories. He considered all the arguments again, that something had happened to the ship, to all the facilities on Jan Mayen, to the entire Royal Navy as well. It was entirely nonsensical, yet even Orlov was vacillating in doubt now, and he had to admit that last briefing had shaken him somewhat as well.
What if it were true, he wondered? Every time he let that thought take center stage in his mind there was a thrumming pulse of anxiety in his gut. If it were true, then there was no one back home at Severomorsk they would ever have to answer to again—not for him, nor for anyone else. Suchkov, the God of the navy, would be a four year old boy! A line from Dostoyevsky entered his mind soon after this thought: ‘If god is dead, then everything is permitted.’
Another thought, or more a feeling came to him now. There was no one waiting for any of the men now either. They were all just like him now. Every man aboard was alone, cut off, isolated here in the kollectiv of the ship. Kirov was the only reality for them now, the only vestige of home they would ever know again. Why did that thought make him so uneasy—the thought that every man among them was now a derelict in time, as lost and forlorn as he felt at times? ‘If God is dead…’
The bulk of the crew did not know any of this as yet. Only the senior officers and the mishman warrant officers of the bridge crew knew what they had been dealing with. The rank and file had no idea what was happening. He dragged himself up from the table and buttoned his jacket before he ventured out to walk the ship for a bit.
As he passed small groups of men quickly came to attention, and Karpov forced a wan smile as he greeted them. If it were true; if Severomorsk and the entire world they knew were gone now, then they were all just zombies, walking dead men, dispossessed souls adrift in the cold seas of the world.
They were all just like him now.



Chapter 12


On board HMS Victorious, Admiral Wake-Walker was studying his plotting map carefully, with Captain Bovell at his side. “This message from the Admiralty has done it,” he said with some irritation. “Sounds like Admiral Pound is worried the Germans may be trying to slip another raider out into the Atlantic. I can’t imagine what ship this is. We put a torpedo into Lutzow and laid her up at Kiel with Tirpitz, but they’re having another look to see if anything has moved. Apparently this report of a cruiser to our north has got the boys over at the Golf, Cheese and Chess Society all in a dither.”
He was referring to the GC&CS, which stood for Government Code & Cipher Station at Bletchley Park, some 40 miles outside of London where the code breakers worked over intercepts to try and piece together clues of what the enemy may be up to. Also called “Station X” or simply “BP” for Bletchley Park, the code breaking effort had been aided by the capture of several German cipher machines in recent months, machines that had been provided by Royal Navy units intercepting German auxiliary ships in the region. Since the recent sortie by Bismarck had jangled the nerves of the entire system, it seemed particularly sensitive to the report of any lone warship steaming in the frigid Arctic waters with the possible intent of working its way over to the Denmark Strait west of Iceland for a shot at the Atlantic convoy traffic.
“It was a fairly unusual contact, sir. Perhaps they want us to have another go at identifying that ship.”
“Well it seems that they do, Captain. I have informed them that Adventure and Anthony were detached yesterday with just this intent, but they want us to linger until we get some confirmation.”
“And then there is this unusual signal from Jan Mayen, sir,” said Bovell. “Something about a helicopter landing there? Admiralty says the Norwegians thought it was Russian. I’m aware of the fact that the Russians were working on these, but intelligence indicates they have made no significant production or deployments of such an aircraft even if they do have it in development.”
“It might’ve been a German machine,” said the Admiral. “I read reports about a Focke Wolf model, number sixty-one I believe. It was tested in 1936. Nothing more than an old biplane with its wings taken off and a pair of rotors mounted on struts where the wings might be.”
“The signal did say it had twin rotors, sir,” said Bovell.
“Yes, very curious. Could the Germans have something like this in production? If they do, Norway would be the perfect place to deploy such an aircraft, what with all the mountainous terrain and all. Yet Jan Mayen is some 600 miles from the Norwegian coast. The Focke Wolf-61 had a maximum range of no more than 150 miles. Unless Jerry has been exceptionally busy of late, I doubt they managed to fly an FW-61 out there.”
“It was said a full squad of infantry landed with this aircraft sir. The FW-61 might carry one or two men of the most, but a full squad? And they were a little too polite to have been Germans, wouldn’t you say?”
“Quite so…” Admiral Walker was somewhat perplexed over the report. “Well, perhaps Adventure and Anthony will shed some light on the subject. In the meantime, it seems operations to the North Cape area have been put on hold until we can learn more one way or the other. Vian’s Force K was out making a run up to Svalbard off to our east. First time a Royal Navy ship has visited that island since Nelson’s day. Well, it looks like that’s been put on hold as well. The Admiralty wants us to coordinate with Force K in the event this unknown ship is a German cruiser. I’m afraid we stuck our foot in it by sending off that report yesterday.”
“It seems so, sir.”
“We are to move back west toward Jan Mayen to support our scout detachment in the event this contact firms up. See to it that Grenfell is notified about this, will you? I’ll want his boys up by mid-day.”
~ ~ ~
HMS Adventure was riding at anchor off the narrow neck of Jan Mayen, there to check on the status of the Norwegian weather station. Aside from tall tales of an unusual aircraft that had landed the previous day, all seemed well. The Norwegians seemed to think the craft was Russian, noting the single red star insignia it bore, which seemed odd. The station team leader, Ullring, was a reliable man, and his report was taken and relayed on to the Admiralty as well as Wake-Walker with Force P. At 10:00 hours, however, the lookouts spotted what looked like a large vessel on the southwestern horizon.
Captain Norman Grace was peering through his field glasses with a worried expression on his face. What would the Russians be doing with a whirlybird out on Jan Mayen? Ullring’s report made some sense. If the interlopers had been German he doubted they would have left the station intact or any of the Norwegians alive. It was all very curious, but the Captain had more to worry about than he bargained for now.
His ship was at anchor, he had a shore party still on the island, and beyond that his engines had been doggy ever since he was detached. They could make no more than 22 knots the whole way up. A mine layer and AA picket by trade, Adventure had run afoul of one of her own mines off Liverpool earlier in the war and was laid up for repairs. Live by the sword, die by the sword, he thought. Apparently there had been unseen damage to one of the turbines, and he was getting a noticeable wobble at high rotations. He had his stokers and ERA men, the Engine Room Artificers, working the boilers and turbines below, but nothing seemed to solve the problem. Now this!
From the look of it he was seeing a fairly large ship, obviously a warship, and with a dangerous looking silhouette at that. Undoubtedly this was the vessel he had been told to be on the lookout for. He wanted to get underway immediately, but to possibly buy him some time to recover his landing party he waved down an Ensign and gave an order, his voice edged with just enough disquiet to be noticeable.
“Make to Anthony,” he said. “Tell her to up anchor and steam out to that contact and see what we have. I’ll be underway as soon as possible.” He raised his field glasses again, a look of real concern on his features.
Captain John Michael Hodges received the message with some chagrin aboard the destroyer. “What’s this?” he said. “I’ve got four 4.7 inchers and a lot of gall running out against a ship with the looks of this one.” He, too, had seen the approaching vessel and did not like the look of it one bit. “I’ve a bad feeling about this.”
“Portia in Arduia,” said his Executive officer, repeating the ship’s motto, ‘brave under difficulties.’ And it was soon apparent to the Captain that he would have to be exactly that. He sounded general quarters, got up steam quickly enough, and was off to the races, heading southwest toward an ominous silhouette on the horizon.
~ ~ ~
Aboard Kirov at 09:30 hours they were making their approach to the enemy contact. Rodenko had been tracking the ships on radar from one of the KA-40s while they were north of Jan Mayen. Once they cleared the masking bastion of the island, they recovered the helo and took up long range radar scans from the ship. The mysterious submarine contact had long since vanished, and Tasarov had nothing further to report on his ASW watch. Admiral Volsky was satisfied that threat was reduced now, and was intent on getting a closer look at these two ships. The contact , whatever it was, did not alter its course to intercept Kirov when the Admiral steered west of Jan Mayen. It seemed to be heading for the island itself, which was curious.
Perhaps the men at that makeshift weather station had filed a report, he thought, and the British were sending in the cavalry. It’s a pity Orlov didn’t have the presence of mind to destroy the radio equipment on that island outpost.
He gave the orders to come about in a long graceful turn that eventually saw his ship approaching the southernmost tip of the island from the southwest. They had out run the weather front on the way down and still had good visibility, though the seas were beginning to rise. It was not long until his navigator called down from the maintenance deck on the high mainmast of the ship where he had set up his long-range observation gear.
“It’s still difficult to make out at this range, sir, can you get us just a little closer?”
“As you wish, Mister Fedorov.”
The Admiral was cautioned by Rodenko a moment later. “Con, radar contact breaking off and heading in our direction, speed thirty knots.”
“Someone is just as curious about us as we are about them. Please sound action stations, Mister Samsonov.”
“Aye, sir.” Samsonov toggled a switch and the alarm klaxon sounded throughout the ship sending the crew scurrying to battle stations. Kirov was drawing her sword.
Moments passed and the distant contact was small ship that grew larger on the horizon until Fedorov called down from above, a definitive edge to his voice. “Getting a good look at her now, sir. You should be seeing her well on the Tin Man cameras. Definitely two stacks, a small destroyer class vessel, possibly no more than 1300 tons, but she looks a little angry, sir.”
“Like an impudent little dog on a leash,” said the Admiral. “Range to contact, Mister Rodenko?”
“18,300 meters and closing.”
The Admiral thought quickly. In another few minutes that ship would be within its maximum firing range with the weapons Mister Fedorov had described. Kirov herself was making near thirty knots, so the two ships were closing on each other at 60 miles per hour. That gave him just one minute to decide what to do. At that moment Karpov burst through the hatch, his face red with obvious exertion, responding to the alarm for general quarters.
“Welcome, Captain,” said the Admiral. “Good of you to join us. It seems we have a visitor.” He gestured to the flat panel monitors where video feed from the Tin Man optical systems on the forward watch decks clearly displayed the image of a small ship. It was churning its way forward through the choppy seas, a frothing white bow wave visible with the high speed it was making.
“Care to have a look through your field glasses?” said Volsky.
Karpov said nothing, striding to the forward view screens where his field glasses hung from a peg. He threw the strap around his neck and raised the lenses up to have a look. “That ship is getting very close,” he warned.
“Fedorov here,” the navigator’s voice came over the intercom again. “I’ve got good imaging now, sir. There’s no question that this is a World War II type A class British destroyer. This one was commissioned over ten years before the war. We can’t outrun her Admiral. She’s capable of thirty-five knots, so you’ll have to decide what to do here, and soon.”
“What is he saying—ten years before the war?” Karpov had an incredulous look on his face. He peered through his field glasses, and caught a glimpse of the ship, catching the number 40 when her bow wave diminished. It looked to be a small corvette—certainly not a modern British destroyer.
Seconds seemed like minutes, yet the Admiral’s mind was a whirl. If he fired on the ship, it would surely return fire, and if it persisted he would have to destroy it to protect Kirov from damage, or at least put it out of action. If he waited and the enemy struck first… Karpov looked at him, tense and irritated, and it was clear from his expression that he wanted to engage at once. “Mister Samsonov,” the Admiral said slowly. “Please lock our 100mm forward deck cannon on the oncoming ship.”
“Aye, sir,” said Samsonov. “Gun ready and radar lock established. The signal is good.”
“Helm come about, hard to port, left thirty degrees.”
“My helm is left thirty, sir.”
“You’re going to turn away?” Karpov looked at him. “It’s just an old rust bucket, and you’re going to run from the damn thing?”
“Well I am pleased to see you agree that this is not one of our contemporaries, Mister Karpov. An old rust bucket indeed. No, we are not running. Do you recall we have two 152 millimeter batteries on the aft section of the ship as well? In the event it becomes necessary I want to disable that ship quickly.”
Suddenly there was a distant wink from the interloper, and a puff of smoke. The destroyer had fired its forward deck guns, barking out a warning as it charged boldly forward. Seconds later the shells landed well wide of Kirov, and short by a considerable margin.
“A proverbial shot across the bow,” said the Admiral, knowing that events now were careening down the course that he could scarcely control. The next salvo from this impudent destroyer might find the range at any moment, yet something within him whispered a veiled warning, urging him to turn about and leave the ship as it was. Even if he did so, the other ship was still churning forward with its brave challenge.
“Mister Nikolin. In your very best English, please warn that ship off. Order it to cease fire and turn about, or we will engage.”
“Aye, sir.” Nikolin began his hail, yet the other ship kept its heading, a second round firing and landing just a bit closer to Kirov’s bow.
Admiral Volsky sighed, realizing he would now be forced to take action, whether he wished to or not. His best option would be to disable the oncoming ship, but his heart was heavy as he gave the order to fire.
“Mister Samsonov, disable that ship with the forward cannon. Six rounds, no more. I want to give their captain second thoughts about his mad little rush. He should know we are prepared to defend ourselves. Fire!”
Kirov’s forward turrets were fully automated. No crew fed shells to the breech of the guns, and the 100mm cannon at the nose of the ship could fire all of eighty rounds per minute if put on full automatic, though that was rarely attempted. Samsonov engaged the target with two short three round bursts, and seconds later the forward section of the destroyer was awash with sea spray from three near misses. The second burst struck the ship, one exploding on the lightly armored forward gun turret, others blasting into the deck and prow.
“A hit!” said Karpov, obviously relieved.
Samsonov looked over his shoulder. “I have a laser lock now, sir, the next salvo will all be on target.”
“Just a moment, Mister Samsonov,” the Admiral held up his hand, waiting.
~ ~ ~
Captain Hodges on HMS Anthony had found out all he needed to know about the vessel looming on his forward arc. He fired a warning shot across the bow of the oncoming ship, heard its surprising order for him to turn about, and then it had returned fire with a lethal reprisal. His ship was struck by a small caliber weapon from the looks of the damage, but his forward battery was out of action now, a small fire burning there. He might have pressed on, but what he saw in his field glasses convinced him he was putting his ship at grave risk.
“Hard about!” He shouted. “All ahead full! Make smoke! There’s no way we can tangle with the likes of that.”
He could clearly see that the ship was easily three times his size, a massive, threatening shadow on the seas ahead. Good god, he thought, it must be the Tirpitz. Admiralty had it all wrong, and the Germans have slipped another battleship out to sea to raise hell again. He clearly remembered that gray morning on 23 May when his ship steamed as part of the destroyer escort for Hood and Prince of Wales as they sortied out to look for the Bismarck. A day later, Anthony had been detached to Iceland to refuel, and it was there that she got the news that the mighty Hood had been sunk, blown up, all hands but three scuppered into the sea. Admiral Holland had gone down with her, and the shock resonated throughout the whole of the Royal Navy.
The next day he had sortied out again to join the Prince of Wales, aghast to see Britain’s newest battleship bruised and wounded as well. Lord almighty, he thought, not another one. It’s Tirpitz! He gave a brusque order to his radioman at once. “Signal Adventure, put it in the clear, large German raider now bearing on our position. Possibly Tirpitz or Hipper class cruiser.”
When Captain Grace got the message aboard Adventure he could scarcely believe what he was hearing. There have been no mention of the dread German battleship in any briefing he had attended prior to this mission. The Royal Navy had been preoccupied with clearing possible convoy routes from Iceland up to the Kola Peninsula, and this mission was just another sweep up north to take a poke at the Germans and deliver a few mines.
Tirpitz was supposed to be sleeping comfortably at Kiel, laid up for repairs. If she was out to sea, then the entire complexion of the campaign would change in a heartbeat. He knew the Royal Navy would stop at nothing until the German ship was put into a watery grave with her sister ship Bismarck. And here he was, standing on the front line of that possible action, first to see her and sound the alarm. He didn’t have the guns to contest her, the radar to shadow her, nor the speed, and considering that, he had no intention whatsoever of attempting to do so. His only thought now was of saving his small task force from certain destruction. With all these mines aboard, he was a floating ammo dump, and if the enemy ship gave chase he could not outrun her.
“Damn the shore party,” he said. “Haul that anchor up now and go full ahead! Come round to course zero-six-five and signal Anthony to withdraw and match that heading. We are outgunned here, and I’ll be damned if we’re going into the sea like Holland and Hood.” He crossed his fingers and whispered a silent prayer. If it was Tirpitz, she could make thirty knots. She could run him down and blow him to hell in a heartbeat.
To his radioman he said: “Code a message to Admiral Wake-Walker on Victorious. Sighted a large enemy surface ship, presumed Tirpitz, or Hipper class cruiser. Withdrawing to join main body at once.”
~ ~ ~
“That put the fear of the devil into them,” said Karpov, smiling. “He saw the oncoming ship suddenly lurch about, making smoke, clearly wanting no further part of the engagement with Kirov.
Discretion was the better part of valor, thought Admiral Volsky, at least this time. “Mister Fedorov, do you have a clear identification on the other ship?” he said into the intercom.
“The smoke is obscuring the action now, sir, but I have good video footage and we can enhance it with the computer.”
“Mister Karpov—is that a type 42 or 45 British destroyer?”
Karpov just looked at him.
“Very well, helmsman, come about on the port quarter, new heading of two-four-five.”
“Coming about to two-four-five, sir.”
The destroyer’s aft turret also fired as it sped away, the shells landing well wide and short of the mark again, and the Admiral did not return fire this time. Another nation, in a far distant time and place, had just joined the greatest conflict the world had ever seen, he thought. It seems we’ve chosen sides after all, and the British won’t like it one bit, will they. But my god, my god, what was happening? Kirov was lost, miles and long years from everyone and everything the crew had ever called home.
And now she was at war.



Part V

ENGAGEMENT



“…God and the Devil are fighting there, and the battlefield is the heart of man.”

~ Fyodor Dostoevsky





Chapter 13


Kirov sailed east where they loitered for some time to sort through the data and reach a conclusion. They were huddled around the video monitor in the officers wardroom for another closed-door meeting to review the tape, and this time there could be no possibility that NATO could have spoofed their cameras. Fedorov was zooming in and pointing out features of the ships he had observed, and flipping through pages of his copy of Jane’s Fighting Ships to show them similar images.
Captain Karpov could hardly believe his eyes, but it was clear to even him that these were the same ships, old ships that should have been busted up in the scrap yards years ago. He had a good look at the one they fired on, and it was not a Type 45 modern British destroyer, which would have been more than twice its size. At first he thought it might have been an older Type 42, but the distinctive forward radar dome was entirely missing, and when Fedorov enhanced his video he could clearly see this was an antiquated old tin-can destroyer from an earlier era. Yet it was flying the Royal Navy ensign from its top mast as it bravely charged at them. The destroyer even had the correct number on her bow, number 40 identifying the ship as HMS Anthony, and he had seen it with his own eyes. Then, as it wisely turned behind a smoke screen to run, Karpov’s mind wheeled about in its wake, amazed, astounded, yet convinced at last that he was now sailing in another world.
There is something deep in the psyche of the Russian soul that believes that fate has the power to unhinge any reality and make a shambles of the mighty. Russia had seen the long dynasties of the Tsar crumble, the upheaval of a modern revolution, the invasion and fire of war from the time of Napoleon to Hitler. Though she emerged from World War II as one of the most powerful nations on earth, the Iron Curtain crumbled and the Soviet Union fell into decline as well. There was no government, no nation, that could escape the capricious machinations of fate, or so it seemed from a Russian’s point of view. And clearly this now applied to the ship itself. Fate had brought Kirov to a new place, though it was an old time in an old world that had been little more than a sad chapter in the history books for all of these men.
For Karpov, however, is was something entirely new now. In one sweeping realization the whole creaking, calcified power structure of the Russian Navy had just collapsed like a badly made bridge. There was no longer anyone back in Severomorsk as a check and balance on the decisions and actions of any man aboard this ship. They answered only to their own inner compass now, or to the cruel whim of fate, but the long rein of accountability, the game of fawning and planning and currying favor with just the right men, that was gone now, extinguished in one startling moment in the Captain’s mind. In its place came that vague thrum of anxiety again.
Severomorsk no longer had any say in the matter. They would never answer their plaintive radio calls again. Fate had set him down on this sea of uncertainty, and now his own personal fortune was in his own hands, or so he thought, with only one man standing senior to him on the most powerful ship in the world.
He turned to the Admiral, a glint in his eye. “What now?” he asked, eager and strangely energized. Yet Volsky could perceive a darkness there, and a yawning ambition that warned him to be cautious.
“We must consider our situation carefully,” said the Admiral. “First off, this will be difficult to explain to the crew. We have spent two days discussing it and testing the proposition with one scenario after another, and only now do we begin to believe the impossible. There will be many among the crew who will not accept this explanation any more than you did, Captain.”
“We had to be certain,” Karpov said defensively as he folded his arms. Was the Admiral calling him a bull headed ox? He overlooked the insult, and made another suggestion. “You are correct, Admiral. At least for the foreseeable future, I suggest we do not make a general announcement. The men will not understand it, and it will be bad for morale. Orlov might convince them in time.”
“Yes, but we do not need to bully them,” the Admiral looked at Orlov, the strict disciplinarian on the ship. “Cut them a little slack, as the Americans might say. This is going to be a difficult adjustment for all of us. I am sure you have all stopped a moment to consider the fact that our wives, our children, our friends… They are all gone. Many have yet to be born! Perhaps they never will be born. This will be a shock to the men when the realization hits home, as it was to me when I first accepted the situation we so obviously find ourselves in now. We need time to pull ourselves together. Perhaps you are wise, Karpov, we must grieve it ourselves before it settles in to the bone; give it time. What do you suggest, Doctor Zolkin?”
“I could not have said it better, Admiral,” said the Doctor. “And we will likely have many long days to dwell on the memory of those we once knew and loved back home. If we do inform the men, we should do so gradually, perhaps in small groups. But what you say is sadly true. We have no home. Yes, we are sworn to protect and defend the Rodina, and that we can do with this brave ship and crew, but we can never sail this vessel into Severomorsk to be taken by the Soviet government as it stands now. The government that sent us here was bad enough. But Stalin? That is a black hole I do not think any of us might wish to return to.”
“Why not?” said Karpov, immediately challenging the Doctor. It was a reflexive comment. A part of him seemed to want to put the old world he knew back—to keep the old power structures in place, any power structure that he could cling to again instead of this awful void. None of the men knew anything real about Stalin. He was just a name in one of Fedorov’s history books, and a dark shadow from their past. As far as Karpov knew, Stalin left Russia as one of the most powerful nations on earth. Her fall after that may have largely been due to the corruption that grew in that shadow, and the fear and mistrust it bred at every level of society. Why couldn’t they fight for Russia now, he thought?
“Think of it, Captain. Ninety-nine percent of all the computing power now on earth is right here on this ship. We have technology, weapons, capabilities that will not be developed for nearly a century! Should this vessel fall into the wrong hands…”
“Since when is our homeland a place to be feared?” said Karpov.
“What do you know of Josef Stalin, Captain? I mean you no disrespect, but consider what would Stalin do, right now, this very day, if he could command this ship in battle?”
“He would most likely rename it at once,” quipped Volsky. The one time hero of the revolution, Sergey Kirov, did not survive Stalin’s purges after opposing his policies in the politburo.
“True Admiral,” said Zolkin. “But how would he stop the Germans as they close in on Moscow, choking off the nation’s breath, smothering her, killing and raping and leveling whole cities as they come? Do you think he would hesitate for one moment to unleash the arsenal of nuclear weapons we have aboard? We sit here, with the hindsight of history as our guide, and we tell ourselves not to worry, Russia wins the war, one way or another. Yet a man like Stalin will not see things in this light. He will want to use this ship for any expediency that comes to mind, and he will be as ruthless and merciless as we all know he was. How many died at his command in the next few years? Give him this ship and he will destroy Germany first, yes, but god only knows what else he will do when he is finished.”
They were all silent, the gravity of their situation finally becoming apparent to them. The agony of the Great Patriotic War was not something any of them understood on a personal level. Even the oldest man aboard the ship, the Admiral himself, had been born in the year 1957. The Second World War was just a dark gray story of generals and armor, old black and white photographs and lines on maps. They knew nothing of the terror, the horror of war. The six rounds of 100mm ammunition Kirov had just lobbed at the oncoming British destroyer was one of the few times a Russian naval vessel had actually fired in anger in nearly a decade! They had trifled with a few Somali pirates, using a few rounds of their close in defense Gatling guns, but the ship had never once employed its formidable missiles in real combat.
“Yes,” said Admiral Volsky, “God only knows. It is clear to me that we cannot simply sail home to Severomorsk, as tempting as that prospect might be. There is no way we could make certain that the technology and weaponry on this ship could be kept from the hands of a man like Stalin, short of destroying the ship outright first.”
“We might consider that,” Doctor Zolkin suggested lightly. “Suppose we find some nice Pacific island, well south of the conflict there, and then off-load just a few weapons and all our supplies before scuttling the ship.”
“Are you insane?” said Karpov sharply.
“I’m a psychiatrist, Captain, at least grant me some latitude here. We don’t just have Stalin to worry about in considering the things we have on this ship. We have the British and Americans too! What would they do if the ship, or any of the technology we have aboard, were to fall into their hands?”
“Some say the Germans aboard Bismarck scuttled the ship to prevent the British from towing her off and discovering the secret of her hull design,” said Fedorov.
“Exactly,” said the Doctor. “This ship must not fall into enemy hands. Period. And I am afraid that given the knowledge we have of the history of these years in Russia, Stalin will have to be considered an enemy as well. Do you agree, Admiral?”
“You make a good point, Doctor,” said the Admiral. “We must not allow either side to gain possession of the technology we have, let alone the weapons. Yet if I understand what Mister Fedorov was trying to tell us earlier, we may soon be in a fight for our very lives. Mister Rodenko tells me the main body of the fleet we were tracking yesterday has halted its eastward progression and reversed course. It seems that the word is getting out, one way or another, that there is something dangerous prowling the waters of the Arctic sea. We may have to move south soon.”
“My guess is that they will be as confused as we were at first,” said Fedorov. “In fact, they will logically conclude we are a German ship. So far they have seen nothing of the weaponry and capabilities we truly possess. We fired all of six rounds of what would be considered a small secondary gun mount on any ship of this day. But we look threatening. This is a big ship, as large as any typical battleship the British put to sea in the Second World War. They’ve spotted us, that much is certain, and it’s likely the phones are already ringing in the Admiralty with the news that a big German battlecruiser is at large again. And believe me, Admiral, Captain Karpov, the Royal Navy will stop at nothing to hunt us down, just as they did with Bismarck. This destroyer was no match for us, but their fleet has many more powerful ships, and they will use them all.”
“It may come to that,” said Karpov, “but I assure you, if the Royal Navy wishes to tangle with this ship they will pay a terrible price. We may have to sink them all.”
“You had best think on that a while, Captain, and let us keep our Ivans bundled up,” said the Doctor. He was referring to Ivan the Terrible, the brutal Tsar who had become legendary for his cruelty, and a distant forerunner to men like Josef Stalin. The mindset was deep in the Russian psyche, and it was said that every man had his “Crazy Ivan” under three woolen shirts, something he hid deep within himself in the normal discourse of life, and sometimes put to sleep with vodka, but a demon to keep a careful watch on lest it be given free rein and devour his soul. Zolkin continued.
“Before we worry what Stalin might do with this ship, it may be wise to consider what we are going to do with it,” said Zolkin. “Every ship we strike will kill living, breathing men, yes? These are not merely machines we war on now. Some of these men may have died in this war, as that was their fate, but there will be others that will have survived it. Yet when you unleash your missiles they will give no thought to that. They will not think of sons or daughters yet to be born, or tears in a mother’s eyes. No, they are killing machines, and they will do the job with lethal efficiency, as certain as the ticking of a clock. But we do not need to be so heartless. So we must do that thinking for them, and well before we press the launch button to send them on their way. Suppose you kill a man tomorrow who survived this war? You take from him what God and Fate gave in another time, the time we came from. And once you do that you cannot easily give back what you have taken. Who knows what the consequences might be?”
Admiral Volsky nodded, agreeing with his old friend.” I had this same thought the first moment we had to fire on that ship,” he said.
“Think of it,” said Zolkin. “The British have no idea what they’re dealing with. There’s almost a quality of innocence about them as I think this through. They are like children, yet they are men, brave men, and they will fight to the bitter end if we threaten their lifeline in the Atlantic.”
“We are men as well,” said Karpov, “are we not? And this crew will fight, if we lead them.”
“True,” said Zolkin, “but you must carry fire in one hand and water in the other. Do not be so quick to look for war here, Captain, it will find you all on its own. After all, Mister Fedorov makes a good point. The whole world is at war. Then we come along and you want to jump right into the borscht! One does not take a samovar to Tula.”
Volsky smiled at this. The city of Tula was renowned for making the finest samovars in the world, and no one would ever bring one with them when visiting there. The fires of war and conflict here were already well kindled. The flames of the Second World War were only just beginning, but soon they would become a conflagration that would consume most of the developed world.
“Kirov is a powerful fighting ship, to be sure,” said Zolkin, “but how long could she stand against the combined armed might of the Western Allies we have just fired on?”
“The Doctor also makes a good point about this ship.” The Admiral pressed his thick finger on the table. “Yes we have power, but all power has limits. We must hold the reins tightly for a while and think this situation through carefully. And should it come to that moment when we perceive that the ship may fall into the hands of any other nation, then we must destroy her first. That will be a standing order that every man here must agree and swear to before this begins. As to that desert island you talk about, Dmitri, I hope it has lots of pretty Polynesian girls!” He forced a smile, lightening the mood somewhat.
“But before it comes to such a weighty decision, we will have much to think about. Much to plan and consider. The Captain made an interesting point earlier when he suggested that a prudent and measured application of force at just the right place and time may be all that is necessary to make the world our country lives in just a little better in our day if we should choose to do so. That said, it is the British we must nudge, and perhaps the Americans. Most of the German army is deep inside Russia now. Only our ten cruise missiles could range that far, and then only if we were firing from the Baltic Sea. I do not think we will go there. What impact would we have? It would be like throwing stones at ants. We will not easily change the situation on the eastern front. And yes, we don’t fight for Stalin in any case. Who would fight for that man knowing what we now know about him? But there will be a Russia after he is gone, and there will be one seventy years from now, even if none of us may ever live to see her again…”
They stood in silence for some time, their eyes downcast, each man lost in his own inner thoughts, thinking of home, thinking of girlfriends, wives, mothers, children that they would never see again. How long could they last? How much pain would they inflict before that awful moment when the final decision came to end it? How many of them would live out this year, or the next? All of these thoughts ran through their minds, a haunting chorus of unanswered questions and riddles with no end.
They all seemed to share that cup of toska together now, yet it was something only Karpov would not drink. There was no one back home to miss him now. All he left behind was his own closeted life, and the creaking system that had grown up in Russia during the arduous second “great depression” of the early 21st century. In some ways he felt adrift now, like a ship that had been moored at harbor, rusting away, suddenly swept out to sea in a raging storm. All the mooring lines were cut, their anchor lost, as they were lost now on a sea that seemed all too familiar, although it was a world of complete unknowns.
While the others felt the yearning nostalgic sadness of toska, Karpov’s reaction was more one of anxiety. He had been creeping and climbing through that old system back home for some time, and had come to know its every nook and cranny. Like a mouse in a mansion, he knew where to find the bread crumbs on the old kitchen floor, and where to find the cheese. All of that was gone now, and it left him strangely afraid as his mind felt its way through the sea of shadows that hid their immediate future from them. But there were possibilities in those shadows, he knew, and opportunities.
To calm that thrum of fear in his chest, the Captain was soon thinking of something else, his mind occupied with the immediacy of their situation. The British had a good look at them just now, and as much as he hated to admit it, Fedorov had been correct. They will soon be marshalling their resources to hunt for them. Karpov was already thinking what they might do about that when the Admiral led them forward again with the same thought.
“On the other hand,” said Volsky. “We are a naval fighting ship, and in this we have the power to considerably affect the conduct of the war at sea in the Atlantic if we choose to do so. But we must take things slowly, as the good doctor says. Should we fight here? For either side? If we do, then what do we propose to accomplish? We must give ourselves a little breathing room first, and time to think on these things. We could stay up here, in the cold Arctic sea. It is not much traveled, and we’re fast enough to keep well ahead of anything that tries to run us down.”
“But there is not much room to maneuver here,” said Karpov, his mind sizing up their predicament from a tactical perspective. “The temptation to return home to Severomorsk will be very great, particularly when the winter comes in just a few months. This will be a very cruel place to live and fight.”
“Then we are faced with the prospect of breaking out into the Atlantic,” said the Admiral. “If we do so, we must move south. Word is only now just reaching the British Admiralty, as you suggest, Mister Fedorov. We are in a good position to transit the Denmark Strait. I think it best that we run on through and out into the Atlantic. With our knowledge of the history we can keep ahead of the enemy for some time. I do not think we will suffer the fate of Bismarck, hunted down and killed in just a few days time. Eventually we might work our way down into the South Atlantic and around the Cape of Good Hope into the Indian Ocean. Those waters are less traveled as well, and therefore less dangerous. Perhaps we could look for one of those little islands Doctor Zolkin was talking about. We have unlimited fuel in our nuclear reactors, but we must also keep our bellies full, yes? There is food aboard for thirty days or more, but eventually we will have to seek a landfall somewhere to replenish our stocks, and I do not think we can sail into any port nearby, yes? But for now, one thing at a time, let us get to the Denmark Strait and out into the North Atlantic. I’m tired of this cold gray place.”
“You propose we turn this ship into a simple convoy raider? Or worse, that we just slink off to the Indian Ocean?” Karpov tapped his fingernail on the table as he spoke, a habit he had when ready to argue a point.
“I would not underestimate the impact of a convoy raider,” said Fedorov, “assuming we did decide to oppose the British. The Germans had a few very successful sorties. Not every ship suffered Bismarck’s fate. The Admiral Scheer sunk well over 100,000 tons before making it safely back to a friendly port. Scharnhorst and Gneisenau fought well together, and there were others like the raider Atlantis and the armed commercial ship Penguin that made remarkable sorties.”
“Yes, and none of them mattered in the long run,” said Karpov. “We could cruise out into the middle of the Atlantic and become little more than a rock in the stream. They would simply divert convoys to the north and south of our position. And even if we pursued them, we could sink sixty merchant ships before our missile inventory would be expended, or even a hundred ships considering our deck guns, and it would all have little real impact on the war. We do not have a friendly port to go home to and replenish our ammunition. Every U-boat the Germans put to sea had no effect in the end, and they sank considerably more than a hundred ships, yes?”
“In that you are correct, sir. The U-boats sank nearly 2800 ships, accounting for about 70% of all allied ship losses in the war.”
“And look what good it did them. No. If we want to have any real impact on events then we must work to bring about a situation where the power we have will be feared and respected by our enemies to a point where they may be willing to negotiate.”
“Negotiate? What do you mean, Captain?” asked the Admiral. “Do you expect Great Britain and the United States to surrender to this ship?”
Karpov hesitated, as if unwilling to reveal the full dimension of his thinking, but he continued. He glanced briefly at Orlov, but the Chief seemed lost in some inner muse, listening, but eyes averted as he fiddled with a folded pocket knife.
“This ship is not merely a tactical threat to the allied sea lanes. Our sea power does not rely solely on our limited ship-to-ship missile inventory, or our speed, or the fact that we can out think and out maneuver our enemies. We also pose a strategic threat, and this is irrefutable. You spoke earlier about certain weapons we possess, Admiral, weapons that we must not use, and weapons that we must allow no other to use as well. But understand this, the Americans, Germans, and Russians are even now in the early stages of their programs that will eventually lead to the development of the atomic bomb. The first detonation is only a few years away. If we use just a single warhead, and demonstrate the power that we have, our words may then speak as loud as our guns and missiles. And we do not have to destroy London or New York to make a demonstration of this power. A deserted rock like Bear Island will do just fine or, if you prefer a warmer clime, perhaps a deserted Caribbean island. The British and Americans will be our most formidable foe if we move into the Atlantic, and they are the ones we must persuade, to put it lightly.”
“I agree with the Captain,” said Orlov, stirring from his reverie. “With all due respect, Admiral, a demonstration such as he proposes would put fear into the hearts of our enemies, and give them pause before they set loose their navy or even think of hunting us down. For the moment we are an unknown, a ghost ship, and we have not done much harm aside from frightening off an old destroyer. But if we cruise out into the Atlantic, we will have a knife to the jugular of Britain’s lifeline.” He flicked open his pocket knife, illustrating his point. “We have just given them a little shove on the shoulder, that is all, but if they push back? Fedorov is correct, the British will defend those convoy routes, the Royal Navy will fight, unless we convince them that to do so would be suicidal. But how to accomplish this?”
The Admiral thought deeply. “I believe I just might have a solution, gentlemen. That book you lent me was very enlightening, Mister Fedorov. I did some reading myself, and it seems to me there is an event of considerable significance looming on the near horizon, assuming this is 1941. And I think we are finally coming to an agreement on that. A small notation caught my eye beginning August 9, 1941. On that day President Roosevelt and Churchill meet on board the British battleship Prince of Wales and the heavy US cruiser Augusta in Argentia Bay, Newfoundland for the proclamation of the Atlantic Charter. If I am not mistaken, this agreement forms the basis of what became known as the United Nations in our day. Some believe it also underlies the foundation of NATO, the two demons that continue to haunt us in our day, yes? This being the case, we may find ourselves in the interesting position of being able to kill two birds with one stone, and influence both the past as well as the present we have come from.”
“Roosevelt and Churchill?” said Karpov, his eyes brightening. “Do you realize what we could do?”
“I realize all too well what we could do, what this ship is capable of doing if we chose to operate her aggressively,” said the Admiral. “But as you yourself argued so ably, Captain, we must be judicious, careful, and plan it well. And yes, words may speak as loud as our weapons in time. I will be relying on each and every one of you in the days ahead. But now hear this, gentlemen. My order concerning the use of nuclear weapons is this: There will be no deployment or use except on my expressed order. Yet I will consider what we have discussed here, and who knows,” he smiled. “Perhaps Mister Roosevelt and Churchill would like a front row seat to the theater. We must consider this situation carefully.”



Chapter 14


July 31, 1941
That evening the Admiralty was abuzz with the electrifying news of the sighting of another large German raider out near Jan Mayen. What could it be? Latest intelligence indicated Tirpitz was laid up at Kiel for repairs, but the Fleet Air Arm was immediately ordered to send two Beaufort fighter bombers to have another look. In the meantime, First Sea Lord, Admiral Dudley Pound was taking no chances. He was on the phone to Scapa Flow, using the long red line that had stretched from London over the Scottish Highlands for decades, hopping buoys as it finally left the land and reached out to the command Flagship of Fleet Admiral Sir John Tovey aboard King George V.
Admiral John “Jack” Tovey looked at the list of all his available ships that morning. A professional man, well schooled in the operational arts and dedicated to the Navy from an early time in his life, Tovey was an amiable, quick to smile, but just as likely to redden up with a temper when things did not suit him. Strong-willed and highly disciplined, he could be relentless when focused on a mission or a particular naval objective. Yet in the heat of battle his one great virtue was that he would remain cool under fire in spite of the temper that he was all too willing to show if things did not go as he expected.
A natural leader, Tovey was a student of tactics and ship handling, as capable a captain as the Royal Navy possessed until he was promoted to acting Admiral of the Home Fleet. He was a sea going admiral, seeing the duty aboard ship as essential to morale. What was good enough for his sailors was good enough for him, and his men had both great admiration and respect for him. The man at sea, he believed, had the best information at hand to make a decision in any engagement. As such he sometimes resented the overweening interference by desk laden officers in the Admiralty, including the First Sea Lord, Admiral Pound, who had a predilection for sticking his thumb in the pie whenever possible.
This evening he was looking at the long list of ships still operational under his command, still the most extensive and well armed navy in all of Europe, and by a considerable margin. He had all of fifteen battleships, with one sunk and one consigned to the far east, leaving thirteen of the big ships in theater. Admittedly, it was an aging fleet, but still imposing on paper. Only three on the list would be considered modern battleships by 1941, his own flagship King George V, and her sister ships Prince of Wales and Duke Of York, the latter still running through trials. He wouldn’t even have that third ship were it not for Churchill’s earlier urging that the Germans were up to something in their shipyards and the Royal Navy had better be ready to answer. Two more ships in that class would come on the line later in the war, Anson and Howe, but these three were the only true fast battleships he had in hand, and that said, they could make only 28 knots on a good day. For modern ships they had very little range but compensated with decent firepower and very good protection.
The heart of his fleet, however, were the ships laid down before or during the Great War, all aging, yet proven and capable designs, even if they looked somewhat antiquated with their reverse inclined bows and stodgy smokestacks. He had three Revenge class battleships and five in the Queen Elizabeth class. They could plod along at 18 to 21 knots under normal circumstances, but had good firepower with their 15 inch guns. The two Nelson Class battleships were the only ships in the fleet carrying larger 16 inch guns. With an ungainly design they were well armored yet also slow at a maximum speed of 23 knots. For all practical purposes, these ten ships would be excellent convoy escorts, enough to deter lighter and faster German raiders, and also capable of standing with anything bigger.
Tovey also had a small squadron of fast battlecruisers, once led by the pride of the fleet, the mighty HMS Hood. A little over 60 days ago, Bismarck had run this stalwart knight thru with a fatal lance from her fearsome 15 inch guns, and put Hood, along with Admiral Sir Lancelot Holland, at the bottom of the Denmark Strait. The Renown and Repulse were the last of the British battlecruisers, with a little less firepower, carrying only six 15 inch guns for the extra speed that gave them. Yet, their speed alone made these ships suitable for hunting and interception roles, and he could pair these lighter ships with his three King George V class battleships to form fast search and intercept groups capable of confronting and dealing with any known German raider. The campaign against Bismarck proved that, even though both Hood and Prince of Wales had a rough time of it in that first, awful engagement.
This role would be ably supported by divisions of strong and capable cruisers, both heavy and light, and these ships could serve as escorts to any convoy or capital ship squadron he put to sea. They were also excellent as picket line scouts along the main breakout corridors used by the Germans. At any given time a string of cruisers stretched from Iceland to Scapa Flow, plying the seas with forward searching radars and the eyes of many able seamen.
Tovey also made good use of his fleet of aircraft carriers, though these were lighter ships carrying anywhere from sixteen to fifty planes, mostly old bi-planes: Swordfish torpedo bombers or other search aircraft, and a few Fairey Fulmar dive bombers. They had only a fraction of the striking power of the bigger modern carriers in the Japanese or American navies, but they served him well as escorts, hunters at sea, and could manage a sting or two if their torpedo squadrons could close with an inviting target.
In all it was a capable fleet given the primary role it had in securing the vital Atlantic shipping lanes. If anything, it lacked speed in its heavy ship elements, and range. Yet the Royal Navy made up for its deficiencies by sheer weight and quantity, and the considerable experience it had at sea. It tripled the size of the German Fleet, even though it mostly sailed with older designs. Yet Tovey still had to assign ships to Cunningham in the Eastern Med, and Somerville at Gibraltar, and this thinned out the ranks of capital ships available for home waters and Atlantic operations. God forbid that he should ever lose Gibraltar. The Rock was the gateway to the Med, and an excellent dual purpose base. Ships there in Force H under Somerville could sortie to aid Cunningham in the Eastern Med, or venture out into the Atlantic, particularly to cover the French ports or receive southbound convoy traffic.
His Chief of Staff, Patrick “Daddy” Brind would be in shortly with the latest reports, and together they would plan the fate of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, the next two German raiders on his list for quick elimination. At present they were both holed up in the French port of Brest on the Atlantic coast, and that is precisely where he wanted to keep them. Yet when Brind arrived he was all in a fluster, a fistful of cable intercepts in his hand and a look approaching shock on his face.
“I’m afraid there’s some bad news this evening, sir,” said Brind. “It seems we have more than Scharnhorst and Gneisenau to worry about. A new German raider was spotted southwest of Jan Mayen earlier today. The signal suggests it might be Tirpitz, or possibly a Hipper class cruiser again. We got a Beaufort reconnaissance flight off to have another look at Kiel, but it will be some time before we hear on that. Something is up, sir, and we’re going to have to be on our toes up are going to catch up with it.”
Brind laid out a map on the table, leaning heavily on one hand as he gestured. “The Norwegian weather team on Jan Mayen also reported the landing of an odd aircraft with a squad of marines. The men said nothing, searched the place and then left. Very strange, sir. Wake-Walker is up there with Force P, and he forwarded the report yesterday. Perhaps it was a search plane off this new raider, wanting to make sure they had not been spotted passing the island. A Fulmar off Victorious overflew the contact yesterday and gave a confused report. The pilot thought it looked like a heavy cruiser, except for the guns.”
“Except for the guns?”
“That’s just it, sir. He said he couldn’t see any large guns or turrets, except a few smaller caliber secondary batteries. He claimed the forward decks were largely empty. And another odd thing was the fact that the ship held its fire. If it was a German cruiser they would have lit up with everything they had.”
“No photographs?”
“In the heat of the moment the plane was not properly fitted out. Wake-Walker was hurrying off to the east, but thank god he at least had the presence of mind to have a second look by sending out a scout detachment, though I can’t say much for his choice of ships. He sent the mine laying cruiser Adventure up with a destroyer yesterday, and it seems they bumped noses with this contact this morning. Destroyer Anthony took three hits on her bow, putting a gun turret there out of action, and the scout force wisely broke off action. This is looking very suspicious, sir.”
“Well, they damn well fired on the ships, even if Walker’s planes caught them napping,” said Tovey. “Yes. It has all the markings of another Atlantic sortie. Strange that they didn’t blow that destroyer out of the water.”
“German radio traffic has been very quiet. It looks like Jerry is making an effort to keep his cards close to his chest this time around. What do you make of it, sir?”
“Damn bloody business,” said Tovey. “And just when we’ve got convoys spread out over half of the Atlantic, with Mr. Churchill due in next week on the hush, hush.”
It was going to be a long night, thought Tovey. Weather was bad across the board, seas were rising, and the crews on the ships riding fitfully at anchor in Scapa Flow were ever more edgy. The fleet was put on yellow alert, with eight hour steam up, meaning his main battleships could be ready to put to sea first thing in the morning.
“We haven’t got a solid fix on this ship’s position yet,” said Brind. “If it is Tirpitz we’ve got a real witches brew again. Do you really think they would risk this last battleship in a major operation now, sir?”
“It could be a feint,” said Tovey. “They might have gotten wind of our Russian convoy planning, and could be running this about just to get our attention. Our last fix on Tirpitz had her at Kiel three days ago. They would have had to move very quickly after that if she’s up near Jan Mayen now. We’ll have to watch this very closely, and of course we’ll have to take Home Fleet to sea as well, just in case.
“Aye, sir,” said Brind. “The crews are restless enough as it is. Time to put some of that energy to good use. I’ve taken the liberty of informing Captain Leach on Prince of Wales as to our intentions. He’s still shining the decks for that official visit next week, so I’m afraid we may have to leave her in port, sir. But we’ve a few other knights we can put in the saddle as it stands. Repulse is available, and she has the speed we need for something like this.”
“What in the world is Winston up to this time?” said Tovey. “All we have is this notice to hold Prince of Wales for an official visit. Damn inconvenient when Hitler and the Germans have other ideas.” He sighed, resigned to the machinations of command after all these years. “I suppose we’d best start rattling the sabers here and get the cavalry up in good order. It’s a pity Duke of York isn’t ready for action yet. After what we went through with Bismarck, I won’t risk a battlecruiser like Repulse in another engagement like that. Thank god for Rodney. The old girl gave Bismarck quite a pounding. Where are Nelson and Rodney?”
The Admiral wanted to know where his big 16 inch guns were. The Nelson and Rodney had been built between the two wars to an odd looking configuration that saw three big 16 inch gun turrets mounted on the forward end of the ship. The weight of the big guns made for slow going, which made them very suitable for convoy escort duty. Yet with nine 16 inch guns, they had more firepower than any ship in the fleet. In a tight spot, a well armored ship like that would come in very handy.
“Rodney is still in Boston for a refit and scheduled for sea trials again on August 12, sir. Her sister ship Nelson is presently at Gibraltar with battlecruiser Renown, preparing to escort another Winston Special convoy out to Malta.”
“Yes, Sir Winston has too many chips on the markers for our battleships these days, doesn’t he? It may be prudent to inform Admiral Somerville of this development. That operation may have to be delayed if we need those ships. We had better take a look at the Atlantic convoy situation as well. We may have to pull some ships off escort duty if it comes down to it. But I want to make sure those convoys have all the protection we can give them.”
“Right, sir,” said Brind. “We’ve got at least one battleship with every convoy over 24 ships. Anything less gets an escort of at least one cruiser. We’ve been moving most of the OB series well north of Ireland after departure, so that’s going to put them in a rather vulnerable spot if the Germans push anything down into the Atlantic in the near run. These are rather large convoys, sir. Upwards of 40 to 50 ships each. Their official designation is to move on to the Middle East and reinforce Cunningham.”
Something told the Admiral that the ships in those convoys would have more to do along the way than they bargained for. “If Jerry is planning another raider operation, then they’ll certainly have to coordinate with their U-boats as well.”
“Which means we may have to assign more destroyer squadrons to convoy traffic from this point forward, sir.”
“Indeed.” The Admiral’s mood was darkening with the weather this morning. The war was finally heating up. 1940 had seen little more than a few enterprising raids by the pocket battleships Graff Spee and Admiral Scheer. They gave his cruiser squadrons a fit for a time, and sunk well over 150,000 tons of shipping before the first was sunk and the latter slipped back home to German waters. Then came Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, even more dangerous ships. They were faster and more powerful than the pocket battleships, which were really little more than heavy cruisers in Tovey’s mind. Finally Bismarck decided to join the party and was thankfully sunk, but at great cost.
Now, if the Germans were sending Tirpitz into the fray, they would again be escalating the conflict to a whole new level. If that ship managed to get into the Atlantic and link up with the other two battlecruisers at Brest, the Germans would have the most formidable task force they had put to sea since Dogger Bank. He had little doubt that this was what they had originally planned for Bismarck, and perhaps they were out to have another go at it. He had no choice in the matter now. He would have to put major warships out to sea again, throwing in his last reserve to forestall any potential breakout by this new German raider, whatever it was. What else did Admiral Raeder have in the cupboard, he wondered? He’s planned this very well, because my cupboard is rather bare for the moment.
Aside from his flagship, all he had was Repulse and Prince of Wales in hand, and the latter was sweeping the decks for this visit involving the Prime Minister. He looked over his list… The only other battleship available was the Revenge, presently at Halifax and scheduled join the Royal Sovereign for convoy duty in the Indian Ocean. The latter was at the Clyde getting fitted out with all the new radar sets and was not scheduled to have that work completed until September. All of his active carriers were already up north with Wake-Walker. The rest, Illustrious and Formidable, were in US harbors undergoing repairs. He still had Ark Royal with Force H at Gibraltar, and Hermes in the Indian Ocean. Other than that, the only new carrier coming on line was Indomitable, just starting her sea trials last month.
Tovey leaned back, stretching and scratching his head. “Well,” he said. “It looks like I’m headed out to sea with King George V and Repulse then—and first thing in the morning. We can’t assume this new raider is all the Germans will bring to the party,” he warned. “We’ll have to keep a close eye on Scharnhorst and Gneisenau as well.”
“Whatever Jerry is up to, we’ll give him another bloody nose for it, sir.”
“Yes, Raeder may be taking on more than he can chew, Brind, but we’ll have to plan for every possible contingency.”
An orderly rushed in, handing Brind a freshly decoded signal. The grey haired chief of staff read it with obvious frustration.
“Thick cloud cover over Kiel,” he said. “Fleet Air Arm says they can’t see a thing in this weather, and won’t be able to confirm the situation regarding Tirpitz until things clear up, sir.”
“Damn,” said Tovey. “We’ll have to assume the worst then. That’s what Admiral Pound will do.”
“That we will, sir,” said Brind. “May I suggest that we get orders off to Wake-Walker as soon as possible? We can’t very well have him dancing off to the North Cape in this light. Vian is up there as well, sir.”
“Better get them both moving west as soon as possible. Even if they can’t cover the Denmark Strait, at least they can seal off the Faeroes Gap.” Tovey thought for a moment. “And Brind,” he said, “I suppose we should also cable the Americans at Reykjavík. They’ve only just begun relieving our garrison there, and they’ll likely be in for a big surprise if this raider is heading for the Denmark Strait.“
“Indeed, sir. I nearly forgot about the Yanks. They’re not in it yet, but there’s a considerable naval presence assigned to the convoy routes between Newfoundland and Iceland. That’s going to be their watch now sir.”
“Yes, well whether they’re in the war or not, the Germans may have something to say about it soon enough.”
“I believe they’re planning to send a couple of PBY flying boat squadrons to Reykjavík,” said Brind. “If we put the word out those planes could come in very handy. And with that in mind, I’ll order Home Fleet to prepare to get underway first thing in the morning.”



Chapter 15


August 1, 1941
Wake-Walker was having a terrible day. His whole operation had been turned on its head by this unexpected new contact. He should be up at the North Cape by now, but he was still southeast of Jan Mayen, and heading back along the track he had taken from Iceland. What he thought to be a wayward steamer with loose lips had since mushroomed into the considerable threat of a big German surface raider heading for the Atlantic. His scout detachment had found the ship, as he feared it might, and the destroyer Anthony had been a little too bold, getting a bit of a bloody nose for her effort, but managing to report the contact’s position nonetheless.
Just hours ago his only real worry was a few long range German Kondor recon planes nosing about. Now this! It was the same nightmare he had just gone through with Bismarck a few months ago. He was at least glad that his own instincts had prompted him to hold station the last two days. Something told him there was trouble afoot, and when the frantic reports came in from Anthony and Adventure he took it upon himself to turn about and render assistance, knowing this would most likely compromise his mission up north. Orders came in a few hours later advising him to head for the Denmark Strait with all possible speed. Now he was racing west at 28 knots, and he had Grenfell’s pilots up out in front of him with their type 279 aerial radars to try and re-acquire this phantom ship.
The Admiralty was all in a dither about it, and Admiral Tovey wanted him to do everything possible to ascertain the nature of the threat. It was a pity his destroyer captain could not provide a positive identification. If he determined it to be a Hipper Class Cruiser, he was authorized to engage. If however, he believed this ship to be Tirpitz, his orders were to attempt to maintain contact and shadow. There was nothing in his task force that was a match for the big German battleship. He could launch an air strike, but apparently Tovey wanted to coordinate this with his capital ships, only now getting up steam at Scapa Flow.
The boys at Bletchley Park missed something, he thought. They had been so busy rounding up German auxiliary oilers and weather ships after getting hold of the German enigma code boxes that they let something slip through the cracks.
~ ~ ~
Miles away, up a country lane outside Milton Keynes, the men at work on the estate known as Bletchley Park were wondering much the same. Naval intelligence was on the phone, curious as to any ciphers that might indicate the Germans were again planning some sort of breakout into the Atlantic with a commerce raider. A few of the analysts over in ‘Hut 8’ were kibitzing over a chess problem, just the sort of thing to delight a code breaker. Chess problems were said to be the church hymns of mathematics, and the brilliant Alan Turing had led the effort against Nazi Germany through the artful music of his craft.
“Riddle this,” said Atkins, a former student and close associate of Turing at the Park. Sir Dudley thinks the Germans have pulled another rabbit out of their hat. It seems there’s a been a sighting up north of what appears to be a large warship.”
“Odd,” said Turing, fiddling with the chess pieces. “Let’s see what it could be.” He was familiar with all the intelligence that had been passed on to the Admiralty late, and had the German Navy all set up in his head like the pieces on the board.
“Let’s not worry about the pawns,” he began. “The two Rooks, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, are down at Brest taking a pounding night after night from the RAF. So no real threat there. The two bishops, Admiral Scheer, and Lutzow, are both down at Kiel with the Queen. That’s where Tirpitz is as well, all three neatly on the back row. Now, there were only five Hipper class cruisers built. The Russians bought one, another’s being converted to an aircraft carrier, and Blucher is sunk. So that just leaves the Admiral Hipper and Prince Eugen, the two knights. And guess what, the former is laid up at Kiel, and the latter is laid up at Brest! Jerry’s got all his pieces on the back row; nothing is developed at all. So unless Bismarck truly is unsinkable, and has somehow miraculously refloated herself, I don’t think we need put much credence to this report.”
“But we did get one cable saying that Admiral Scheer’s refit was just about complete,” said Atkins. She was the most successful of the German raiders, and since we put a torpedo into the Lutzow the last time she tried to break out, I don’t think the Germans could have her fit for duty anytime soon. So I’m putting my money on Admiral Scheer.”
“Tirpitz would certainly be a surprise if she were out and about,” said Turing. “But I rather tend to agree with you, Atkins. One doesn’t sortie with the Queen before there’s been proper development of the minor pieces. And the minor pieces all appear to be coming apart at the seams these days. If I were the Germans, I’d keep Tirpitz safe and sound for a while. Just the fact that she’s sitting there on the back row is enough to keep Admiral Pound on his toes and give John Tovey a case of indigestion every time the subject comes up. Yes, I rather tend to agree with you. If this contact is anything at all, it would most likely be the Admiral Scheer. Suppose we say so and get a message off to the Admiralty so they will leave us alone for a while and we can have a weekend in the country.”
Young Turing indeed had a brilliant mind, but it didn’t take a genius to put these clues together and determine the ships most likely to be available for duty on the German roster. He would go on to lead the effort at crypto-analysis throughout the war, instrumental in deciphering and breaking the German Enigma code which they used to send and decode signals through a deviously complex machine, a kind of analogue computer with wheels and levers and rods that would all work in a harmony, like the inner workings of a clock, to plot the machinations of war.
Turing had been busy with his own similar machines for some time. He devised clever systems where variables could be represented on a long tape and fed into a machine that could execute instructions and subroutines based on the state of any given variable it was “considering.” It was, in fact, some of the first serious groundbreaking development for digital computers, a device he came to call his “universal machine.”
“Mark my words,” he had told Atkins one day while they were working on it. “These machines will do everything for us in time. Imagine an infinite memory capacity obtained in the form of an infinite tape like this, with a symbol for everything that matters printed out on these little squares. Why, it could do anything, anything we told it to do.”
“Everything that matters, Alan? I’m not sure you could possibly manage that, but I suppose you’ll try. Just be sure we’re the ones doing the telling in that story. I’d hate to think what might happen in a world where these things have a mind of their own.”
“Don’t worry about that,” said Turing. “They can only know what we tell them to know, and it’s just a mechanism, Atkins, like a clock—only it will tell us much more than the simple time of day. Yes, it will have an intelligence about it, not a conscious intelligence, mind you. There’s no heart or soul in the thing. That’s our part. The logic and intelligence of this machine will just help us to better use our own. After all, it’s intelligence that will eventually win this war, not the bombs in and of themselves, but knowing where to drop them. That’s the main thing, right?”
Little did he know that the children of his genius would one day defeat the greatest human chess master alive, and that they were already hard at work that same day, aboard a ship he would have a most difficult time placing on his chessboard or fitting into the equations chalked on his blackboard.
~ ~ ~
Kirov had sailed west away from Jan Mayen, and then turned southwest towards the Denmark Strait on the 1st of August. Radar man Rodenko watched with amusement as the two British ships, Adventure and Anthony, scurried away.
The Admiral had the ship steaming quietly at about twenty knots, just enough to stay ahead of the oncoming weather. They had a long three day cruise at that speed if they were to run the Denmark Strait down into the North Atlantic. Karpov wanted to increase speed to thirty knots and get out quickly, but the Admiral thought it best to give the junior officers time take in the news of what happened and prepare them for the action that might lie ahead. In doing so he sacrificed some advantage of speed and surprise in order to secure his ship and put it on the best possible footing.
“When we turn south we will be sailing into unfriendly waters,” he said. “The men need to know what has happened, and that we may be facing combat situations in short order. It needs time.”
So later that day he had gathered his senior officers and junior petty officers and made a formal announcement concerning their situation. It took some time, and a great deal of explanation, but eventually the loyalty of the crew led them to accept what the Admiral was telling them, and believe his assurances that this was not an exercise any longer. Petty officers were told to keep the news quiet in the rank-and-file ratings. “In time we will bring them all to this table,” he said, “yet for now, I rely on you as leaders, and advise discretion.” Anyone with questions or a serious problem was advised to go and see the Doctor.
“When will we be going home, sir?” one man asked, voicing a question that was surely in the minds and hearts of all gathered.
The Admiral was going to say that they would soon find a way back, but he did not. Instead he just took hold of the man by the shoulder, in an almost gentle way, and he said: “I cannot tell you that with any certainty yet. And it may be that we will never see home again. That’s the truth of it, because we still have no real idea how this happened, or why we are here. I owe you all this truth, and I ask you to help me carry it. It is a heavy burden for any one man, but together, if fate is on our side, we will pull through.”
The words had exactly the effect he intended. He gave them the only thing they really had now—each other, strengthening that invisible, yet unbreakable bond that all soldiers and sailors feel for their comrades in arms. It was enough.
As the news began to slowly spread through the ship, some men laughed off the proposition, others sat with distant, fearful eyes, still others lingered a little longer at the officer’s mess hall leaning close in small groups of two or three, whispering with one another. Digesting this was worse than the beef that would come out of a bad tin on a cold winter’s day. Eventually, however the men realized there was nothing they could really do about the situation other than to man their stations and fulfill their daily duties about the ship. Those with doubts about the story quietly hoped time would prove them right. Others were seen lingering over wrinkled notepaper, writing letters that would never be mailed, pulling pictures out of their wallets and staring at the faces of loved ones they may never see again.
Yet when Orlov would make the daily rounds with a couple of pale faced starshina (petty officers) beside him, things seemed much the same as always. For some men the only disappointment was that they weren’t turning about to return to Severomorsk, and for others, young starshina fresh out of the academy, the sudden prospect of an Atlantic cruise seemed very appealing. There is a thirst for discovery on most young men, and for sailors that goes double.
Later in the day, Rodenko noted a distant airborne contact headed their way.
“Con, radar reports airborne contact, bearing one-one-zero, range 226 kilometers at approximately 10,000 feet, inbound at 180 KPH.”
“Another of your museum pieces, Mister Fedorov?” said the Admiral.
“More than likely it’s another Fulmar, sir. The British will use them to extend their aerial radar coverage out in front of a task force like this. I would not be at all surprised to learn that those carriers have turned about and are now approaching our position. Once the British get wind of something they will be fairly diligent in pursuing it.”
“We should not allow that contact to re-acquire our position,” said Karpov. “We will lose the element of surprise altogether.”
The Admiral sighed, nodding. It was beginning, he thought. Those first rounds from the 100mm cannon on the nose of the ship were just the opening tapping of a drum heralding the overture that was now about to commence. He had been listening to his ship this last day like a conductor might listen backstage to his orchestra as it tuned before the concert. All the various instruments were quietly playing and tuning themselves, still abuzz with the news he had given them. Yet he saw how his officers gathered them into smoothly functioning groups again, like the first violin sounding the ‘A.’ It was not long before the discordant notes soon fell into harmony again, and the ship continued on, carrying out its daily evolutions with smooth efficiency. Now it was time to step on stage. The curtain was about to rise.
“Mister, Fedorov,” the Admiral turned to his navigator. “What is the range of the radar the British would be using on that plane?”
Fedorov had to reach for a well thumbed volume on his desk, quickly looking up the information in the index. “160 kilometers at best, depending on conditions, sir.”
“Will they see us through our ECM jamming?”
Fedorov slapped his forehead, suddenly remembering. “We’ll be jamming all the wrong frequencies, sir! All our equipment is set to oppose modern day radar sets. We’ll have to re-calibrate to lower frequencies…” He had his nose back in the book again, his finger tracing down the fine print. “The wavelength would be around 7.5 meters.”
“Mister Rodenko?”
Rodenko was already working his board. “I’ll need to make some adjustments,” he said quickly. 7.5 meters was at VHF in the range of 30 to 300 Megahertz. Some of his equipment no longer even included dial positions at those wavelengths, as they had not been used for radar signals for many years. Rodenko was working his T-181 data reception unit, and he could see that these adjustments would take some time. He put two men on the job, somewhat angry that they had not considered this probability earlier. “We’ll need some time, sir,” he reported.
“I trust there is nothing wrong with your MR-90 radars?” Karpov was referring to the ships medium range air defense guidance radar sets for the ship’s SA-N-92 Surface to Air Missile systems, (SAMs).
“Of course not,” said Rodenko. “But that SAM will only range out 30 to 90 kilometers depending on the elevation of the target. Can they see us before that?”
“Very likely,” said Fedorov. “That old radar was one of the longest range sets deployed in the war, out to 100 nautical miles. I am sorry we did not consider this.”
“Don’t worry, Mister Fedorov,” said Volsky. “We will adjust the equipment in time. For the moment, however, we will just have to use our long range SAM systems. Perhaps we can discourage this plane with a near miss detonation.”
“We would have seen the plane earlier if we had one of the KA-40 helos up,” Karpov admonished.
“True,” said the Admiral, “but how much aviation fuel do you think we are carrying, Captain? We should use our helicopters judiciously. Remember, we are going to also have to consider the German U-boats. They may think we are a British ship, yes? In effect, we are at war with everybody, the British, Americans and Germans alike. And these U-boats are very quiet, as Mister Tasarov will attest.”
“When submerged and operating on battery power they will be difficult to hear on passive sonar,” said Tasarov. “Even the Americans could not find some of our old diesel submarines on occasion.”
“Very well, we were caught unprepared at the outset, but when Mister Rodenko sorts out his equipment we will neutralize this British radar. For now…”
“Contact range one-eight-zero.” said Rodenko. “We can engage with the S-300s in a few minutes. They range out to 150 kilometers.” These missiles would streak out at a blistering speed exceeding Mach 6.0 and deliver a large 150kg warhead if it got anywhere near the target, sending a hail of withering shrapnel in all directions. They were so accurate that they could even be used against short range ballistic missiles.
If he fired, the Admiral had little doubt that he could shoot this plane down, yet he hesitated, a strange thought entering his mind, the echo of his good friend Dr. Zolkin’s warning. Who was the pilot? Did he survive this war, or was he one of the thousands that perished in the conflict? Was he married? Would he have sons after the war, and who would they be? If he killed this man, how many others might never be born in the years stretching out from this day forward? He realized this was war, yet he might not simply be extinguishing a single life here, but whole generations that would follow this man into the future. Yet it was impossible to know any of this, and an agonizing and debilitating torture to consider it all at a moment like this. He had to act.
“Contact approaching 150 kilometers,” said Rodenko. “They’ll have us on their radar soon, sir.”
“Mister Samsonov,” he said quietly. “Activate our long range air defense system and target the contact with a single S-300 and fire.”
“Aye, sir.” Samsonov had not the slightest inkling of regret or recrimination in his mind. He was a naval gladiator, trained to react and fight in the split second time spans of modern combat. It was as if he was no more than a human extension of the ship itself, one that could simply hear and execute the orders he received. He toggled his Air Defense System on, enabled the forward battery and pressed the button to fire a single missile. There was a loud warning claxon, and then they saw the missile fire and streak away, climbing loudly up at an amazing rate of speed to vanish in the low overhead cloud cover seconds later.
~ ~ ~
Over a hundred kilometers away, Fulmar N4029 of 800 Squadron off the carrier Furious had just noted a contact on their radar set. Lieutenant James Beardsley called it out to the pilot, Lt. Seymour Burke. “Looks like we’ve got her,” he said. “I’ll get a message off.” He began keying in the sighting through his code set…. ‘Contact bearing two-nine-two, speed 20, course—’
At that moment the pilot saw something oddly out of place in the gray sky ahead of him, yet before he could even think to consider what it was the object flashed up through a bank of clouds and seemed to leap at the plane. “My god!” His instinctive prayer was cut short, along with his flying mate’s contact signal when the S-300 ignited its warhead and literally blew the Fulmar fighter to pieces.
Burke and Beardsley were dead. They were supposed to have flown off Furious this very day, escorting a flight of Albacore torpedo bombers in to strike the German occupied harbor at Petsamo on the North Cape of Norway. There they were to meet a group of German Me-109 fighters lying in wait and sustain damage that would see them ditch their plane at sea six miles off the coast. They would have been spotted, alive in a dinghy, by one of the Albacores they had been escorting, but they were never seen again, and were listed as KIAs a few days later.
So Admiral Volsky’s worrisome thoughts about them were of no consequence, though he could not have known that when he gave the order to fire. Burke and Beardsley had met their rendezvous with death after all, yet in a way neither of them could ever have imagined possible. All that was denied them were those last cold hours alone together in their dinghy on the frigid Arctic Sea, the hope they may have clung to in those first frantic moments as they struggled to inflate their raft, the words and thoughts they may have exchanged with one another, and the long, freezing death they most likely endured when they finally realized that there was no ship coming for them on that that grim morning. Instead they vanished from the continuum in a flash of violence with scarcely a second to know what had happened to them. Their lives had been checked off as scheduled on the ledger of Fate. Time was balancing her books.
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“…Men still are men and not the keys of a piano.”

~ Fyodor Dostoevsky
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Chapter 16


August 1–2, 1941
“The message was cut short, sir,” said the signalman. “And we’ve heard nothing more.”
“Nothing more?” Captain Bovell on Victorious considered that for a moment. The plane could have suffered radio failure, or worse, some sort of engine trouble that forced her to ditch. Damn luck if that were the case. There would be no way they could get to the men in time, or even find them now in the wide Arctic seas. And there was no way this plane could have been shot down by the contact—not at that range. He considered the possibility that they may have come upon a German Kondor and exchanged fire, but yet there would have been some notification of that. In the end he decided it had to be a radio outage, and went to inform Admiral Wake-Walker, hoping the plane would find its way home.
“No range was reported on the contact?” asked the Admiral.
“The signal was cut off, sir. But that plane should have been about here when we got this signal.” He pointed to a navigation chart. “And considering its aerial set can range out no more than a hundred miles, on a good day, that would put the contact somewhere here, sir. Perhaps a hundred and fifty miles south by southwest of our present position. That’s well within strike range for the Albacores.”
Designed as a replacement for the older Swordfish torpedo bombers, the Albacore had nearly twice the range of the old “Stringbags” as the Swordfish had been called. With a maximum range of 930 miles, it could strike targets over 300 miles out, using the rule of thumb that an aircraft’s strike range was about a third of its maximum. It was still a bi-plane in design, yet had a metal framework and fuselage and a more powerful and reliable engine.
Yet the Albacores had much to do if they were to ever equal the storied achievements of their older predecessor. The British had used Swordfish in the daring attack on the Italian fleet at Taranto, losing only two planes in exchange for hits on three Italian battleships. A few squadrons of the old Stringbags based on Malta had accounted for 50,000 tons of enemy shipping per month in the Med, and it was a Swordfish off the carrier Ark Royal that eventually put a torpedo into Bismarck’s Achilles heel, damaging her rudders and causing her to steam in fretful circles while the Royal Navy finally closed in for the kill.
“What type of ship was it?” asked Wake-Walker. “I can’t very well send off my squadrons only to find this is a lone commercial steamer.”
“There was no word as to type,” said Bovell. “But we passed it off as a steamer the first time, sir, and Anthony took a punch for that mistake. Thank god there were no casualties.”
The Admiral nodded, thinking that he had been a bit sloppy in this business up until now and wanting to get on top of the situation. He had orders to engage a cruiser, yet only to shadow if this were anything bigger. What was out there? Anthony had been hit by a fairly small caliber gun, enough to warn her off but not enough to do much damage. If this were Tirpitz he could understand why she might refrain from using her big 15 inch guns on a small, fast moving target. If it were Hipper or another cruiser, she might well have fired her 8 inch guns, but apparently did not. Her captain even reported the ship signaled him in English. What was that all about?
The very first report he had on this contact still stuck in his mind. The pilot said he could see no big turrets that would be obvious on a cruiser or anything larger. He did note several smaller guns, and at one point seemed to indicate the ship’s forward deck was covered with cargo hatches. Could this be another fast German commercial raider disguised as a merchant ship? They had been a persistent nuisance, like Raider-C, the German auxiliary cruiser Atlantis. That ship looked like nothing more than a tramp steamer until it opened up with its six 5.9 inch naval guns.
On the other hand, the report from Anthony seemed to suggest this was a fairly large ship, and all those descriptions spoke of the threatening nature of her design and silhouette. He had to make up his mind, and decided if this was commercial traffic, all he had to lose by ordering a strike was a little aviation fuel. Yet if this were a German raider, then he stood to lose very much more if he let her slip away.
“Signal Furious,” he said quietly. “Have them spot an Albacore squadron first thing in the morning. We’ll keep steady on this intercept course and close the range somewhat tonight. Grenfell’s fighters can send out two radar equipped Fulmars to keep watch, but I want them at the extreme range of their equipment. Let’s not lose anyone else until we can coordinate a decent strike plan, and for that we’ll better light. Tomorrow morning we’ll get out there and have a look at this contact with something that can settle the matter if this is a German ship.”
“Very good, sir,” said Bovell. “Up here that won’t be far off. I’ll see that the men are ready.”
~ ~ ~
Just after dawn on August 2nd, Admiral Volsky had little time to wonder what his weapons might do to successive generations. Rodenko’s radars had spotted a substantial incoming contact, twenty four planes inbound at a fairly low altitude.
“It looks like we were too late getting a missile on that first contact,” said Karpov. “They have seen us and this is an obvious strike wave. We should engage it at long-range with the S-300 system as before. They will never know what hit them.”
Admiral Volsky considered that advice, but his thoughts strayed to his ammunition stores. His S-300 missiles were located up front, on the elevated forward prow of the ship, and mounted in vertical launch tubes, sixty-four missiles in all. He had used one to shoot down the enemy radar picket, and if he used the system again now in a normal barrage of sixteen or twenty-four missiles he would expend more than a third of his missile inventory for this battery. Once they were gone the ship would have to rely on its medium-range missile defense, or close in gun systems should they be attacked from the air again.
Modern combat at sea had been compressed into a few violent minutes and seconds where opposing forces would fling their arsenal of missiles at each other, with a decision final enough to end the conflict within the hour. Yet it was not hours, but long days, months, even years ahead for them that he had to think about now. Once these missiles were expended there would be no others to replace them. Yet he could not allow a single one of these planes to launch a torpedo that might have the slightest chance of striking Kirov. Their war had begun in earnest now, and he had little choice but to fire.
“Mister Fedorov was correct,” he said in a low voice. “The British can only assume we are German, and they are acting accordingly. Of course, we will have to defend the ship, but I’m afraid if we keep on this course there will just be more of the same ahead for us.” He shrugged, somewhat disconsolate, then turned to his weapons watch officer. “Mister Samsonov,” he said, his voice intoning an obvious authorization.
Samsonov’s systems could track and target a hundred separate contacts, but considering the large explosive warhead on these missiles, the Admiral decided to limit his outgoing salvo to a barrage of six. If these planes were flying in formation, he might take down several with a single missile.
“Arm six S-300 missiles, Mister Samsonov. Only six,” he repeated. “You may fire when the range is appropriate.”
“Sir, I have seven missiles left in the first module, shall I use them all?”
“Six please. Hold one missile in reserve.”
“Aye, sir,” said Samsonov. “Engaging target in ten seconds.”
He was toggling switches, selecting out his missile bank, and locking in the radar signatures being fed into the Combat Information Center. A moment later he fired. There was a warning claxon and again they watched the nose of the ship ignite in a wash of billowing smoke as missiles catapulted up from their enclosures, ignited their engines and lanced up and away into the gray sky ahead of them.
As before, the British pilots in their old biplane Albacore’s had little time to think when they first caught sight of strange white contrails streaking in toward their position. Nikolin was listening to see if he could pick up any radio communications from the strike group, and clearly heard the voices of men shouting as the missiles struck home. “Bloody hell,” he heard them say. “What in god’s name is that?”
Seconds later Rodenko noted the missiles struck home and sent the signal contacts spiraling off in all directions as if they had thrown a stone into a beehive. The salvo had taken a bite out of the main group of eighteen planes he had been tracking, and of these only eight now remained. The others were dancing about with evasive maneuvers, and a second group had branched off and was now also scattering in all directions. Nikolin could hear them calling to one another, their voices strained and desperate, trying to make sense out of what had happened.
The planes were now about seventy-five miles from Kirov, their crews straining their necks this way that, eyes scanning the gray sea ahead, thinking to see an enemy ship blazing away at them with its antiaircraft guns. Yet the seas were dark and empty, and the pilots were frantically steering their planes into any covering clouds they could get to, unaware of the fact that this made no difference to their fate whatsoever. Kirov was seeing them with other eyes, it’s radars penetrating even the thickest cloud cover to clearly pinpoint their positions on Rodenko’s screens.
“Have the contacts changed heading?” asked the Admiral.
“We’ve shaken them up, sir,” said Rodenko, “but they are still inbound.”
“One more missile, Mister Samsonov,” said the Admiral.”You may finish off that last tube now.”
Samsonov fired, and the last S-300 rocketed away toward the unseen enemy. Minutes later it exploded taking down yet another plane, and the Admiral was pleased to learn this last missile had had the effect desired. Nikolin turned to him, his eyes bright with a smile.
“I believe they’re breaking off, sir,” he said. “I can hear them!”
“Confirmed,” said Rodenko. “They are turning. The contact is moving away from the ship now, outbound on a heading of zero-nine-five. They are still within range, sir.”
“That will be all, Mister Samsonov,” said the Admiral. “Secure the S-300 system and await further orders.”
“Finish them off, Admiral,” said Karpov. “Destroy them now, or they may be back to bother us again.”
Volsky looked at him. “Perhaps, but they will be some time trying to discover exactly what has happened to them just now. I do not think they will bother us again today. Helm, increase speed to thirty knots.”
“Speed thirty knots,” the helmsman replied, and Kirov’s powerful engines increased rotations and churned the seas with a frothing white wake. As she did so one of the escorting Fulmars had a good look at her with its Type 279 Radar, and tapped out a fix on her position, course and speed.
~ ~ ~
What in god’s name was out there, thought Wake-Walker? His 828 Squadron had been cut to pieces. It was worse than that. Of the nine planes in that squadron, only one was left. Three more Albacore in his 827 Squadron had also been destroyed. His first thought was that the strike group had lumbered right over the contact without even seeing it, and had been cut to pieces by lethal and accurate antiaircraft fire. But when the report came in from one of the escorting Fulmars that they still had a reading on the target at a range of seventy-five miles, his mind spun off into confusion.
His strike group was badly shaken, clearly demoralized, broken up, and turning for home. It was apparent that they had no idea what they had encountered. Not one had reported seeing any ship, or any enemy aircraft. Several claimed they saw something streaking in at their planes from below until the whole formation was torn apart by one explosion after another. It was as if the Germans had them bore sighted all along, and were picking them off with some lethal new gun system. Yet not even the fearful eighty-eight millimeter dual-purpose gun could fire seventy-five miles!
What was happening? What in the name of heaven was he stalking now on the gray Arctic seas? As soon as he had recovered the strike wave he went down to the flight deck himself to get first-hand reports from the pilots. The men were still shaken, and he sent them off to the briefing room where he later learned that they had seen nothing whatsoever, nothing except the strange sets of white contrails clawing through the sky. It was as if a great dark Panther had reached out with its paw and gored them, swiping his planes out of the air. His aircraft hangers would be twelve planes short now, and there were a lot of empty chairs in the briefing room. He heard the men trying to explain, yet unable to sort it all out.
“We saw them streaks in the sky, sir,” one said. “Then it was as if we flew right into a storm of steel. Explosions and shrapnel everywhere. The formation was nice and tight, sir, and most of the lads up front were gone in seconds. Blew the hell out of the lead planes, it did. I saw two had their wings cracked right off and bang away they went down into the sea. After that we was all diving for cloud cover and looking for the ship. But there was no ship, sir! I was damn near down on the deck after our dive, and there was nothing I could see in any direction. Maybe it was a submarine, I thought. Could the Germans have some type of new U-boat with flak guns mounted up top, sir?”
“And no sign of enemy aircraft?” the Admiral asked his weary, frightened men.
“No sir,” said Stewart-Moore, the 827 Squadron leader. “No sign of enemy aircraft at all. What could they possibly have out that far anyway, sir? We were well beyond the range of German fighters from Norway, and there’s no Me-109 I ever heard of that could chop us up like that in one pass—not ten of them.”
“Could the Germans be using a rocket, sir?” Captain Bovell knew something of the new rockets being used now in artillery divisions of many armies.
“That’s it!” said Langmore, the leader and odd man out surviving the blast that had devastated his 828 Squadron. “Rockets! They looked for all the world like incoming rockets, but they moved like lightning. Came right in on us as if the damn things had eyes. I was well up above the main body when they hit. Just lucky I suppose, or I’d be in the drink along with all the others. It was horrible, sir.”
The Germans must have some awful new weapon, thought Wake-Walker. Bovell was right. There was no question that it wasn’t a plane, and there were no German flak subs that he had ever heard of. Only a rocket made sense as he pieced together the descriptions from the others. Yet they were still seventy five miles from the contact Grenfell’s Fulmar spotted on radar as the planes turned for home. Seventy five miles? What rocket could travel that distance, and strike with such precision? Could the Germans be experimenting with rocket systems aboard one of their cruisers? He resolved to get word off to the Admiralty as soon as possible.
~ ~ ~
When this intelligence did come in, it created quite a stir. The Admiralty passed it on to Bletchley Park, and asked them to see if they could ferret out anything more on the matter. Then they set their minds to working on exactly what this new weapon could be. Too many cuff stripes around the same question at a table often created what Tovey like to call an “Admiral’s Stew.” When he finally got word of the fate of 828 Squadron off Victorious, he couldn’t imagine what the Germans might be up to.
Home Fleet was a day out of Scapa Flow, steaming west and ready to make their turn northwest to come up on the southern outflow of the Denmark Strait into the Atlantic. It was here that Admiral Holland had stood his fateful watch with Hood and Prince of Wales when Bismarck ran through. And it was here that Tovey would take up his patrol as well.
“Bletchley Park says they think the only ship the Germans might have operational at this time would be the Admiral Scheer,” he said to Brind. “Eleven inch guns? That I can deal with. Rockets with the range and accuracy of this nature? Clearly impossible.”
“Somewhat bewildering,” said Brind. “But consider, sir, most of the German fleet is laid up for refit or repair right now. Suppose they’re all getting fitted out with this new weapon system?”
“My god, Brind. We would’ve heard something about it. Yes, we’ve known the Germans have had an interest in rocketry for years. If these reports are accurate, and this German ship was able to swat down Wake-Walker’s Albacores at a range of seventy-five miles, then this speaks of a highly sophisticated detection system as well. Think of it! The ship would need to spot the incoming squadrons well before they fired. They would have to track them with absolute precision to be able to hit anything at that range. Why, it would be like a sharp shooter knocking a man’s hat off at a range of ten miles! How the world could they make advances of this nature without us knowing about it?”
“The German radar must be better than we realize, sir.”
“That’s well over the horizon, Brind. They would have to have aircraft up with long-range radars to see out that far.”
“Our own type 279 radar is good up to 100 miles under decent conditions. Admiralty suggests they may have a pair of spotter planes up to either side of the ship setting up kind of triangulation. That would improve accuracy considerably if they were reading three signals and somehow managing to coordinate them.”
“Yes I suppose that’s possible, but guiding the rockets in like that? Almost every rocket in use today is unguided, like the Russian Katyushas. This is something altogether new. It changes everything. We’ll have to throw out the book and completely reevaluate the way we operate with our carriers now. If they can cut our torpedo squadrons to pieces like this before they get anywhere near the target, then ships like Victorious and Furious are practically useless as an offensive threat. We can use them as radar pickets and scout detachments, or to provide air cover over our own fleets, but not for very much else. Trying to throw Swordfish torpedo bombers, or even these new Albacore at the enemy is just throwing lives and planes away, not to mention the torpedoes.”
“Then again this could have been the lucky hit, sir. And if Wake-Walker had vectored in his squadrons from different approaches, the Germans might not have been able to track them as well, particularly if they are using some sort of triangulation system.”
“Good point. I suppose only time will tell. But for the moment, it’s beginning to look again like this bloody business is a job for the battleships. They can fling all the ack-ack rockets they want at King George V and they won’t put a scratch on us.”
Brind had another thought. “This may be a wild shot, sir, but what about Graf Zeppelin? It was a converted cruiser, that long forward deck reported on this contact might’ve been a landing strip, it explains how Jerry could have airplanes up triangulating like this, and the biggest gun reported to be on that ship is in the range of the weapon that struck the destroyer Anthony.”
Tovey considered that for some time, and then said: “You might be onto something there, Brind. We’ve heard nothing about Graf Zeppelin, yet we know the Germans have her in the works. You might pass that one on to the Admiralty and see what they think of it. In the meantime, Graf Zeppelin or not, my fourteen inch guns may have something to say about it soon enough.”



Chapter 17


August 3, 1941
Kirov raced south into the Denmark Strait, and behind her a dark, rolling front of bad weather surged in her wake. The British had been chastened, but not put off in the chase. They saw no further aircraft squadrons vectoring in on their position, but did note a single plane popping on and off their screens, a little under a hundred miles out. Admiral Volsky sent up a KA-40 helo to assist their over horizon coverage in the face of the oncoming storm, and they noted the British task force was still bearing on their heading, matching their speed knot for knot. As if anticipating their course, the angle of the enemy approach had change earlier, however, and they managed to cut twenty-five miles off the lead Kirov had for the moment.
They rounded the northernmost headlands of Iceland, and continued southwest, paralleling the distant icy coast of Greenland. With the KA-40 up, Rodenko had a good fix on the shadowing British task force, noting that it had broken into two groups, one out in front slowly gaining on their position, and a second body falling behind.
“What do you make of this?” Admiral Volsky asked Karpov.
“They are deploying a screen,” said the Captain. “They want to make sure they can adequately protect their carriers.”
Fedorov could not help overhearing the conversation, and though he thought it risky to contradict the Captain, he cleared his throat and ventured to speak up. “If I may, sir, we know the exact composition of this task force. It’s been matching our speed for the last six and a half hours now, and we’re running at thirty knots. The only ships in that force that could move out in front like this would be the destroyers, they could make thirty-five or thirty-six knots, which is why that leading group is slowly gaining on us. I believe they may have decided to try and catch us with these fast destroyers, sir. They did the same against Bismarck, detaching destroyers assigned to convoy duty to catch up with her and harass her until the bigger ships could come up.”
“More of those tin cans?” said Karpov. “We should’ve sunk that first destroyer when she came upon us earlier. That would have given them pause.”
“Mister Fedorov has a point,” said Volsky. “Keep an eye on this leading group, Mister Rodenko.”
“They are at the edge of our surface radar coverage now, sir. Unless we keep a KA-40 up I won’t have a good fix on them at this range. But if they do close on our position, I’ll see them in plenty of time. Our difference in speed is no more than five nautical miles per hour. At the rate they are gaining on us they could not pose a threat for quite some time.”
“In that case, I do not think it’s necessary to keep the helicopter airborne. We must conserve aviation fuel whenever possible.”
Kirov, in its original configuration, had used a combination nuclear and steam turbine propellant system. The new ship relied entirely on its nuclear propulsion system, and the space used by the old steam driven turbines had been utilized to add reserve stocks of aviation fuel for the three helicopters. But even this was a finite supply, and the Admiral was looking far ahead in his thinking.
“In the meantime,” said Volsky, “there is another consideration we must discuss. According to Mister Fedorov’s history book the Americans are now taking over garrison duty for the bases on Iceland. They have their flying boat patrol craft at two locations, and there may still be American naval units in this sector as well. I don’t have to remind you that the United States has not yet entered the war, and will not do so for another four months. We must be careful, and do nothing that might prompt them to reconsider their situation.”
“Why should we worry about that?” said Karpov.
“Because at this time Roosevelt is struggling with strong anti-war sentiment within the United States,” said Fedorov. “If we are reported as a new German raider, and we make a direct attack against American ships or planes, that could quickly change the situation. An early entry of the United States in this war would serve to undo your plan, Captain. Suppose the Americans end up getting to Berlin four months early?”
“Thank you, Mister Fedorov,” Karpov said dryly. He resented a junior officer countering him, particularly in front of the Admiral. Fedorov was becoming just a bit too forward, and he decided to have a word with Orlov about him. Then Volsky continued, extending his reasoning as he now saw the situation.
“Very well… the British believe we are a German raider as Mister Fedorov suggests. What else? At this very moment they’re trying to determine what ship we might be, and eventually they will narrow down the list and find the Germans have nothing whatsoever that can do the things they have been observing. They may well be wondering now what could have destroyed their aircraft so easily, and at such range. They’re not stupid, and soon their intelligence system will begin to put the pieces of this puzzle together, just as we did. We had the advantage of longer range detection systems and high-powered HD video. We faced the impossible question first, and eventually realized what had happened. At some point they will do the same. But until that time, we have the considerable advantage of surprise, in more ways than one. They have not yet seen a fraction of what we are capable of doing. I want to keep them in the dark as long as possible. We have played out the Jack, but still hold the Queen, King and Ace close to our chest.”
“And let us not forget the trump cards,” said Karpov. When they see those, there may be very many other things they pause to reconsider.”
“All things in time, Mister Karpov,” said the Admiral. “All things in time. Just remember your bridge game…Never lead into a suit unless you know you can pull their high cards and win.”
~ ~ ~
AboardVictorious, Admiral Wake-Walker could see that his destroyers could not keep up their advance for very much longer. They were simply burning up too much fuel running full out in the ever more difficult seas. But at least they were headed the right direction. The Allied bases and fuel depots of Iceland lay ahead of them at Reykjavík and Hvalsfjord where the Americans were setting up their long range PBY patrol squadrons.
His thinking on exactly what this enemy ship might be had been given a nudge in an unexpected direction when Admiral Tovey sent him a message with Brind’s idea about the German carrier Graf Zeppelin. As far as they knew that ship was still in the dockyards. In fact, naval intelligence believed the Germans had removed many of her AA guns due to a shortage in Norway, where they were now deployed. That thought struck him—what if they were installing these new rockets in their place?
When the Admiralty relayed intelligence that they had finally gotten a clear look at Kiel and found Tirpitz and two other large ships resting quietly in dry-dock, the list of possibilities grew ever narrower. Subsequent photo analysis revealed that the other two ships were indeed the Deutschland class pocket battleships Lutzow and Admiral Scheer.
It was therefore decided to send a long-range reconnaissance bomber to Gotenhaven in the Baltic, where the Germans had towed Graf Zeppelin over a year ago. Much to the surprise of Royal Navy intelligence, the ship was not there! What they did not know, however, was that the Germans had decided to move the ship to Stettin after invading Russia in Operation Barbarossa, in order to safeguard her from possible Russian air attack. Preoccupied with the hunt for the Bismarck at the time, the British failed to pick up the move. The missing carrier therefore seemed to be the only possible ship the Germans could have at sea now, yet they could not understand how they could have completed her so quickly, or why they would risk such a unique and valuable vessel for a solo mission in the Atlantic, particularly without an adequate escort.
Capable of thirty-four knots, Graf Zeppelin clearly had the speed of the unknown contact ahead, which was traveling at a consistent thirty knots. This eliminated Wake-Walker’s ideas about a merchant type raider like Atlantis, which could make no more than eighteen knots at best. And none of the Deutschland class pocket battleships could do better than twenty-eight knots. Furthermore, from time to time Grenfell’s shadowing radar equipped Fulmars had seen what looked like airborne contacts in and around the ship they had been tracking. These clues, and suspicions that the Germans had somehow developed some new defensive anti-aircraft rockets that were used in conjunction with spotter planes, led Royal Navy planners to the conclusion that it was Graf Zeppelin that was now on the loose.
That being the case, Wake-Walker was given the go-ahead for another airstrike with his remaining Albacores. The pilots were none too keen to hear this, but in a preflight briefing it was stressed that they would be making an extreme low level attack, traveling right down on the deck the whole way, and splitting off into multiple groups of four planes each instead of one massed formation as had been the case earlier. With 828 Squadron all bunched together the Germans had managed to get a bull’s-eye with their new weapon system, taking out the heart of the squadron in one stunning blow.
This time the planes would fly very low, and would be widely dispersed. And to improve their chances of getting in close without being spotted, they were also going to make their approach in darkness, attacking in the early dawn. It was the most difficult assignment the aircrews had been given, especially after they had seen what had happened the last time out. But with stiff upper lips, they buckled down, mounted their aircraft and were assembled over Force P a half hour before dawn, late on August 3, 1941.
Wake-Walker was going to throw everything he had at the Germans this time. With the range closed to 125 miles, he would send nine Albacore from 817 Squadron, and another nine Swordfish from 812 Squadron off the Furious. 800 Squadron would send out all nine of its Fulmars with bombs as well, just in case the Germans had modified Me-109s aboard their suspected carrier. If they met fighter opposition they could jettison their bombs and engage—if German air cover was minimal, they could go in as makeshift dive bombers.
From his own flagship, Victorious, Walker could send only ten remaining Albacore and a half dozen Fulmar fighters. The fighters had the toughest assignment, for they were going to go in at much higher altitude in an attempt to further spoof the enemy radar. In effect, they were hoping to decoy the German rockets, allowing the torpedo bombers to skim in low and get some hits. Only their agility might allow then to pull that off without severe losses if the rockets were as accurate as they were the first time.
It was a remarkable plan considering all the unknowns in the situation, but was typical of the elasticity, flexibility, and determination of the Royal Navy. Force P had a bone to pick with this phantom German raider, and they intended to get even. The flight deck crews flagged off the last of the fighters and watched as the torpedo planes all dropped low heading away to the southwest, skimming over the crests of the fitful sea. Meanwhile the fighters climbed high and were soon lost in the gray cloud cover, the faces of the pilots set and grim, knowing they could now be flying their last mission.
~ ~ ~
AboardKirov, Admiral Volsky was sleeping in his cabin, getting some well-deserved rest while Captain Karpov stood the watch on the bridge. Rodenko, too, had been relieved by a junior officer, Fedorov had retired for the night, and Orlov was down in the wardroom kibitzing with the Junior officers. Samsonov was still at his post, and would be for another two hours before he was scheduled for relief. Tasarov was gone, as the threat from submarines did not require his particular attention with the ship running at thirty knots. A relief officer manned his post.
First Lieutenant Yazov was leading Rodenko’s station with a number of junior starshini at the eight workstations there when he noted something unusual on his screen. “Con, radar contact, airborne, altitude 10,000 feet, speed 240 KPH, now bearing on our position—multiple contacts, sir. I have fifteen separate targets, and they are dispersing.”
Karpov had been dozing quietly in the in the command seat, but was suddenly awake. He leapt off the chair and went to look at the scope himself, hovering over Yazov for a few minutes until he determined that this must be another inbound enemy strike wave. They’re trying to slip one in on us, he thought.
“Mister Samsonov, activate air defense systems at once.”
“S-300s, sir?”
Karpov thought for a moment, his mind racing, and he was interrupted once more by the young lieutenant Yazov who now spotted several groups of additional inbound aircraft, flying low and slow, and dispersing in a wide arc as they approached Kirov’s position. The Captain had to think quickly.
“Give me the Klinok ADF system.” He was referring to the NATO coded SA-N-92 Gauntlet missile system for air defense firefights. With its electron guided integrated beam radar, each missile was a fire and forget weapon that could acquire and track targets independently. The system was also a multichannel missile defense, capable of tracking several targets simultaneously at all altitudes and speeds, and if one target was destroyed, the missiles had the ability to redirect themselves at the next available target. It’s launch and reload intervals were quick enough to respond to any situation, and it had a high immunity to jamming and other electronic countermeasures. The only liability was a shorter range out to about forty-five kilometers at normal altitudes. And of course its overall effectiveness would be limited by its ammunition inventory, in this case 128 missiles in all.
“Sound general quarters, sir?” said Samsonov.
“Not yet,” Karpov smiled. “They’ll wake up soon enough. Monitor those contacts closely, Yazov. Notify me at fifty kilometer intervals.”
“Sir, inbound contacts at one-zero-zero, and closing.”
“Shouldn’t we notify the Admiral?” said Samsonov, a look of concern on his thick features.
Karpov put a hand on his shoulder pointing at his combat systems. “Keep your nose here, Samsonov. No need to bother Volsky. Let him sleep. You and I will swat this air strike down as easily as we did the last one. It will be over before the Admiral can get his britches on. We will fire in salvos of eight missiles each. Configure your system accordingly. Mister Yazov will feed you your initial targeting data.”
They waited until Yazov reported the leading contacts at fifty kilometers, and Karpov gave Samsonov his orders. “Sound general quarters, and then fire your first salvo immediately, Samsonov.”
“Aye, sir”
The quiet of the ship was broken by the jangling alarm and the sharp, tearing sound of the missile defense battery firing. The Gauntlet system was deployed on the aft deck, just forward of the helicopter landing pad, with four missile bays on either side of the ship. A vertical launch system like the S-300s, the missiles were ejected by catapult before igniting their engines to rapidly climb before leveling off to engage their active radars. By the time Samsonov fired the incoming British pilots and planes were forty kilometers out and ready to run the gauntlet. The next twenty minutes would be the most harrowing moments of their lives.
~ ~ ~
A couple of Fulmars from 809 Squadron were out in front, and Lieutenant Miller was the first to see the bright flashing lights racing up through the pre-dawn sky. “Look there, Les,” he thumbed as he called out the sighting to his tactical officer, Leslie Barrow. “The Germans have wind of us!”
“See any planes?” Barrow was craning his neck to look for German spotter planes or Me-109s, but saw nothing. By the time he turned his gaze again on the oncoming rockets they were perilously close, bearing in as if they had some magnetic attraction to his plane.
“Oh! Lookout now—” It was the last thing Miller said before a missile exploded very near his plane, its small 15 kilo warhead just enough to deliver a deadly shower of razor sharp shrapnel which tore his wing apart. Another Fulmar was suddenly “lit up” and the remaining planes quickly tipped their wings over and sped off into steep dives in the hopes of evading the rockets. For one pilot, the maneuver worked when the missile targeting his plane was unable to respond quick enough and make the turn to catch him. It simply moved on to another target. For another, transfixed by the oncoming rocket, his only thought was to fire his forward machine guns all out and, amazingly, he scored a hit, knocking the missile down before it could kill him. Another fell into a steep dive, aghast to see a second group of rockets streaking by below his plane, like a school of angry sharks smelling blood in the water as they vectored in on other targets.
Karpov had selected the perfect reprisal for a widely dispersed air attack like this. To the missile system, the high altitude fighters seemed like the primary incoming strike planes, and the low, slow Albacore torpedo bombers were much like sea skimming cruise missiles they might have launched. The missiles could handle either target type with ease. Some lanced up to strike the fighters, others sliced through the darkness until they were on top of the Albacores, then fell upon them, knocking down one plane after another.
827 Squadron off Victorious got hit particularly hard. Bond’s plane was blown apart, the debris vanishing into a swelling wave with a smoky hiss. McKendrick took it in the rightmost wing and went cart wheeling into the angry sea. Turnbull swooped low, banking suddenly to avoid a great wave and managed to fool the first rocket bearing down on him, yet another behind it found his plane and blew off his tail and half the rear fuselage. The shark-like missiles were having a feeding frenzy, and Olsen gaped in amazement, seeing one rocket maneuver sharply in a tight turn to leap after another hapless, lumbering Albacore. Greenslade went down next, then Miles. Only Olsen remained, shaken and stunned by what he had seen when the last of the rockets had finally flashed by. Five of the ten planes in 827 Squadron were gone within minutes. Three others would also die before they ever set eyes on their target.
It was much the same with 817 Squadron off the Furious. Squadron leader Sanderson had his nine Albacores in three groups of three planes each when the rockets came for them. Lee’s plane was an instant fireball, and Gorrie and Train went the same way. The other two flights split up and were frantically skipping over the crests of the waves, so low now that the spay and foam of the sea obscured one pilot’s vision and he plowed right into an oncoming wave. Two planes escaped. Sanderson died when a rocket actually struck a wave and exploded right in front of him, sending a rain of hot shrapnel rattling against his plane, shattering his wind screen and killing him instantly. Another had his top wing blown clean off by the high splinter penetration shrapnel of the missile warhead. He pulled hard on the stick in the hopes of avoiding the sea only to have a second rocket detonate itself right in front of the exposed belly of his plane and sheer it apart as though it had been struck with a thousand whirling razors.
The action could be seen three miles away by the frightened pilots of 812 Squadron. This was the only section of the attack that had not yet been targeted, for 812 was flying in nine of the older Swordfish torpedo bombers. The ‘old Stringbags’ seemed lost in the clutter of the wave tops, their canvass fuselage and wings wet with sea spray, but much more difficult to detect. Yet they watched, horror stricken, as the sky was lit up with the fiery trails of the rockets, their long white contrails just beginning to catch the light of dawn. The pilots all split up, banking and veering through the waves.
Wilkenson, Baker and Cross were out in front, and soon they saw what looked like a distant shadow on the far horizon. Eager to spot the possible target, Cross pulled his Swordfish up to gain some altitude, and it was only that unwise maneuver that enabled the young Lieutenant Yazov to get a fix on the Swordfish group.
Aboard Kirov, Yazov shouted out a sudden warning. “Con, new contact, 10 kilometers out and closing! Feeding target to CIC.” He had been so busy tracking on the other contact groups that he had not seen the signal winking in and out of resolution on his screen—the old Stringbags flying low and slow, and scarcely noticed in the heat of his very first live combat trial.
Samsonov had been firing his underdeck missile modules in pairs, with four missiles each for a barrage of 8 as Karpov had directed. Yet he knew that, within minutes, this new contact would be inside the minimum acquisition range of his system, and so he quickly redirected one module at this new threat. The missiles barely had time to turn and acquire after being catapulted out of their vertical launch tubes, inclining and igniting their engines to rocket away from the ship. Only two of the four found targets. Knocking down Jones and Heath. The other planes forged on until they had closed to three kilometers range.
“Tally ho!” Shouted one pilot over his radio when he spotted the ship ahead. Yet it looked nothing whatsoever like an aircraft carrier. As Maughan, Kindell and Sinclair steered their flight of three Swordfish in, Kirov responded with a lethal new evolution of its air defense system.
A unique feature of the new Gauntlet system was its close integration with a 30mm Gatling gun mount adjacent to each missile bank, one on each side of the aft quarter of the ship. This system automatically engaged and locked on to the oncoming Swordfish when missile lock was not obtained. The computer controlled barrels swung around to bear on the targets, jerked up and down briefly, then rattled off a withering burst of 30mm shells that literally tore the first plane to pieces. It was as if a kite had been blasted by buckshot at close range, riddled with so many holes that it could no longer have any structure.
Maughan was dead, and Kindell reflexively pulled his torpedo lever just as the Gatling gun targeted his plane and fired. The torpedo fell away and his plane, lightened by a considerable measure, surged up causing the rain of lethal rounds to shoot right through the gap where both plane and torpedo had once been. His torpedo hit the waves and began its run in toward the enemy ship as he banked away, elated, his mind bent only on getting home now. Yet the Gauntlet’s 30mm gun adjusted quickly, jerked to re-aim, and fired another burst, striking the plane as it turned and tearing off both wings on the left side. The Swordfish flopped down into the icy sea with a hard splash that knocked the pilot and his mates senseless. Five seconds later the deadly gun system had extinguished Sinclair’s plane as well. But Kindell’s torpedo ran true.
“Torpedo in the water!” a crewman shouted aboard Kirov.
Karpov ran to the forward view screen, seizing his field glasses and jerking them up to try and spot the torpedo wake, but he could see nothing in the churning seas.
Of all weapons ever directed against a ship at sea, a torpedo was the most feared. It’s lethal silence as it vectored in, largely invisible beneath the sea, and its considerable power to penetrate and tear open a ship’s hull made it a fearsome foe. The British Type XII fish was eighteen inches in diameter with 388 pounds of TNT for a warhead. It was running at just under 40 knots speed, but its intent was not to strike the ship’s hull. Instead it sank to its assigned depth of 32 feet to run beneath the target ship where its Magnetic Pistol, called a Duplex Coil Rod, would detect the enemy hull and explode the torpedo beneath the ship’s vulnerable bottom. The detonation was capable of lurching the ship violently upwards and literally breaking its keel.
Karpov was frantic when he could not see the torpedo’s wake. “Countermeasures!” he yelled, and Samsonov fired a barrage of decoys, hoping to spoof the torpedo. But it was too dumb to be fooled. It was not homing on the target with any active detection capability, but merely running on the course it had been given when launched. It ran true, right at Kirov, and Karpov’s eyes widened when he finally saw the telltale ripple of surface bubbles approaching dead amidships. It was too late to take further action.
“Brace for impact!” he shouted, seizing hold of the vertical steel beam near the view screen. The torpedo ran right under the battlecruiser, and continued on without its magnetic pistol firing at all. Whether it was due to the special anti-magnetic quality of Kirov’s hull, or to the inherently faulty and unreliable performance of the British Magnetic Pistol, Kindell’s desperate attack would count for naught. Samsonov had ceased firing his Gauntlet missiles, and the only sound now was the final deep growl of the system’s 30mm Gatling gun as it tore apart the last of the Swordfish. Falkner, Walthall and Waters were dead as well, their torpedoes never finding the sea.
The cold water roused Kindell from his stupor, and he struggled in the wreckage of the plane, seeing his gunner and mate shot through and slumped lifelessly in the rear seats. For one brief moment he caught a glimpse of Kirov before it ceased firing, saw the last four rockets roaring away with tails of fire, heard the deep snarl of the Gatling gun that had cut his plane to bits. It was not a carrier, but something vastly more threatening in design and shape. Its sleek prow sliced through the kelp green sea as it sped away, its battlements crowned with odd shaped domes and moving concave disks, gleaming with luminescent lights. It seemed, for all the world, like a great mechanized behemoth, with death and destruction as its only aim.
“What are you?” he rasped out with his final breath. “What in bloody hell are you?”



Chapter 18


August 3, 1941
Admiral Wake-Walker was listening to the strident calls of his pilots on radio as the squadrons went in. When the fighters out in front pushed on through to close to within 50 kilometers of their target, he hoped the Germans had been unable to react in time to coordinate their defense. Yet just minutes later they were engaged by the new enemy rocket AA barrage, and with deadly effect. Two, then three Fulmars were downed, the others broken up and maneuvering wildly to avoid the barrage of rocketry thrown up by the enemy. What was this new weapon? How could it range out so far from the mother ship like this? He was astounded, yet placed all his hopes on the low flying torpedo bombers, thinking they would get through for certain now that the Germans had taken the bait and fired at the overhead fighter cover instead.
Seconds later he heard his own 827 Squadron yelling out a warning, and it was soon clear that they were fighting for their lives. They called out warnings, cursed and exclaimed, their voices laced with an emotion he could only describe as awe. And they were dying. One by one his Albacore were lit up by the enemy rockets and taken down into the icy sea. When the same frantic calls came in from 817 Squadron off the Furious, Captain Bovell, tensely at his side the whole time, could bear it no more.
“For God’s sake, get them out of there!”
The Admiral’s jaw was set, his emotions tightly controlled. For a moment it sounded like the 812 Squadron was breaking through to the target. He heard one pilot call out the charge with a ‘Talley ho!’ but all was chaos after that. He toggled a switch and sent an order down to the strike controller in communications. “Abort, abort! Get the men out!” Yet he was too late. Kirov’s missiles and Gatling guns were finishing off the last intrepid flyers of 812 Swordfish Squadron, and Kindell’s torpedo, the only weapon fired at the target, was already running out to sea, an errant lance gone astray until its propellant was exhausted and it slowly settled to the bottom.
An hour later he got confirmation from the returning planes. They had again flown into a hailstorm of enemy rocketry, and of the forty-three planes he had massed for the attack only eleven returned: five Albacore and six Fulmar Fighters that had been following behind and bugged out early after that first rocket salvo. The Admiral signaled that all planes should land on his flagship, Victorious.
When finally recovered, the survivors gathered in the briefing room with their heads low, faces drawn and strained, the shock of the battle still on them. None of the Swordfish came home, yet one of the Fulmars, miraculously spared by the enemy fire, described the gallant, wave-top charge they made at the distant enemy ship, cheering them on as they went in, yet seeing them blown to pieces, only one getting close enough to launch its torpedo. With other yellow white tracks of rockets arcing up in his direction, he turned sharply and dove, eventually running home at low altitude to escape.
“Same as last time, sir,” said a rear seat crewman. “Before you could say ‘knife’ they were cutting us to pieces. We never got a fair crack of the whip at them, sir.”
“Thank you, gentlemen,” said Wake-Walker, shaking each man’s hand. “Damn bloody business, this. Yet that was the bravest thing I think I’ve ever seen, and this was entirely my fault. You did all that could possibly be expected of you, and more.”
An hour later he got a signal off to the Admiralty informing them that his air strike had failed, with heavy casualties. “New enemy air defense system too formidable,” he sent. “Will shadow and attempt surface engagement, if possible.”
~ ~ ~
Admiral Tovey got the news from his Chief of Staff Brind at mid-day on the 3rd of August. He was steaming due west aboard the veteran battleship King George V, on his best course to intercept the enemy raider should they hold their present course and speed. The news that Wake-Walker and his carriers could not even close on the target was somewhat disturbing.
“They’ve pulled a fast one on us, Brind,” he said. “This new rocket AA defense could change the war. It’s put Wake-Walker and his carriers right on their back foot. My God, thirty-one planes down in under ten minutes time! They got off one bloody torpedo, but no hits were observed. Walker says his boys were in it up to their hatbands and barely got out alive. If the Germans manage to mount these new rockets on their fighter planes do you realize what they could do to our bombers?”
Brind nodded, his face etched with concern. “Wake-Walker’s carriers are not much good to us now, sir. He’s consolidated what was left of his Squadrons on Victorious, and is detaching Furious to sail for Scapa Flow. We’ll get her another air wing, but I can’t see that it will do us much good under these circumstances. They can serve as scouts, provide fleet air defense, lay mines, but as offensive weapons they are pretty much a liability now.”
“Odd thing about this…” Tovey was obviously perplexed. “I’m sure it must have been bandied about at the Admiralty as well. If Jerry has this new weapon system, and can mount it on a warship like this, then why haven’t they used it anywhere else? It could be set up for airfield defense, port defense. My God, they’ve got over a thousand AA guns protecting Brest, and we send Coastal Command and RAF squadrons in there week after week against high value targets like Scharnhorst and Gneisenau with nary a whisper of these new rockets.”
“Perhaps it’s still in the offing, sir,” Brind suggested. “This may be the first application of the technology. Graf Zeppelin may be the test run for naval systems, and we could very well see it deployed, as you point out, for land based defense as well.”
“God help us if that turns out to be the case,” said Tovey. “It would completely neutralize Bomber Command. In the meantime, rockets or not, I’ve got ten 14 inch guns on this ship. Our task now is to bring this rogue to heel, just as we did Bismarck. Any developments?”
“Wake-Walker is still trailing the contact, sir. Apparently the Germans loitered in the vicinity of Jan Mayen for a few days before they put on speed and ran south for the Denmark Strait. Its all of a thousand miles from their first reported position near Jan Mayen before they get down and out into the Atlantic. That delay allowed Wake-Walker to get back in the game, sir. Though given what has happened to his squadrons, I’m sure he’s had his regrets about that. At the moment, he’s got his destroyers out in front creeping up on Jerry, but if they can’t catch up soon they’ll have to make for Reykjavík to refuel. The rest of Force P is with the carriers, cruisers Suffolk, Devonshire, and one destroyer. Those ships might be able to deal with Graf Zeppelin, but they can’t catch her if she keeps on at 30 knots. So we’ll have to be ready to intercept her after she transits the Denmark Strait. We’ve moved Vian’s group into the Faeroes Gap with two cruisers and two destroyers, designated Force K. They’ll be northeast of our position by now and keep watch there if the enemy turns in that direction. If the Germans keep on their present heading, however, then we may have something to do for your big guns in another…sixteen hours or so.”
“Let them try that damnable Ack-Ack fireworks on my main armor belt,” said Tovey. “We’ll shrug them off and then deal with this carrier the old fashioned way.”
“Yet we’ll have to plan for the possibility that they may have modified Stukas aboard,” said Brind.
“Yes, strange that there was no counter strike mounted by the Germans against Wake-Walker’s carriers. He says they’ve picked up obvious airborne contacts near the surface vessel on radar, but haven’t really laid eyes on a German plane. Perhaps they only have a very few aircraft aboard for search and target spotting, insufficient to challenge our own carriers air defense fighter group. I do note that none of our strike planes spotted any enemy fighters. They seem to be relying entirely on these new rockets.”
“Right, sir.”
“Well, we may not have that wizard’s bag of tricks, but there’s nothing wrong with our flack guns either.” Tovey was justifiably angry. “And this business with the Prime Minister,” he said. “Can’t he be persuaded to postpone this meeting?” The Admiral had only recently learned that the “official visit” involving Prince of Wales was a transport mission leaving Scapa Flow very shortly to ferry Churchill to Newfoundland for a secret meeting with the American President Roosevelt. “Nice of them to finally give us notice!” he said, frustrated.
“I’ve asked the War Cabinet to reconsider. But Winston won’t hear of it. He’s dead set on this meeting. Wants to make his best pitch for American entry into the war. God knows we could use the help.”
“Well, if he can pull that off then I suppose we can get him there and back again in one piece. I can’t imagine we’ve anything to be too concerned about. Graf Zeppelin may be good at taking pot shots at our antiquated torpedo bombers, but let them try that with Prince of Wales.”
Brind was quiet for a moment. Then he said, ”They surprised us when Hood went down, sir. Now this…”
Tovey took his point well enough. He sighed, weary with the day already. “Yes… well given the present situation, we’ll have to tie our shoes on this one smartly, Brind. No sense mixing the Prime Minister into the brew here. Let’s make damn sure we stop this German raider straight away, and keep Prince of Wales out of this business.”
“That we will, sir,” said Brind.
~ ~ ~
Aboard Kirov Admiral Volsky had convened another meeting to sort out what had happened. He was angry on several counts. He had been sleeping fitfully in his cabin, his mind running over the scant information he had gleaned from Fedorov’s books concerning this Atlantic Charter. What to do about it? He could sail Kirov down and board the KA-226 to fly in and join the meeting if he wished, but what would he say there?
He had been ruminating on the matter in his bunk, taking a few brief moments of rest, though his mind was heavy with thought. The implications of this course weighed heavily on him now. If he did attempt to join the meeting, it would soon be clear that the mysterious ship confounding the Allies was a Russian Navy vessel, yet possessing weapons and capabilities unlike any other ship in the world. How would Churchill and Roosevelt react? Would they embrace him as a potential ally, forgive the fog of war that had set them as enemies? If so, they would most certainly want to know more about his ship and its formidable new weapons, yes? They would then come to see Kirov as a possible foil against the Germans; a means of bringing the war to a sure and swift end. How could he explain his presence there? Surely they would press him for information on the new weapon systems they had observed in action.
If he passed himself off as a contemporary, he might try and convince them that Russia possessed this awesome new technology at this very moment. They would have to believe the evidence of their own eyes, yes? But in this instance he would present himself as just another man of their era, not a superman from another world.
What if he should he tell them the truth—that he had come from a far distant future, bemused, bewildered and lost. If he did so he could then wield the awesome power of his foreknowledge as yet another weapon. Would they believe him? Could they accept the same impossible scenario he had been forced to acknowledge? And if they did believe him, they would surely realize that his knowledge of the outcome of the war, and the history that lay ahead, was the most terrible and potent weapon of all. It would take them years to try and reverse engineer his missiles or comprehend the intricate nature of the ship’s computer systems. But the old platitude that ‘knowledge was power’ would surely prevail. How could they let him blithely lecture them and then calmly board his helicopter to fly away again with such knowledge in his head?
Once in their grasp, he might be treated as an honored guest for a time while they tried to learn all they could from him. He would have power in that event, but what demands could he make of America and Britain—to behave themselves and treat his Mother Russia like a true brother in arms after the war? He knew in his bones that there was no way he could throw in with the Allies against Germany in this war. They would smile, and dissemble, and ask a question here and there as they tried to ferret out the secret of Kirov’s incredible technology, and the unseen pathways that lay ahead in time.
What, would he tell the Americans, that they must not open a second front in Europe and allow the Soviet Union to race to the Rhine? It suddenly occurred to him that he could use his position to fool them if he wished. He could simply tell them that their planned invasion at D-Day would end in absolute disaster, and that they must wait and pursue a more conservative strategy in the Mediterranean instead. Would they believe this?
If he refused to answer their probing questions, would they resort to more unpleasant methods? He could never allow the information in his head to fall into the hands of the Americans and British. What else to do then? What demands could he make of them across a negotiation table, with Mister Nikolin or Fedorov as his translator? The more he thought about the situation, the more ludicrous his position became.
He had put Fedorov’s book aside, his gaze drawn to the portrait of his wife and son on the night stand beside his bunk. His thoughts reached for them briefly, with fond recollection that loosened an emotion within him. Then the crushing insanity of the hour returned as he realized that, in this world, in this moment, his wife had not even been born, and his son no longer existed! An odd thought came to him.
If this was the year 1941, then his mother and father had not even met yet! They did not meet and marry until after the war, and it was some years later, in 1957, that he was born. The odd thought then became an impossible premise in his mind—assuming he lived out the next sixteen years, what would happen on the day he was to be born? Would another Leonid Volsky emerge from his mother’s womb? Would there be two of him, each holding one end of the long cord of life and fate that stretched between them?
Yet Fedorov’s warning haunted him. They were changing things. The British fleet was now maneuvering to intercept a ship they had never encountered in 1941. Men were dying, lives extinguished in one deadly ledger of war, while other men, slated to perish in the planned raids at Kirkenes and Petsamo, may be spared that fate now as the British carriers followed him west. It was too much for him to contemplate, but behind it all the kernel of a worrisome thought was ever present in his mind. How solid and sure was the line of causality that stretched forward from this moment to the distant future he had come from? If these changes rippled forward in time, what might they alter? Could the waves of variation affect the life lines of men aboard this ship? What would happen, he thought, if his parents never met? Would he keel over and die the instant that unseen variation contaminated his own personal line of fate? Or worse, would he simply vanish?
The sudden jarring sound of the ship’s alarm broke his stream of thought, and he stiffened, sitting up in his bunk. Action stations, the sound of surface-to-air missiles firing. Apparently the British were going to continue to force his hand by persisting in these attacks, but what else should he expect? They could only assume he was a hostile German ship, and now that Kirov had demonstrated some of her awesome combat capabilities, the conflict was only likely to escalate.
Now he had Karpov, Yazov and Samsonov in the wardroom, and the Captain was justifying his actions, as the Admiral expected. Yet with every word the man spoke, all Volsky could think about were the men that died in the action the ship had just fought, and those ripples of change and variation that now emanated forward from this moment.
“It was clearly meant as a surprise attack,” said Karpov. “I did what I determined necessary to protect the ship and crew.”
“Yes, but how was it I did not hear a call to battle stations until just before you fired? Are you telling me you did not detect this strike until it was within 50 kilometers?” The Admiral was looking at the chief radar man on duty, Yazov.
“Sir, I—”
“It was my decision.” Karpov interrupted. “When I saw the nature of the threat, over forty incoming aircraft, I elected to utilize our medium range SAM system. It’s rate of fire was superior to that of the S-300s, and it also integrated with our close in defense Gatling guns.”
“That was a proper weapons selection, but you should have sounded general quarters the instant you determined this was an attack.”
“I am sorry, sir, but I wanted to coordinate with Samsonov on the composition of our missile barrages. As you are well aware, we must be conservative with our ammunition.”
It was an easy lie. Karpov would not, of course, say why he had really waited those first minutes without putting the ship at battle stations. He knew the alarm would immediately rouse the Admiral, and send him huffing up to the bridge where he would likely override his decisions. He would lose control of the engagement, and he was eager to handle the matter himself. After all, he was Kirov’s Captain, even if the Fleet Admiral was aboard.
Volsky let the matter go, though he gave Karpov a look that clearly expressed his displeasure. “Forty aircraft? How many missiles did we use to repel this attack?”
“Thirty-two SA-N-92s, sir,” said Samsonov. “Four barrages of eight missiles each.”
“And how many hits?”
“We believe we destroyed twenty four enemy aircraft with missiles, Admiral. One tube failed to sync properly and the missiles did not initialize their search radar sets.”
Volsky shook his head. “Twenty four planes destroyed… Those are heavy casualties for the British. As for the missiles, the damn things have been sitting in the launchers without adequate live fire testing for far too long. Eight missiles failed to initialize? That is unacceptable. I want those systems fully checked and maintained.”
“The Gatling system accounted for six more kills, sir,” said Samsonov.
“Six more? Yes, I heard it firing, and believe me, it was no comfort to know that enemy planes had come so close to this ship—that a plane designed nearly a century ago was actually able to launch a torpedo that could and should have struck us a fatal blow.” Volsky let that sink in hard, staring at each man in the room, his gaze heavy with the full thirty years of his command. Even Karpov, normally jaunty and argumentative, was cowed.
“It will never happen again, sir,” said the Captain at last.
“See that it doesn’t,” said Volsky, though he knew if they held to this course there would likely be other encounters in the days ahead. He sighed heavily, as if releasing the moral weight of what they may have to do if confronted by the British fleet in force.
“This is war now, gentlemen,” said the Admiral. “I had hoped to be cautious here, but the British are forcing us to fight. We are a hard shelled crab with pincers like no other, yet we have just been dropped into a pot of slowly boiling water. We may not die quickly, in one glorious fight, but they will sap the life out of us week after week, and we will die slowly, like that boiling crab. When the last missile has been fired, what then? They can and will lose a thousand men, two thousand men, ten thousand men in the effort to destroy us. They made mistakes, and they have already paid dearly for them, but did you see how they adapted their tactics in this second strike? They split their force by altitude and dispersed their strike sections along a broad front. And it very nearly succeeded! Yet…”
He changed his tone, resigned to the matter and needing to strengthen his men as much as he chastened them. “This attack was repulsed. The weapons selection was correct. The maintenance problem will be rectified. We are all alive and well and the ship is unharmed. Yet I hope this has given us all a hard lesson. Our enemy is determined. Those were brave men out there in those aircraft, and they could scarcely know what was happening to them. Yet they came on through our missiles and died trying to target this ship for destruction. Think of them tonight. Think of the courage it would take to do what you just witnessed. This is our enemy now, and we must match him with equal courage and resolve—equal skill and wisdom.”
“We will, sir,” said Karpov. “I recommend that we come about and engage this enemy surface action group. Let us take out these carriers with a couple of Sunburn IIs and there will be nothing more to expend our SAM batteries on.” He was referring to the lethal, long range anti-ship missiles Kirov carried beneath her forward deck.
“Under the circumstances I do not believe that will be necessary. According to Mister Fedorov, the British carriers had no more than thirty planes each, and we have shot down over forty in the actions fought thus far. Yet we expended thirty-two SA-N-92s, and eight S-300s to do so. I must tell you, gentlemen, that we cannot trade the enemy missile for plane indefinitely. If they persist, and dare to launch another strike at us, then I will consider what you suggest, Captain. Otherwise, as they cannot close on our position further given our speed, I think we can safely proceed south into the Atlantic.”
“But Admiral,” argued Karpov. “They will shadow us. They have just enough planes left to keep long range radar watch on us.”
“For the moment,” said Volsky. “Mister Rodenko assures me that he will have jamming capability for this Type 279 radar by 0800 hours. His technicians are recalibrating the equipment now. Until then, I suggest we all get some rest. I believe you are scheduled for relief, Samsonov. Get some sleep. You have the remainder of the watch, Mister Karpov, but if you are fatigued I can send up Orlov.”
“I am fine, sir.”
“Very well…And one last thing. Good shooting, Mr. Samsonov. You did well, in spite of the missile failure. But have that system thoroughly checked.”
“I will, sir. There will be no more failures.”
“Dismissed. You too, Mister Yazov. You had a sharp eye tonight.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Samsonov smiled, saluted, and left the wardroom with Yazov, leaving Volsky alone with his Captain. The Admiral scratched the back of his neck and then took a sip of cold water.
“As for you, Captain, your decision to engage and your missile selection were correct. The enemy forced us to defend ourselves. But never leave this ship under threat again without sounding general quarters immediately. You owe that much to these men. If that torpedo had detonated…”
“I understand, sir.” There was nothing else Karpov could say.
“We have to be very careful, Karpov; very precise. One mistake, one oversight, one maintenance failure, and we could sustain a damaging hit. To lose eight missiles like that, and to come within inches of taking a torpedo in our gut should be something to keep you awake tonight.”
“It will, sir.”
The Admiral leaned back in his chair, looking at the chart map on the table. “It is going to get worse,” he said quietly. There was no further recrimination in his voice now. He was speaking man to man, and Karpov could hear the shift in his tone, thankful for the measure of respect the Admiral gave him now.
“I will need you, Vladimir. You have a sharp mind, amazing skills, sound tactical judgment.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Volsky pointed to the map. “Yet we must consider strategy as well. Yes, we are a strategic threat, just as you argued earlier. I think we will be here, according to Fedorov, if we maintain this course and speed for another day. That will get us down through this narrow channel. If I know the British, they will have already notified their Home Fleet about us, and we may soon encounter a heavier surface action group intending to intercept us as we exit the Denmark Strait.”
“I agree, sir.”
“We can most likely outrun them. This is our best option.”
“But if we cannot sir?”
Volsky nodded. “Then, Mister Karpov, you will get your chance to fire at a ship worthy of our Sunburn IIs. I would not be too eager to do so, however. We have chastened them, but not really hurt them, and if possible I would like to keep things this way. Consult with Mister Fedorov on the range of the enemy guns. We will see them on radar long before they know where we are, and maneuver to avoid contact wherever possible.”
“Avoid contact? Why should we fear these old ships? We can sink them at our whim, just like we handled these air strikes.”
“For the same reason we should fear those old planes that nearly put a torpedo into us,” said Volsky. “You may think the enemy brings a knife to a gun fight here, but if he gets close, a knife will do!” Our best course is to avoid close contact—use our speed to stay outside the range of their weapons. Their carriers are the only ships that can strike us at range, and I will decide what to do about them.”
“I’ll be looking forward to it, sir.”
“You will? Yes, I suppose you will. But are you also ready for what comes after such an engagement? Thus far we have been sparring with them, nothing more. This business with the air strikes is just the opening round. Sink one of their capital ships, however, and the gloves will come off. They will want vengeance and they will come after us with everything they have. Then our hand is forced to put this ship on a course where the outcome will be far from certain. Keep that in mind, Captain. Keep that in mind.”



Part VII

BATTLE STATIONS



“As in the mechanism of a clock, so also in the mechanism of military action, the movement once given is just as irrepressible until the final results… Wheels whizz on their axles, cogs catch, fast spinning pulleys whirr… the lever catches, and, obedient to its movement, the wheel creaks, turning, and merges into one movement with the whole, the result and purpose of which are incomprehensible to it.”

~ Leo Nikolayevich Tolstoy

War and Peace





Chapter 19


August 4, 1941
The PBY was an early bird out of Reykjavík from Squadron 74, a group of six front line planes scheduled to begin operations there in two days. At the request of the British, it was flying a search pattern over the southern exits of the Denmark Strait as the sun came up after barely leaving them for a brief interval of twilight that passed for night in these northern climes. The days were growing shorter, the twilight thickening just a bit each day, but visibility on the whole was very good where daylight was considered. This morning, however, the weather front that had been slowly tracking down from north of Jan Mayen was upon them, and the cloud cover was thicker, with puffy white clouds at altitude and a grey gauze of thinner low haze below.
With Britain still hard-pressed and America out of the war, President Franklin Roosevelt had ordered the occupation of Iceland by United States forces on 16 June 1941. This assignment was given to the first provisional Marine Brigade, a little over 3700 men out of San Diego California. Commanded by Brigadier General John Marston, the force sailed from Charleston South Carolina where it was surprisingly issued heavy woolen underwear. Soon it was joined by Navy Task Force 19 in Newfoundland before proceeding to Iceland.
The Americans made a strong showing at sea for the journey, sending battleships Arkansas and New York, two heavy cruisers Brooklyn and Nashville, and a screen of thirteen destroyers to escort the transports bringing the Marines out to Reykjavík. A second force designated Task Force 1 was built around the carrier Wasp with heavy cruisers Quincy and Vincennes and several destroyers of Desron 7. It was tasked with general protection of the sea routes between Iceland and Newfoundland.
The Yanks were ashore safely by 12 July, the skirl and drums of the Scottish Regiment of the 49th West Riding Division they were relieving playing a welcome as they came ashore. The Marines of the 1st Brigade were only the first wave of American units slated for duty on Iceland. They would stand a watch, cooperating closely with the British as they planned their withdrawal, until relieved by Army units some time later to be sent to warmer climes in the South Pacific to fight the Japanese the following year. To the British they looked like ghosts from the First World War, still wearing old tin helmets and bearing Springfield bolt action rifles from 1903. The Americans set up facilities in Reykjavík, which they came to call “Rinky-Dink,” and at Hvalsfjord, which they promptly renamed “Valley Forge.” Like the British before them, they were not much welcomed by the Icelandic population, who resented the occupation and wished both the Yanks and the Brits would go home and leave them in peace.
But for now, the Navy set about establishing an air base at Reykjavík to receive patrol squadron VP-73 and VP-74 flying Catalina PBY and Mariner search planes. The Squadrons were not arriving officially until the 6th of August but, flying out ahead of his squadron, Lieutenant Commander Arthur Vosseller had come in a few days early from Argentia Bay in Newfoundland to have a look at his new post. He was amazed to see that he was now the proud commander of a stark empty, open field that had not yet even been fully cleared of large stones and boulders to make for a suitable landing site. Appropriately naming it “Camp Snafu,” he settled in to a British Nissen Hut, much like the aluminum sided half dome Quonset Huts he was familiar with on US bases, until a curious telephone call came in from the British.
It seemed the Germans were up to something in the Denmark Strait, and they caught the British with their air squadrons all assigned to patrol runs to the south. The British commander asked if the Americans could possibly get a PBY or two up to have a look, and Vosseller was only too happy to accommodate them. It beat sitting around in that frigid hut. There was not even any kerosene about to heat the damn thing!
The Americans and the British would soon define a cooperative agreement that would see the United States largely responsible for the defense of the Denmark Strait. But as yet those negotiations had not been concluded. The sudden appearance of this dangerous and somewhat mysterious new German raider, however, was about to change the situation considerably.
Unbeknownst to Vosseller, his brief reconnaissance flight was to become the first official action in Admiral King’s Operation Plan Five, initiated on 15 July 1941. In that plan the Admiral ordered the Atlantic Fleet to support the defense of Iceland and to “capture or destroy vessels engaged in support of sea and air operations directed against Western Hemisphere territory, or United States or Iceland flagged shipping.” US units were authorized to engage any “potentially hostile vessels,” and the newly reorganized Task Force 1 centered on the new aircraft carrier Wasp was authorized to protect and defend all friendly shipping between United States ports, and Iceland.
FDR communicated the intent of the policy to admiral Stark when he wrote to him that very month: “It is necessary under the conditions of modern warfare to recognize that the words ‘threat of attack’ may extend reasonably long distances away from a convoyed ship or ships. It thus seems clear that the very presence of a German submarine or raider on or near the line of communications constitutes ‘threat of attack.’ Therefore, the presence of any German submarine or raider should be dealt with by action looking to the elimination of such ‘threat of attack’ on the lines of communication, or close to it.” Admiral King would subsequently modify the phrase “close to it” to read “within 100 miles.” There was to be no hesitation in handling these potential threats. Admiral Stark would chime in with clear orders defining the American response: “If there is conclusive evidence that she is a combatant naval vessel, either merchant type raider or a regular naval vessel, she shall be destroyed.”
The days ahead would see the American navy operating in a strange limbo between war and peace that was, in effect, an undeclared war. Admiral Stark made no bones about it when he said: “Whether the country knows it or not, we are at war.”The situation was very delicate, and Vosseller had some misgivings as he headed out to sea in his PBY that afternoon, rather hoping he would have an uneventful trip. It was not long before he found himself in a most interesting position. He would spot and report the very first violation the new King policy, and do so at a very critical time. It was Vosseller’s luck to stumble across the Russian battlecruiser just as he had completed the outward leg of his patrol and was turning for home.
~ ~ ~
Aboard Kirov, Admiral Volsky had just relieved Captain Karpov, who was ending his watch, and thankfully so. When the contact came in on radar, Karpov’s initial intention was to destroy it quickly. Volsky’s presence moderated the response however, as the Admiral had been reading up the previous night, and Fedorov had urged him to be cautious, telling him about the recent American occupation of Iceland and suggesting that this was likely to be an American plane.
“We are already at war with the British,” said Volsky. “Yes, this plane may spot us, but they will tell the British little more than they already know. It is obvious to them that we are running the Denmark Strait. I do not think we need to engage the Americans here. Let it pass.”
As the contact did not appear threatening, and because he believed the British already had a fix on his position, Admiral Volsky elected not to engage the plane. He was gratified when Rodenko reported it had turned and was now heading back to Iceland.
~ ~ ~
Vosseller was lumbering along in his big bullfrog of a plane, a flying boat with a thick hull for water landings and a small pontoon dangling from each wing. He had first seen the contact on a new British radar set that had been installed in his PBY a few weeks earlier, but he found the reading was soon awash in static and interference. He shook his head, writing it off to bad workmanship by the Brits. Yet he had been curious enough to continue on his heading, hoping to take a look himself the old fashioned way. Vosseller soon had had an eye full of the ship he was still scratching his head about.
When his radio report came in at Reykjavík, it sounded much like that given by the British patrols that had first managed to lay eyes on the Russian battlecruiser. “Sighted what appears to be a large cruiser, or a large commercial ship steaming south to the Denmark Strait.” He gave his best estimate of position course and speed, and then banked into a low drift of clouds, heading for home. At least he had the presence of mind to flip on his forward cameras as well, and got several decent pictures of the contact that would confound the analysts for days to come.
~ ~ ~
At his communications post aboard Kirov, Lieutenant Isaac Nikolin heard the American’s radio message in the clear, as Vosseller had stupidly made no effort to code it. “We’ve been spotted again, sir,” he notified the Admiral, relating what the American pilot had said.
Volsky smiled. They still have no idea who and what we are, he thought. All the better, though he realized the situation would likely change, and very soon. Mister Fedorov had reminded him of something else—the American president was as sea.
The previous day, on August 3rd, Franklin Delano Roosevelt had set out on the presidential yacht Potomac for what was described as a fishing trip. In fact he had secretly boarded US heavy cruiser Augusta and was even now headed for the new American naval base at Argentia in Newfoundland. The President’s yacht returned via the Cape Cod Canal with a fireman, presidential aide, and an army general dressed out in summer whites and posing on the forward deck lounge chairs with a pipe as if they were FDR and his party. They waved at a curious public lining the banks and gawking at them from overhead bridges as they passed, quietly enjoying their mission. The deception kept the lid of secrecy on Roosevelt’s planned meeting with Churchill in just a few days time.
Not only would these two remarkable men be present, the meeting was also attended by the heads of the Army and Navy on both sides, a gaggle of high-ranking officers and other dignitaries. The gold on the hat bands, collars and cuffs would be fairly thick, as the British were intent on engaging in negotiations with the Americans.
The Prime Minister had already boarded the battleship Prince of Wales at Scapa Flow earlier that morning, and the ship slipped quietly out to sea with only the very highest senior ranks in the Navy and War Cabinet aware of what was happening, and many of them were aboard. Volsky was still considering what to do about this meeting, and weighing his options if they held to this course.
That same morning another man on the ship was exploring the same corridors of thought, though with a very different mind on the matter. Captain Karpov had cornered Fedorov below decks while the Admiral was on the bridge. He marched him into the officer’s ward room and, to the navigator’s surprise, he locked the door.
“All right Fedorov, what is this book you’ve been reading from and bending the Admiral’s ear with these last several days?”
“Sir? It’s a naval history, a chronology of the war at sea that has fairly detailed information about operations conducted during this time, throughout the whole of the war in fact.”
Karpov eyes narrowed. “And where is this book?”
“At the moment, the Admiral has been reading it in his cabin,” said Fedorov.
“I would like to have a look at it. After all, I am Captain of the ship even if a fleet admiral is aboard. How is it you did not think to inform me as well?”
“I’m sorry, sir. You seemed unwilling to consider the possibility early on, and I did not want to offend you by pushing the matter. The Admiral was particularly interested in what I had to say, so I loaned him the book at his request. I meant no disrespect, sir.”
“Of course not,” said Karpov, changing his tack somewhat. He clasped his navigator on the shoulder. “Very well, Mister Fedorov, as you were. I will ask the Admiral about it myself.” He went to the door, opening the latch. “Dismissed, Lieutenant. That will be all.”
“As Fedorov edged past him, the Captain spoke again. “One other thing, Fedorov,” he said. “The next time you contradict me in front of the Admiral…” He gave the Navigator a hard look that finished the sentence well enough.
Fedorov went on his way, and so did Karpov, but the Captain had no intention of asking the Admiral a thing. He made his way directly towards the senior officer’s quarters, intent on finding this book and having a look for himself while the Admiral was busy on the bridge. The situation reminded him of his days in the university library, where he jealously guarded the reserved stacks, controlling access and doling out volumes to those he favored while denying them to others. A brash young arbitúra, a freshman, had the temerity to sneak into the reserve vault and take out a reference volume while he was busy with another student. At first he thought to severely punish the lad for trying to bypass his authority, but inwardly, he admired the student’s initiative and guts. The boy saw an opportunity and he took it. It was something he might have done himself, he knew. So he let the matter pass.
Now Karpov would do a little snooping around on his own to see what was on the Admiral’s mind. He had mentioned the Atlantic Charter in their initial briefings, this secret meeting between Churchill and Roosevelt. That had to be uppermost in Volsky’s mind now, but what was he planning? Karpov intended to find out. There were some things, he thought, that were simply a Captain’s prerogative.
Karpov was pleased to find the Admiral’s cabin door unlocked, and as this gangway was for senior officers only, there was little risk that he would be seen by a member of the crew. He slipped inside, flipping on a light and scanning the room and desk for any sign of the book. It was there on the night stand, and he was soon sitting at the Admiral’s desk, flipping to the bookmarked pages to locate August of 1941, looking for information on the Atlantic Charter conference. It was not long before he learned the details. Churchill and Roosevelt were at sea, this very moment, and bound for a secret meeting in Newfoundland! It was all there, the ships they would travel in, and their escorts, the timing of their arrival.
The Captain smiled, his eyes narrowing. All these high ranking officers in one place. What a catch that would make, he thought. One well placed round, or a well targeted missile barrage could take them all out in a single blow, decapitating the American and British armed forces and eliminating these two vital heads of state as well. Could the US and Britain recover from such a loss? Would the men who replaced these giants have the courage and resolve to prosecute the war as Roosevelt and Churchill clearly did? All he had to do was get within firing range. A single missile could do all the rest, as long as he chose the right warhead.
The Admiral’s strict order prohibiting the deployment of nuclear weapons was unwise, he thought. The impossible circumstances of this mission had to have some meaning. Kirov was here for a reason. She was bearing down on a time and place in history where her presence and firepower could make a profound impact. He doubted that they would ever again have an opportunity like the one that was before them now.
“I’ll be damned if I’ll peck away at Royal Navy ships and then run off into the Atlantic to hide,” he said aloud. No. This was the time and the place. Volsky was correct that the judicious application of force was necessary here, but he was too cautious, too slow to perceive the true nature of the opportunity now before them. Yet he was the Admiral, and the men would follow his lead…unless…
That pulse of anxiety leapt in his chest again with his next thought. His reflex would have been to get a message through to Severomorsk and seek to bypass Volsky by appealing to the Naval Board, or even to Navy Chief Suchkov himself. But Suchkov was not there. Severomorsk was not even there, at least not the same city he knew. There was no one senior in the ranks he could appeal to. The matter had to be decided here, on this ship. Kirov was all that mattered now. Kirov had the power to change everything, as long as she had the men aboard her with the will to do what was necessary.
How could he convince the Admiral? He could try to bring Doctor Zolkin around to his point of view. The Admiral respected the Doctor’s opinion, and Zolkin was actually a Captain of the Second Rank, one rung above Orlov in the chain of command. He was not trained in the running of the ship, however, but his rank gave him power, particularly as the ship’s physician. Yet the more he thought on this the more he realized what Zolkin was likely to say to him. The man was weak kneed. He was a healer and caretaker; a lamb and not a wolf. He realized an appeal to Zolkin would be fruitless.
What about Volsky’s new lap dog, Fedorov? The Lieutenant had maneuvered himself very close to the Admiral in recent days. He dismissed him earlier, but it was clear that Fedorov had one thing that was useful in this situation—knowledge. He was, in fact, the keeper of the books now. Fedorov’s little library held information that would be vital to them all in the days ahead. He was using that information skillfully, doling it out, like honey in the Admiral’s tea. Perhaps he had underestimated the Lieutenant. The man was demonstrating an understated craftiness worthy of the Captain himself.
Menjá nadúli! He’s fooled me, thought Karpov, realizing he had been duped by the young officer. I warn him to watch his mouth and he gives me those big, innocent brown eyes. Yes, Fedorov had been very clever, and very bold. He was naïve enough to believe what his eyes were telling him from the very first look he had at that long range video feed. Perhaps he saw what he wanted to see there, what he delighted in with his bookish reading and study. But he was correct; he has been one step ahead of me all along! He discretely fed this vital information to the Admiral while denying me access. Now he was going so far as to insert his opinions on the bridge, even contradicting me right in front of the Admiral.
The Captain had overlooked the man before, thinking him to be no real threat, but now he reconsidered the matter. Fedorov… What else did he have in his pockets? Perhaps he should have another little chat with the man and sound him out a bit more; see what else he knew. He might use Fedorov to help him persuade the Admiral. But that failing…
Karpov thought about that problem for some time. Then he closed the book, a wary and harried look on his face. The thought in his head now was unlike anything he had ever considered before. If he could not appeal to Severomorsk, and if there was no one else on the ship he could use to bend the Admiral’s mind on this, then he had no other choice but to act himself, boldly, directly. Somehow that thought made him very uncomfortable. Yet he let his mind wander down that corridor for a moment, considering his options. I will need Orlov, he thought, and Troyak. The rest will be of no concern.



Chapter 20


Admiral Tovey was still fretting over the fact that his Prime Minister was now at sea in an active war zone as he sized up the situation. He realized that he may soon have a battle in front of him in which the presence of Prince of Wales could prove very valuable to him. But he could not afford to let that ship come anywhere near the Denmark Strait now, in spite of his earlier bluster with Brind, and so he strongly advised the Admiralty to route it by a more secure, southerly course. In fact, almost every convoy scheduled between the United States and Great Britain had also been deviously rerouted in the weeks from mid-July through tenth of August so as to clear the seas along the intended route the Prime Minister would travel. The logic was that if the convoys weren’t there the U-boats would not be there either.
Admiral Tovey hoped the decision had worked in his favor as well, as he had already been forced to detach his destroyer screen to Iceland for refueling, and was now calling on Vian’s two cruisers in Force K to effect a rendezvous with him for additional support. The American PBY spotting confused as much as it helped, though he had not seen the valuable photographs taken of the enemy ship. The description of a large cruiser or commercial armed vessel dovetailed with what the British had already discovered about this mysterious new German raider.
“Could the Germans have modified one of their other cruisers and built a hybrid carrier, Brind? All the spotting reports mentioned smaller secondary type batteries aft, yet the forward deck was largely clear, except for these cargo hatches reported. Do you suppose the Germans have some way of deploying a makeshift deck platform there for launching planes? That would account for the relatively few air contacts we’ve had. If this is Graf Zeppelin I would expect to see more air activity, yet this American PBY just waltzed right in and got their sighting, completely unchallenged.”
Brind wanted to stick with his assessment that this was, indeed Graf Zeppelin, but with only a very few modified planes, experimental models the Germans were testing on sea trials with their new Ack-Ack rocket defense. “Suppose Wake-Walker simply spoiled the party, sir, and came up on this ship while it was testing. He forced it to run west and south, and it may have had no intention of breaking out until Force P got in on the hunt. And as for that PBY sighting, the Germans may have been cautious about engaging the Americans if they sighted that plane.”
“Whatever the case, these new German rockets are dreadful. I’ve read Wake-Walker’s report. They just cut his planes to pieces. Simply dreadful. We’ve got to bring this ship to heel, Brind. The Prime Minister is already at sea.”
Tovey wanted to put on all possible speed, and was now running full out at 28 knots. Considering that this was either a modified cruiser or indeed the Graf Zeppelin, he thought about turning his battlecruiser loose to run the enemy ship down.
“See here, Brind” he said. “Suppose we send Repulse out in front. She can run at over 31 knots, and deal with a cruiser handily. If we turn her loose, she may close the distance and get this enemy ship by the scruff of its neck until we come up and finish the job.”
Brind thought, looking at their plotting charts closely. “If we split the force we may get better coverage,” he said. “And we’d only be thirty miles or so behind Repulse over the course of a day, sir. That’s close enough if she can sniff this villain out for us. Vian has had to detach his two destroyers to refuel, but his cruisers can put on 32 knots and effect a rendezvous with us tomorrow as well.”
“Good,” said Tovey. “The better all around. Our experience with Bismarck taught us to pile it on if we want good results.”
“Right, sir, but detaching Repulse could also have its risks. Remember what happened to Hood, and Repulse has no better armor.”
“Hood was up against Bismarck, with 15 inch guns,” said Tovey. “These secondary batteries on this new ship were estimated at no more than four or five inches, at least from the damage Wake-Walker’s destroyer sustained. In my view Repulse can handle herself well enough with her six 15 inch guns.”
“Yes sir, but she hasn’t the flak defense of a ship like King George V. Suppose the Germans hit her with an air strike?”
“Every indication is that the Germans have very few planes available. Perhaps it is just a cruiser, launching sea planes for spotting purposes. Let’s get a signal off to Sir William and turn Repulse loose, shall we?”
He was referring to Sir William George Tennant commanding Repulse as she followed quietly behind Tovey’s flagship.
“I’ll give the order, sir. Let’s see if we can run this fox down.”
Captain Tennant was more than happy to take the lead and scout out ahead. This was, in fact, what his battlecruiser had been built for, a fast yet powerful scouting ship that would lead in the heavier battleships. Laid down in 1916, she had been given slightly better armor protection in refits prior to the war, and thus far had served well. She had assisted the evacuation of Norway and teamed up with the light carrier Furious to go after German raiders before. Now Furious was part of a group up north that had already sniffed out this new German raider, and Tennant was eager to bring the first big British ship into the chase. He put on all possible speed, and slowly moved out in front of King George V, slipping ahead to form the new vanguard of the Home Fleet, such as it was. Most of Tovey’s available cruisers had been up north in Force P and Vian’s smaller Force K. Now they were all bending their course to intercept the enemy ship before she could break out into the Atlantic.
Like most men who had risen to captain one of Britain’s capital ships, Tennant had joined the navy as a young lad of 15 years in 1905. Beginning as a navigator, he had a ship shot from under him and sunk at Jutland in 1916, then joined HMS Renown, the sister ship of Repulse, when King Edward had toured the world on her in the 1920s. He made Captain quickly, and in this war he had skillfully masterminded the British evacuation at Dunkirk, earning the nickname “Dunkirk Joe.” Yet he had seen quite enough of sinking ships and stubborn retreats. Once he was seated aboard Repulse, he had put her to good use, chasing down and engaging the “Twins,” battlecruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau in the Norwegian campaigns, and driving them off. The loss of Hood galled him, and he was eager for a chance to even the score.
“It’s a man’s game now,” he said to his Executive Officer. “Convoys are all routed south with the Prime Minister at sea. That means it’s all run and gun up here for the warships. I’ve been wanting to get into a scrap ever since Hood went down, god bless her. They wouldn’t let me try and sink my teeth into Bismarck after that, but this new contact is rumored to be a cruiser, or perhaps a fast carrier.”
“Graf Zeppelin, sir?”
“Daddy Brind seems to think as much.”
“Our 15 inch guns will deal with that easily enough, sir.”
“That they will. The question is finding the damn thing out here. The weather is gray, though this front looks to be passing and we might get better seas in time. Let’s see if we can make 32 knots. We’ve only just come within a nip of that before. Let’s push her all out and find this enemy ship.”
“Right, sir, but I wish we had better eyes. They’re still working up that radar equipment.”
The ship had only just completed another minor refit, getting fifteen more 20mm Oerlikon AA guns and a type 284 surface gunnery radar set that the technicians had still been working on when Home Fleet sailed. They were kept aboard, stringing up the wiring and testing the antennas, but could get nothing more than a wash of noisy static when they tried out the new equipment. Repulse was also carrying six sets of the Type 286 Surface to Air radar, earmarked for ships in the Indian Ocean. She was slated for transfer that way with Prince of Wales after this official business had concluded, and eventual deployment to the Pacific as a deterrent against possible Japanese attack there.
~ ~ ~
Some 100 miles to the west, there was nothing wrong with the radar sets aboard Kirov, and other eyes were watching the approach of both Repulse and King George V very closely. Admiral Volsky was on the bridge near the end of his watch, a sullen mood on him with the return of that bothersome headache that had been plaguing him for days now. He was tired, feeling the stress of the last few days and still making the interior adjustment to the bewildering fate of his ship and crew. He thought he might go and see the doctor, leaving Orlov on the bridge for the last hour of his watch before Karpov returned at 08:00 hours.
The brief night had slipped by uneventfully, and the ship was now a little over 200 miles due west of Reykjavík. Though the British force that had been shadowing them continued to follow, they remained at a respectful distance and Rodenko saw no further signs of hostile activity. Apparently Karpov had given them quite a beating in that second air raid, and they were now licking their wounds, yet stubbornly holding on, even though the ship was now jamming most of the known frequencies British World War II radar would tend to operate on. They were most likely groping in the dark now, following on the last known heading they had on his ship. For the moment, geography was their friend in the matter. The Denmark Strait was a fairly narrow channel, and the only obvious route Kirov might have taken.
Kirov was sailing south, well west of Iceland towards the tip of Greenland as she now hurried on at 30 knots. Two hours ago, Rodenko had spotted yet another contact, bearing in on them from the southeast on an intercept course. In a conversation with his history consultant, Fedorov, the Admiral deduced that this must be his counterpart, Sir John Tovey, commander-in-chief of the Royal Navy’s Home Fleet. Rodenko spotted only two ships, however another signal was tracking in on them as well, northeast of their position, yet some distance away. It was just as Mister Fedorov had warned them, the British were reacting, almost antibody like, against the incursion of any foreign element that might threaten their vital convoy routes.
Volsky watched the approach of what he assumed could only be heavier British units, and Fedorov had deduced that the most likely candidates would be King George V and possibly the battlecruiser Repulse or another heavy cruiser.
“These were the only two capital ships in Scapa Flow at this time, sir,” he said. “Aside from Prince of Wales, and I do not think the British would be sending that ship against us. It was supposed to ferry the Prime Minister to Newfoundland.”
“And what about the Germans, Fedorov,” asked the Admiral. “There were several entries in your book covering this time period, and it looked like a large concentration of U-boats was gathering south of Iceland.”
“I did some research on that, sir,” said Fedorov. “I’ve got the whole database from uboat.net here on my pad, and that wolfpack, designated Grönland, does not form up until mid August. The only boat that gets anywhere near us on this heading would be U-563 under Oberleutnant zur See Klaus Bargsten. That boat is prowling due south of Iceland right now, according to my data, sir. But we’re well to the west. I don’t think we have anything to worry about from the Germans, but Admiral Tovey might want to keep a sharp eye. He’ll be bringing his task force right through the Grönland wolfpack assembly area.”
“Very well, Lieutenant. Then I guess Mister Tasarov will be able to listen to his music under those headphones and actually get away with it!”
“There’s only one thing, sir…” Fedorov hesitated, not quite sure of himself now.
“Speak your mind, Fedorov,” Volsky urged him on.
“Well, sir, that first undersea contact we encountered, just after the detonation. I thought it might be Orel, sir, but if the accident aboard Orel was the cause of our dilemma here, then I assumed it must have been a German U-Boat.”
“And what of that?”
“I checked the database, sir, but could find no German U-boat on patrol on those waters for July 28th. It must have been one of ours.”
“One of ours?”
“A Russian submarine, sir, from 1941.”
“I see… Then it is good that we did not fire on that boat.”
“Right, sir. I just wonder if they might have spotted us before our helo chased them away.”
“If they did, then they would also assume we were a big German ship, yes?”
“Most likely, sir.”
“Then I think we have no worries there. That contact was not close enough to learn much about us, or see the ship clearly. I don’t think we need to worry that Papa Stalin knows about us. What would he do about it anyway?”
As they made these deductions, Rodenko was recording signal return characteristics of each contact, and trying to build a library file on them. The Admiral watched the range close between Kirov and this contact for some time, considering moving further west, but not wanting to get his ship boxed in against the coast of Greenland. He concluded that he could probably break free into the North Atlantic south of Greenland well before these British ships could possibly come within firing range, which suited him well enough.
He had time to get down to sick bay and see the doctor before returning to brief Karpov and leave him with instructions indicating his intentions for the next day. The Admiral wanted to run south by southwest for the warmer green waters of the Atlantic. He roused himself to go but, as he slipped off his chair, he felt a queasy dizziness, uncommon for man with sea legs of stone over all these thirty years.
“I must be getting old,” he said to Orlov. Then the entire bridge seemed to roll in his vision, spinning wildly. He swayed, instinctively reaching for the arm of his command chair to try and steady himself. Orlov saw him losing his balance, and ran quickly to his side.
“Are you all right, Admiral?” The Chief took his arm, helping to steady him, but could see a glazed look in Volsky’s eyes, which seemed to jerk this way and that, unable to focus. Then the Admiral started to fall.
Orlov shouted, and two Yeomen ran quickly to render assistance. “Call the doctor,” said Orlov. “Better yet, go and fetch a stretcher and we will take him to sick bay ourselves.”
Volsky’s eyes were open, yet he said nothing, clearly distressed by a severe attack of what seemed like vertigo. The lights above him, the milky green glow of the radar and combat stations, all blended with the faces of the men as they leaned over him, and he closed his eyes to fight off the nausea. At that moment the quiet fear he had dredged up earlier returned to harry him again. What if something had changed? The sharp bow of his ship had been knifing through the history for days now, shredding one seemingly unalterable fact after another. What if the future had changed enough to touch his own life? What was happening to him?
Orlov was up at the ship’s intercom as four men arrived with a stretcher and began to take the Admiral below. “Captain Karpov to the bridge please. I repeat, Captain Karpov to the bridge.” Then he turned to Rodenko. “You have the bridge, Mister Rodenko. The Captain will be here in a moment. I’m going below with the Admiral.”
He followed after the men as they worked their way through the rear hatch to the bridge, down the long narrow gangway, and struggled to carry the heavy man through a floor hatch and down a steep ladder to the decks below. Along the way, curious crewman looked on with concern and anxiety apparent in their eyes. Orlov waved them aside, yelling at them to return to their posts and mind their own affairs, which of course did nothing to improve the situation. Yet Orlov knew only one way in dealing with the men, a strong hand and a hot temper.
When Captain Karpov heard the intercom message, he was just finishing up a breakfast in the officer’s mess of boiled eggs, fresh dark bread with tvorog, a soft curd cheese, and strong hot tea. He passed on the unusual serving of Sirniki, a pan fried dough offering with cheddar cheese, milk and sugar. Someone was making sure the officers had a few comfort foods on the menu given the trying circumstances of the last days. Perhaps he would catch a good blini with sour cream and jam later, but for now he was still musing over the information he had read in Fedorov’s book.
Now he understood fully the scope and nature of the events surrounding this week in the history of the war. He made careful note of the dispositions of ships prior to this day, thought at length about this Atlantic Charter, an event of enormous significance that was now no more than a three day cruise to the South. The British prime minister, the American president, and the chief officers of all three services on both sides would be present. It was an opportunity that would seldom ever present itself to a military commander, a gathering of crows he might fell with one well placed shot. Yet how could he convince the Admiral to take the necessary action and use the power at his disposal in a decisive way?
Now he hurried to the bridge, brushing past curious crewman who wondered what was happening as he went. When he reached the forward bridge citadel a mishman announced his arrival.
“Captain on the bridge!”
“As you were.” He immediately saw that Orlov was gone, and his eyes went to the next senior officer. “What is our status Mister Rodenko?” The Captain wasted little time, walking immediately to Rodenko’s radar station to check on developments.
“The Admiral was taken ill, sir. Chief Orlov has gone below.” He continued briefing the Captain as to the status of the contacts he had been tracking both to the north and east of them now. Karpov was not happy to hear of this new surface contact, particularly when he saw that it was already inside the 200 mile range circle, and still closing on his ship.
“What are those ships?”
“They have been identified as British battleships,” said Rodenko. “Fedorov can tell you more, sir”
“Mister Fedorov?”
“Battleship King George V, and battlecruiser Repulse, sir. We had a look at them with a KA-40 on infrared last night. I recognized the silhouettes. Those contacts to the northwest are two heavy cruisers, and behind us, the shadowing force built around those British carriers is still following, but there has been no air activity, sir.”
“I can’t believe the Admiral allowed these heavy ships to come so close! What is the range of the guns on those battleships?”
“Sir? No more than 30,000 yards. Perhaps twenty-eight kilometers at best. They are well over 160 kilometers away now, and pose no threat. I believe the Admiral’s intention was to—”
“Thank you Mister Fedorov, you need not inform me of the Admiral’s intentions. I will discuss the matter with him myself.”
Karpov reached up adjusting the fit of his black sheep’s wool Ushanka, and slowly walked to the command chair to seat himself. It promised to be another cold day, and he had on a warm, black leather jacket as well. His eyes narrowed with thought. It was just as the Admiral had warned him. These British were like a dogs after a cat. They were vectoring in ships from three compass headings now, and these two battleships were maneuvering to block their path to the south. What was marshalling beyond the range of Kirov’s sensors?
“Fedorov. This other battleship, the Prince, where would it be located now?
“You mean Prince Of Wales, sir? That ship was scheduled to leave Scapa Flow on August 5th, tomorrow, sir. She was due to arrive in Newfoundland on the 9th, and considering that the British would most likely route her to the south, she will probably be somewhere off the north coast of Ireland tomorrow.” Somehow the question made Fedorov just a little uneasy. That was the ship carrying Churchill. Why was the Captain asking about it? In fact, how did he even know about it? He was fairly certain Karpov knew little or nothing about the composition of the Royal Navy at this time.
Karpov rubbed his chin, thinking. “Somewhere off the coast of Ireland,” he said aloud, “and carrying that grumpy old bulldog Churchill.”
“Sir?”
“Never mind, Fedorov.” Karpov chided himself for voicing his thoughts, yet the situation was very interesting. All he had to do was come around to a heading of one-three-five and he would very likely find the ship without much difficulty.
“What is our present heading?”
“Sir, the ship is presently steering 202 degrees, south by southwest. Speed 25 knots.”
He thought about the prospect for a time, but discarded the option. It would mean deviating from the course the Admiral had set, and he already knew where this ship was heading in any case.
At that moment Orlov returned, his eyes wide, a little breathless after having climbed up from the lower decks again. He immediately noticed Karpov.
“Good morning, Captain. I must report that the Admiral is indisposed.” He raised his eyebrows, giving Karpov a knowing look. “He was taken with a bad fit of vertigo, and Doctor Zolkin has decided he must sleep. He has given the Admiral a sedative and is keeping him under observation in the sick bay until further notice. It appears you have the con, sir.” He smiled.
“Very well,” said Karpov. “I’m assuming full command of the vessel until such time as the Doctor recertifies Admiral Volsky as fit for duty.” He made the statement loud enough for every man on the bridge to hear, settling comfortably into the command chair with Orlov at his side. Then to Orlov he said in a lower voice: “What do you make of these British battleships creeping up on us like this?”
“I don’t like it, sir,” said Orlov. “I believe the Admiral thought to simply run past them to the south. Fedorov doesn’t think they can catch us or get within range. But we should maintain good speed.”
Fedorov looked over his shoulder warily at the Captain, a worried look on his face. He had assured Admiral Volsky that if they kept on this heading they would be able to outmaneuver the British battleships when they cleared the Cape of Greenland, keeping well outside their firing range.
“Yes, they are dangerously close even now, in my opinion. And look at these other contacts to the northeast. The British persist, they will have to be taught a lesson. We are not to be trifled with.”



Chapter 21


“Con, radar airborne contact bearing twenty-two degrees northeast. I read three, now six contacts dispersing on a line approximately 170 kilometers north of us, incoming at speed 180kph.”
The Captain leaned on the arm of his chair, swiveling toward Rodenko as he did so. “Well, well, well,“ he said. “It appears the British did not pay attention in class yesterday. We may have to repeat the lesson, yes?”
“But only six planes,” said Orlov. “Nothing to really worry about.”
“Who knows what is behind those six?” said Karpov. “I will tell you one thing, there is a carrier behind them. Two carriers, am I not correct, Mister Fedorov?”
“Yes sir,” said the navigator. “We believe Victorious and Furious are still in that task force shadowing us.”
“Very well. Those ships could have taken on fresh squadrons from Iceland by now. Mister Orlov, bring the ship to condition three readiness. Speed 30 knots.”
“Aye sir.” Orlov went to a panel and sounded the alert, sending the crew to condition three, one state below full battle readiness. “The ship is at 30 knots,” he confirmed.
“But sir,” said Fedorov, “those are most likely radar pickets. There were no torpedo strike aircraft on Iceland. We’ve been jamming their radars and they are probably trying to get a wide-angle look at us on a broader front. We decimated their strike planes yesterday. Those are probably nothing more than Fulmar fighters equipped with type 279 radar. Rodenko has recalibrated his equipment and—”
“Thank you, Mister Fedorov,” said Karpov, a touch of annoyance in his voice. “Yet I read in your own book that the Americans delivered a squadron of P-40 fighters to Iceland, yes?”
“Correct, sir, but those planes have not even arrived yet—” Fedorov suddenly realized what the Captain had said. “Which book are you referring to, sir?”
“Your Chronology of the War at Sea. The Admiral was good enough to share it with me, even if you were not.” Karpov covered his tracks a bit with the easy lie, though he realized he might be making a mistake here. He decided to sound out the young Lieutenant a bit and see if he could be useful.
“What do you think about this secret meeting at sea, Fedorov, this Atlantic Charter?”
“I’m not sure what you’re asking me, sir.”
“Don’t be stupid, Fedorov. Don’t you see a fish on the hook when it’s right in front of you? This is an opportunity, is it not?”
“An opportunity for what, sir?”
“You heard the Admiral earlier. These men gathering for this meeting, they are the chief officers and leaders of the entire allied war effort. Think of it, Fedorov, what would have happened if the Germans rolled into Moscow and found old Stalin napping with all his major generals and field marshals as well? Wouldn’t that have been a prize?”
“I suppose it would, sir.”
“Then this situation is very interesting, yes?” The Captain glanced at Orlov as well. “ I think this is what the Admiral has been stewing about, what to do about it.” He looked at Fedorov again. “What would you do about it, Lieutenant?”
Fedorov hesitated, nodding his head to one side. “Well… I’m not sure what the Admiral is considering, sir, but I would steer well clear of this area, and get safely out into the Atlantic.”
Karpov raised his brows, eyes narrowing. It was what he expected. Fedorov had no stomach for the business at hand. He was another weak sister, just like Zolkin. His fawning over the Admiral was nothing to worry about, but he decided to press the Lieutenant further.
“You would go out into the Atlantic? Why, Fedorov?”
Fedorov was beginning to feel a bit manipulated. He had learned enough about Karpov to be very wary of the man, and he wondered why he would ask him these questions when all he had ever received from the Captain before was a veiled disdain.
“This is a dangerous situation, sir,” Fedorov began. “With the President and Prime Minister at sea, the Americans and British will be very wary until they are both safely at their destinations. They already know about us—or at least they think that the Germans have another raider running the Denmark Strait, and that means they will be doubly on guard now. They know we are not the Tirpitz if they’ve bothered to check their intelligence and overfly Kiel. In that instance they know we are not Admiral Sheer as well. But they are coming, sir, with everything they can make seaworthy. This is the worst possible time for a German raider to appear. If we turned east soon we might not seem so threatening, particularly if we vanish. They can’t spot us on radar now, not with Rodenko jamming them. They’ve managed to keep a hold on us because we’ve kept to this heading. They can calculate our farthest on based on our estimated speed, so they assume we must still be in this narrow channel. But I would turn east, and soon, to throw them off the scent and get well out into the Atlantic.”
“And if we persist on this heading?”
“Then we may have more trouble than we need, sir. The Americans are out there too, and in force. They have three battleships, at least seven cruisers, twice that in destroyers, and an aircraft carrier in their Atlantic Fleet at the moment, and all these ships are presently at sea, gathering for this conference, and for the second relief convoy bound for Iceland—that’s the one delivering those planes you mentioned, sir.”
Karpov considered all this, remembering what he had read in Fedorov’s book. The navigator had one thing correct, the situation ahead of them was, indeed, very dangerous. Ships were gathering from all compass headings, and all bound for this one place.
“These American ships, would they attack us?”
“I believe so, sir. The King doctrine is now in effect. The American Navy has authorization to engage any perceived threat, U-boat or surface raider, within a hundred miles of their ships.”
“I see… and where is this meeting to be held, Fedorov?”
“Argentia, Bay, sir, on the south cape of Newfoundland. We should get well away from this area, unless we want to end up fighting the whole Atlantic Fleet along with the British. The situation is very dangerous,” he repeated.
“This is a war, Fedorov, or haven’t you noticed. The British nearly put a torpedo into us not too long ago. That won’t happen again, but the point is, they have already decided the matter, haven’t they? Unless we run out into the Atlantic and hide, as you suggest, we’re going to run into these ships on this heading.”
“It’s not just that, sir,” said Fedorov, his eyes troubled now, and somewhat anxious. When he spoke of the Royal Navy, quoting the names of ships, talking about their speed and guns, he was completely in his element, a master of the information he was relating. But now he seemed to be feeling his way forward, unsure of what he was saying.
“We could change things…” he hesitated, then tried to finish his thought. “It’s like the Doctor said earlier, sir. Every plane we shoot down has a pilot and every ship we engage has a crew. These are not great men, I suppose. They are just like us, enlisted men and officers out to do their duty as best they can. But those that survive this war may have children, and that goes on into the future, all the way to our day and beyond. I can’t tell you that any of them might matter in our world, but some might. Everything we do here is having some effect on that history, and we cannot know what the outcome might be. As for Churchill and Roosevelt—these are great men; this we know. And should anything happen to them….” He did not quite know how to finish.
Karpov was somewhat surprised. Fedorov had been thinking about this from more than one angle, he realized. He was considering possible consequences of their actions here, worried about the future he knew, the history of all the days from this day forward to the year 2021, and then all the unknown days that might lay ahead. This was what he was most worried about, his precious history. Kirov could render all his books invalid in one mighty blow. Didn’t the Lieutenant see that? Yes, he did see that, but instead of seeing opportunity here, he wallowed in fear. Fedorov was afraid, that was all. Every man had something to anchor him in this world of uncertainty. For Fedorov it was his history books. He found his comfort in the stolid, unchanging facts there, and now things were changing, spinning wildly off in a new direction, becoming something altogether new, and Fedorov was afraid of it.
“You worry too much, Fedorov. Did it ever occur to you that we could become great men too?” Karpov looked at his navigator with the question. “Did it ever occur to you that this ship is here for a reason? You don’t want your history bothered, yes, I understand this. But to quote Dostoevsky: ‘Do you expect me to ‘accept fate obediently as it is, once and for all, and stifle everything in myself?’ A man must be ready to act, not just sit meekly and accept his fate like so many do back home. After all… Men are men, and not piano keys. Yes, I have read some books too, Mister Fedorov. I too, studied at the university. Don’t look so surprised.”
A silence intervened, and then Fedorov said: “Yes sir, you are correct. I am worried about the history—very much so. It was a long dark road we walked after this war, through Stalin, Khrushchev, and Brezhnev. They were men too, some say great men, yet I do not think you will find very many back home too eager to see such men back in power again. There were times when our nation strayed very close to annihilation under their leadership. And if what you say is true, and we are here for some reason, I can only hope it may be achieved without walking in the their shadow.”
“How long do we blame Stalin, Khrushchev and Brezhnev for our woes, Fedorov? One day we must come to blame ourselves for what we have become. It has been a long time since the old Soviet system collapsed. What we’ve made of the country since then has been none of Brezhnev’s doing. But the Americans and British? Yes, they’ve made our lives a living hell, have they not? So I choose to blame them for the moment.”
“I do not say this is entirely Russia’s fault, sir. Your points at the briefing were heard by all of us. Yes, we are here, and we must do something. That is agreed. I was only suggesting that you should consult with the Admiral, sir, and—”
“That is none of your concern, Fedorov. And this discussion is pointless. Attend to your charts now.” Karpov had learned all he needed to know from the Navigator. He gave him a stern look. “You have become just a bit too brash, Fedorov. Watch your mouth, eh? Just because we both have one stripe and one star on our cuff does not mean that you have license here.” He pointed to the floor of the bridge.
The cuff insignia for a junior Lieutenant and a Captain of the First Rank did indeed look very similar, only the thickness of the stripe differentiated them, Karpov’s being twice the width. “If you ever do want to thicken up that stripe on your cuff, Lieutenant, then you had better thicken up your skin first. Now busy yourself and plot me a heading to this anchorage at Newfoundland, and let me worry about the British and Americans.”
“To Argentia Bay, sir?”
“Correct.”
Fedorov knew exactly what was on the Captain’s mind now, and he wisely said nothing more, his eyes worried as he bent to his navigation to plug in some numbers on the long range weather radar screen.
The Captain settled into his chair, flashing a grin at his Chief of the boat. “Listen, Orlov,” he said quietly. “We have business here, and a chance to make some rather interesting decisions. The Americans and British want to have this secret little meeting, but they don’t invite their newfound friends in Russia. They will plot how best to lay down the law after this war, and leave us out of it. All we are supposed to do is bleed away the lives of ten million or more and defeat Germany for them while they pay us off with a few trucks, spam, and powdered eggs in their Lend-Lease program. Does that sound fair to you?”
Orlov smiled. “Not at all, Captain.”
“Then perhaps we can get a better deal for Russia if we pay a little visit to this secret hideaway in Newfoundland. Before we do so, however, we will need to watch our backs. I cannot have these British battleships creeping up on us, nor will I tolerate the continued harassment of these carriers. I want to put unholy fear into the British before we sit at the negotiating table.” He planted his finger firmly on the arm of his chair. “Then we deal from a position of strength,” he said emphatically.
Orlov nodded, casting a glance at the other crewmen on the bridge. “Yet we should be a little careful, sir,” he advised. “Fedorov has a point. Perhaps you should discuss this with Volsky.”
“Careful? Volsky is sedated; asleep. Who knows how long he will be under? So the matter is for us to decide, you and I. We are the senior officers in command now. Yes, we must by cautious, yet firm,” Karpov agreed. “But I’ll be damned if we’ll turn tail and run out into the Atlantic as our young Navigator suggests.”
He lowered his voice further so that only Orlov could hear him. “Listen to me, Orlov… We’re never going to see the future we shape with our actions here. How do we get back there? So we will never know what the consequences of our actions will be, nor will anyone else alive today. We can guess, conjecture, have long discussions with Mister Fedorov about it, but in the end, this is our reality now and we had better get used to the fact that this is the world we’re living in, as impossible as it seems. At this moment, that world is tearing itself apart with this war. There will be winners, and there will be losers. That is the case in every game, yes? I intend to be one of the winners, and with this ship we can make sure that happens, and make certain that we do not become one of the scraps the Allies fight over when they finally do defeat Germany and Japan.”
Orlov nodded, but remembered something the Captain himself had argued at the first briefing. “You see a couple of heads of cabbage on the cutting board and you want to chop it while you can.” Orlov was thinking in terms of profit or loss here. There was no mistaking who’s heads were on the cutting board. He knew the Captain was talking about Churchill and Roosevelt now.
“Look, you said it yourself, Karpov. The British and Americans win this war. Russia too! So what are you going to do, attack them? Then who’s side are we on? And why should they deal with us further?”
In the tough world of the Russian criminal underground Orlov had come from, one had to pick his friends and enemies very carefully. “Everybody serves a boss,” he continued. “Which side will we be on in a few years if we sink half the British and American navies? You don’t hit somebody in the face unless he disagrees with you. The same goes here. Talk first, and if no one listens, then take stronger measures.”
“Look, we didn’t throw the first punch, Orlov.” The Captain handed him back his own image. “You saw what those planes were up to. What? Was I suppose to sit here negotiating on the radio while those torpedo planes came in on us?”
“Of course not, but this business…this secret meeting. I think this is something different. If you sail down there we’re bound to run into all these ships Fedorov is talking about. Then what?”
“We don’t have to get too close,” Karpov whispered. “What is the range of our cruise missiles? Well over 300 kilometers.” He answered his own question. “We’ve got the weapons, and I intend to use them to best effect.”
“Every weapon, Captain?” Orlov had a serious look on his face, realizing what Karpov was saying now.
“When necessary,” said Karpov. “But for now, let us settle the matter at hand and deal with the Royal Navy. If we stay on this course we’ll need to discourage further pursuit. Remember, this is the course the Admiral has set for the ship. It’s his responsibility. All I am doing is making sure we get there in one piece. Are you with me?”
Orlov hesitated, ever so slightly. He noticed how Karpov talked about great men out of one side of his mouth, and then how he foisted off responsibility for his actions on the Admiral out of the other side. It was not that he didn’t agree with Karpov. If it were up to him he’d stick a fat fist in anyone’s face he disagreed with. Yet there were limits, he thought. How far was the Captain willing to go?
“Very well,” he said at last. “But just remember, Captain. You must eat the porridge you cook. And not just you. There are over seven hundred men on this ship.”



Part VIII

MAN OF WAR



“A man like the major must always have somebody to oppress, something to take away from somebody, somebody to deprive of his rights, in short, an opportunity to wreak havoc…”

~ Fyodor Dostoevsky

Memoirs from the House of the Dead





Chapter 22


Karpov stood on the bridge, stiffly alert, yet with a taut, almost strained manner, like a watch spring that had been wound too tight. He had thought about the situation long enough. If he was ever to get to the place he saw himself going in his mind, the first step was necessary, compulsory. It was not a question of morals for him—it never was. Nor did he bother with useless speculation as Fedorov might, wondering where each round of his air defense Gatling guns was going, and which man’s heart it might rend open, spilling his life’s blood out as if it were no more than sludge in a gutter.
These considerations did not figure in the intricate workings of his mind at that moment. He was Captain of a ship of war now, and he looked at the situation from the perspective of simple tactics and strategy. He knew where the enemy was, and what his forces were composed of. Yet the enemy knew nothing of him. He could see the stumbling advance of his foe on Rodenko’s radar screens, illuminated by the clock-like sweep of the scan, round and round, pulsing out the position, course and speed of the British ships. He watched their steady approach on one side, where the British Home Fleet hastened to block his exit from the Denmark Strait, and on the other side where the chastened but dogged carrier group still followed him into that icy passage, intent on marking his shadow and blocking any possible return by the route he came. It was as if two men met in a crowded street, and one had to give way to the other to allow either to pass. Who would give way first?
The enemy was executing a well practiced drill as they smoothly vectored in the assets of the Royal Navy to find and destroy his ship. They had cut their teeth early on in 1940 when they hunted down the Graff Spee, and then learned from the mistakes made in chasing the Admiral Sheer. They had limited the effectiveness of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, eventually bottling them up in a French port to suffer the ignominy of nightly bombing raids. Then, by the time the Germans sent out their most formidable gladiator, the Bismarck, the Royal Navy had honed its skills to a fine art, like the well oiled mechanisms of a machine.
Kirov, however, was something altogether different. Yes, his ship was a mechanical wonder as well; a metal shark, sleek, fast and dangerous. The enemy had not even taken the measure of his ship, but they would soon learn more than they might ever hope to know. And just as the British set their ships out in hot pursuit, war machines that would not hesitate for one moment to fling their bombs, shells and torpedoes at him, so he, too, would be equally heartless. It was not merely a simple ship of war he commanded now, but time and fate itself, and Karpov was at the helm of both as he contemplated the action that was about to ensue at his command.
There was an odd reciprocity about war, he thought. One side goes tick, and the other goes tock. One drumbeat followed the next, in an inevitable cascade of escalation that ended in violence of the highest order, controlled rage, unrestrained anger made kinetic in the application of finely honed weapons of war. What was it Doctor Zolkin had said about it? The missiles were mindless, and gave not the slightest thought or feeling as they did their job. They were simple mechanisms, action and reaction, cause and effect. But war was the greater mechanism they all served, and man was the watchmaker of that clock. Why else were they all here aboard Kirov; why else were the British out there in their cold gray ships, their bows chopping into the sea as they surged forward in the chase?
Kirov had appeared, and within hours she was an object of military interest, perceived immediately as nothing more than a threat. The ship had spoken first with its voice, in Mister Nikolin’s plaintive calls for the other side to identify themselves, but the enemy had different ideas. So one thing led to another, tick-tock, tit for tat, action-reaction, cause and effect. This was the synapse and rhythm of war, and it seldom came to anything different.
The first blows of the enemy had been successfully parried, but the battle had only just begun. Now they were marshalling the forces they deemed necessary to find his ship and kill it, like ruthless whalers out to harpoon some ghostly leviathan. They were cutting off his escape routes, closing in with each passing sweep of the radar scope; with each passing tick of the clock. And in Karpov’s mind, the situation was entirely unacceptable, particularly since he had, at that very moment, the means of correcting it.
And he did.
~ ~ ~
Andy Doolan was the Leading Rate in the crow’s nest on Repulse that morning, or at least he hoped to be. He was up for promotion this very week, hoping to make that first step up from Able Seamen to one of the higher ratings before the ship was transferred to the Pacific. Today’s assignment was just the luck of the draw. His Chief Petty Officer had thumbed his duty roster and landed on his name that morning, and so Doolan was up high in the crow’s nest, the wind in his face as he settled in for the morning watch.
As the gray dawn gave way, the skies lightened with pink and mauve dappled clouds, and the first rays of real sunshine that they had seen in days pierced through. It wasn’t a bad lot, he thought. He could sit up there and chew on a biscuit or two, though he wished he had the presence of mind to fetch a flask of hot water or tea. Bundled up in his heavy greatcoat, gloves, and thick lined hat with ear muffs, he’d be warm enough until noon when someone else would climb up the metal mast ladder to relieve him. Yet this morning he was to have a front row seat to one of the most amazing spectacles he had ever seen.
Repulse was cruising along at high revolutions, her bow splitting the waves easily as the ship surged forward, her wake clear and white behind her. The air was cool and crisp, the biscuits just salty enough to have a little flavor, and no one would bother him for the next four hours. What could be better?
Sometime after second bell, a little after 09:00 hours, he was peering at the distant horizon when his eye caught the gleam of sunlight on metal in the sky. Surprised to think he would find a plane this far out in the Atlantic, he looked up and saw a remarkable sight. High up in the sky, something was streaking by, leaving a long thin white contrail that sliced through the clouds and vanished behind him, then fell swiftly towards the ocean. It was as if the Gods had hurled a great burning stone into the sea. It’s speed was amazing. It was there and then gone before he had half a moment to think what it might be. Two other streaks in the sky sped off to the north. There was no planes on earth that could move at a speed like that, and without making the slightest sound as they lanced through the sky above.
I’ve gone and seen a meteor, he thought, a bleeding, shooting star! Then he looked and saw another one diving in from the same place in the sky, descending at an incredible rate, as it looked it might careen right into the ocean well ahead of the ship. But as it swooped down, to his utter astonishment, the meteor leveled off and surged right over the wave tops bearing directly in on Repulse in a silent, deadly charge. Dumbstruck, he instinctively reached for the phone mounted on the main mast, but before he could even lay a hand on it something struck the ship a mighty blow, right amidships, just slightly forward of the place where he stood his watch.
There came a shuddering vibration and the ship seemed to rock violently to port, prompting him to hang on the side railings of his crow’s nest for dear life. Seconds later, as a column of thick, black smoke broiled up from below, he finally heard a long descending roar overlaid on the growl of the explosion, not knowing it was the sound of a hypersonic missile finally catching up with itself. Alarms were jangling all over the ship, and he looked down to see engineers quickly donning life preservers and running to the scene of the impact, the orange red flames licking through the heavy black smoke like the tongues of hundred dragons.
Down on the bridge, Captain Tennant never saw the missile as it skimmed in silently over the glistening sea. Traveling at just under three times the speed of sound, the P-1000 Moskit-II “Sunburn” was one of most lethal missiles in the new Russian naval inventory, replacing the P-800 Yakhont/Bramos in 2016. It was the second missile to bear the NATO codename “Sunburn,” as its design and performance were much akin to that of its predecessor, the dreadful Moskit-I.
Shaped like a long, aerodynamic torpedo with a finely pointed nose, it had four small winglets in an X-scheme at mid-fuselage, with a series of small ramjet engines mounted between them that gave it the look of a sleek and deadly shark. It’s solid rocket booster would ignite upon firing, followed by two small stabilizing jets from the nose of the missile, one to incline it towards its target after its vertical launch, and the second to counter this thrust and keep the missile level. After these two short bursts, the solid fuel at the rear would rapidly accelerate the missile, expended in the first four seconds of flight as it reached its incredible speed of over 3600 kilometers per hour, quickly leaving the roar of its own engines in its wake. Liquid fuel would then power the missile along the remainder of its flight path. It would fly at altitude for all but the last ten percent of its course to the target, then would streak down to sea level accelerating right over the top of the ocean for the last deadly run.
It had been fired by Kirov just two minutes ago, gobbling up the 100 kilometers to the target with blistering speed. It could maneuver with precision and defend itself with a suite of electronic countermeasures as well, but its job today would not be difficult. It’s target was crystal clear ahead, its design giving no thought to minimizing its radar cross-sections. It was masked by no countervailing ECM, no infrared suppression system was in play, and there was no chaff in the air intend to spoof or decoy the missile away—nor was there any AA gun aboard the ship with the slightest chance of tracking and hitting it as it came on its final blistering sprint at Mach 3.0. It was like shooting a fish in a barrel.
When the missile struck Repulse, it delivered a 450 kilogram, armor piercing warhead that hammered against a belt of cemented armor measuring six inches thick just above the waterline amidships. Only her big 15 inch gun turrets had better protection, though this belt armor was relatively thin for a ship of her size. Some thirty kilometers behind her by now, the flagship King George V, had armor more than twice this thickness along her main side belts. The protection given Repulse was enough to impede, but not stop, the missile. It prevented it from completely burning its way deeper into the ship when the Sunburn exploded, but the remaining load of liquid fuel in its long fuselage ignited in a roaring fireball. The armor plating buckled and broke, seared by the explosion and considerable kinetic impact of the missile, which was enough to send a shower of metal fragments inward to pierce the inner sides of the hull in places, and claim the life of two Able Seamen who had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. A jet of flaming hot metal seared through the breech, and started a major fire.
On the bridge, Captain Tennant could only think that he had been hit by a torpedo, and he immediately had his Chiefs check all the watches to see if anyone had spotted a periscope. Doolan’s phone rang and he blurted out his incredible tale of high flying meteors descending and skipping over the waves. Tennant thought the man was daft, but yet his ship was on fire, and he was clearly under attack. The eyes of every watch stander squinted at the horizon looking for any sign of an enemy vessel, but saw nothing. Then they heard a roar, the sound of the missile’s rocket engine finally catching up with it, well after it had already struck the ship. It seemed like the moaning of some demonic, unseen leviathan.
Captain Tennant shuddered with the sound and the sight of the awful fire now burning amidships. When he had taken stock of the situation, and heard from his engineers below, he turned to his signalman and said: “Make to Tovey on King George V. We are under attack, struck by a torpedo amidships on main belt. Ship on fire, but damage appears moderate and under control, and we are still seaworthy. No enemy surface contact, and no periscope sighted. No damaged to engines or plant, but slowing to twenty knots to assess possible breech below the waterline. Beginning zigzag pattern for the next hour.”
He turned and gave the orders to begin evasive maneuvers and scolded his watchmen to be on the lookout for periscopes, particularly on the starboard side of the ship where the blow had landed. As more reports came in it was soon made apparent to him that, while struck very near the waterline, all the damage to the ship was well above it. Unless this was a new torpedo that could leap out of the water like a swordfish, the damage had to be caused by something else.
Minutes later that ‘something else’ was again inbound on his position with evil intent. As before, it came in from above, then swooped down like an evil bird of prey to skim across the ocean at a scorching speed. This time he saw it, his jaw slack with amazement as the missile bored in on Repulse leaving a long thin white tail of smoke behind it. “Bloody hell,” he breathed. Then it exploded again, a little higher and slightly forward of the last hit.
The ship rocked with the second impact, and fire and smoke billowed up, obscuring his vision. A single fragment of near molten metal struck and pierced his forward viewport, shattering the glass there an jarring a nearby bulkhead with a metallic thud. Thankfully, no one was hit.
“What in blazes was that?” he said to his Executive Officer. His mind reeled, still replaying the image of the silent, swift approach of the weapon as it flashed against his ship. Thank god they were hitting us amidships, he thought. Any higher and that devil would have missed our side armor and run completely through the ship.
A com-link phone jangled, and the XO took it up. “Hull breech from that one, sir, and another bad fire… But well above the water line. No flooding. Burned out one of the new AA guns above the point of impact. Several casualties.”
“Make to Tovey,” he said to the signalmen. “Second hit amidships. Not a torpedo, yet no ship sighted. Weapon appeared to be a rocket. Repeat, not a torpedo.” He knew how unusual this would sound. He had heard of experimental rocket weapons, but had never seen one—until now. It was the only thing that could possibly explain what he had witnessed and also fit with the reports he had been receiving from the engineers below. That thing was flying. It came down at him from above until it hugged the sea before it hit. It was not a torpedo.
Tennant scanned the horizon with his field glasses, then removed them, squinting up into the sallow gray sky to look for any sign of an aircraft. There was nothing. He was like a blindfolded boxer in a ring with the heavyweight champion of the world. He would never see the punches coming, nor the man who threw them, but he would surely feel them. He had taken two hard blows to the gut, and his ship was doubled over with the pain. Yet as he looked about him, rushing from one side of the bridge to another, the sea was stark, cold and empty.
~ ~ ~
Wake-Walker was brooding on the Bridge of HMS Victorious. He had been delayed while detaching his destroyer screen to Iceland for refueling and sorting out his remaining planes into one new squadron. The enemy put on more speed and slipped away, and his radar lost contact with the phantom raider. Wanting to get back in the chase, he had planes up that morning spread out in a line abreast in two sub-flights of three each. One of each group was equipped with radar. The other two were, he realized, nothing more than decoys. If the enemy fired those damnable long range rockets at them, chances are they might target the wrong plane and he could re-acquire his fix on the enemy contact to the south. The planes were having fits with their radar, however, and his flight leader reported he could see nothing at all. Reluctantly, he gave the order to bring the ship about, turning on a heading to best recover his fighters. HMS Furious was out in front, all her planes but two gone now. He would send her off to Scapa Flow in due course, but for now she was nothing more than a forlorn scout ship.
In fact, that had been her role when first laid down in 1915. She was one of three ‘oddball’ ships, a light battlecruiser with just two massive guns, one in each of two turrets mounted fore and aft. But she was soon to lose the cumbersome weapon up front and have it replaced with a seaplane flight deck that converted her to a hybrid cruiser-carrier. A year later the aft turret was removed for another seaplane deck there, and by 1925 both of these decks had been removed and replaced with a single flight deck that ran nearly the whole length of the ship. Two other old ships had undergone similar reconstructive surgery, the Courageous and Glorious, but the former was torpedoed and sunk by U-20 on 17 Sept 1939, and the latter sunk by gunfire from Scharnhorst and Gneisenau on 8 June 1940 during the evacuation of Norway. Furious was the last of the oddballs, a strange, anachronism from the First World War bridging the way to a new era. Yet she was fated that morning to be struck by a nemesis from a time no man aboard her could imagine, let alone comprehend.
Two Moskit-II Sunburns arced up into the sky and sped north, accelerating to lightning speed over the first 90 kilometers, then descending rapidly to skim just above the sea. They had each been targeted at one of the two British carriers but, for some reason, both now homed in on the lead contact, hapless and forsaken, the odd man out of the fleet, HMS Furious. Midshipman Bill Simpson saw them coming, just by chance when he was out on the flight deck that morning with Albert Gibson laying lines.
“Look there, Al,” he pointed, and the two men saw something blur silently in from the starboard quarter, impossibly fast, then turn with a suddenness that astounded them and flash in against the ship. There was a thunderous roar as the first missile struck, blasting through the thinner three inch side armor and flaming into the guts of the ship as its remaining fuel igniting in a holocaust of fire and smoke.
The delay off Iceland had seen the task force fall nearly 200 kilometers behind the enemy, and that ended up being a bit of a saving grace. The missiles had expended much of their liquid fuel before they hit home, and there was less to ignite the fires. Seconds later the other missile struck, literally reeling the ship to one side as it thundered home and sent both Simpson and Gibson sprawling onto the deck. Luckily, they were in the aft quarter of the ship, and when the second explosion blasted up through the thin flight deck, they were saved from the flying shrapnel, fire and debris. But Furious had been struck a heavy blow, immolating her vacant, empty forward hanger area, with chunks of twisted steel shot gunned clean through the other side of the ship. Fire and thick, black smoke were everywhere.
Aboard Victorious, Wake-Walker’s head was jerked around as he looked, aghast at the scene. He had been in the plot room a moment ago, and did not see the missiles approach. So he, like Captain Tennant on the Repulse, surmised that this had to be a torpedo attack or enemy air strike off the Graf Zeppelin, and he shouted the order for all hands to stand to battle stations. What was wrong with the ruddy radar sets today? There had been no sign of aircraft about at all. Then he noticed the strange contrails high in the distance, two thin tracks from the south aimed right at his ships.
~ ~ ~
Thirty kilometers behind Repulse, Admiral John Tovey knew exactly what Tennant was speaking of when he sent his frantic messages. King George V had been struck in exactly the same place, dead amidships, and just above the waterline, though thankfully on the thickest portion of her main belt armor, all of fifteen inches there, with newer cemented armor that was even more resistant to shock. While the missiles had managed to storm through the side armor of Repulse, Tovey’s newer ship was jarred, set afire by exploding fuel, but was otherwise unharmed. The shock, however, was more mental than physical. Both he and his bridge crew were astounded to think that the Germans could have a weapon of this speed and accuracy. There was no enemy ship anywhere in sight, and nothing whatsoever between his ship and Repulse, which meant that this rocket must have been fired from a range of over a hundred kilometers, many times the range of his big main 14 inch guns. In fact, it had been fired at a range of 130 kilometers, running that distance in just two and a half minutes.
Tovey’s mind reeled with the shock of the attack, unable to comprehend it. How could they even see his ship to know how to aim and fire such a weapon? He called to his air watch radar sets and yet no one had seen anything more than snowy static on their screens. No watchman had reported any sign of a spotting plane. Then, just as he was getting an assessment of the damage below, another rocket contrail could be seen overhead, swooping suddenly down to the ocean and skimming right in over the wave tops to shudder against the side of his battleship in another thunderous explosion.
The big ship rocked, then steadied herself, but there was more smoke and fire than actual serious damage. “God, almighty,” said Tovey. “Thank our lucky stars we’re taking these on the main belt armor.” His ship had been designed to take potential hits from the main guns of opposing battleships and survive intact to keep fighting. In fact, his sister ship Prince of Wales had been hit several times by large 15 inch shells fired by the Bismarck weighing all of 1760 pounds. While damaged and penetrated, the ship had remained seaworthy and was even now at sea ferrying the Prime Minister to Newfoundland.
By comparison, the missiles fired that morning from Kirov delivered a warhead weighing just under 1000 pounds. This alone was not sufficient to penetrate the battleship’s main armor when struck full on, though the kinetic power of the full missile itself when it struck, delivered an incredible shock that buckled the armor at the point of impact. Yet it held, the strongest outer wall of the citadel that was the armored shell around the ship’s most vital inner compartments.
In her first incarnation Kirov had carried an even bigger weapon, the P-700 Granit “Shipwreck” missile that delivered a warhead twice the size of the Sunburn on a missile that was nearly twice as heavy. These had been removed and replaced by lighter, faster weapons designed to defeat the real armor of a modern ship, which was its suite of electronic countermeasures and missile and gun defenses. The warheads on the new Sunburns would have been enough to make a shipwreck out of most modern destroyers or frigates with one or two hits, but they were now striking targets with heavier armor they had never been designed to defeat.
~ ~ ~
When Samsonov and Rodenko reported a perfect six out of six hits, Captain Karpov was elated. “That will let them know we are not to be fooled with,” he said proudly.
“Excuse me, sir,” said Fedorov. “If our missiles struck as they should have, and hit the targets amidships, then it is very likely they have not seriously harmed the battleships. The carriers were probably hurt, and Repulse will be damaged, though I believe she would survive and still be seaworthy. As for King George V, if we hit her belt armor it would feel like a good stiff jab, but she would shrug it off.”
“What are you saying?” said Orlov. “The Germans sunk battleships with guided flying bombs in this war, did they not? Our missiles are much more lethal.”
“Respectfully, sir,” Fedorov knew he was on thin ice, but he needed to make his point. “You are referring to the Fritz-X, and yes, they sunk and damaged battleships, from above. They did not strike flush against the main armor belt of those ships as our missiles would do coming in at just above sea level. They penetrated the deck armor, which was much thinner. If you want to truly hurt a well armored ship, then you must reprogram your angle of attack on our missiles and have them strike well above the hull line, or at a much steeper angle on impact from above. If you bring them in at sea level, as we would do to defeat modern ship defensive weapons, they will burn and break armor in places, but will not penetrate to the interior of a battleship to do serious damage. Our Sunburns were simply not designed to penetrate this kind of armor. They were built to penetrate thin hulled modern ships of our day, and that they can do well enough. Yet we know that at least two hits are thought necessary to disable a modern American destroyer. Three for their Ticonderoga class cruisers, and as many as five hits for their carriers. Our missiles are powerful, but we need to hit the ship’s deck and superstructure, not its belt armor.”
Orlov scowled at him. “You know so much, eh?” But even his own thick skull had been penetrated by the navigator’s argument. “Samsonov,” he said quickly. “Can we reprogram the angle of attack?”
“We can, sir, but it will take some time. I cannot do this while presently engaging targets. I have two more missiles primed for firing.” He look at the Captain, waiting.
“Hold fire, Samsonov,” said Karpov. “Disengage your system and begin reprogramming for a top down approach to the target. Eliminate the final sea skimming run. Mister Fedorov is correct. Our Sunburns used as low altitude sea skimmers will not be as effective as they could be. As the enemy cannot see us, let alone catch us, we will take the time to make these adjustments. But I want all our offensive weapons optimized as quickly as possible. Report on your progress in four hours. For now, secure from battle stations. Mister Rodenko, let me know what our contact is doing now. Perhaps this attack has at least given them something more to think about.”



Chapter 23


August 5th, 1941
Admiral Tovey was still in a state of shock and disbelief. He was trying to sort through what had happened with Brind, collating reports that were now coming in fast and furious. They had turned about, and were running south until he could gather his ships, and his wits, and determine what to do. He shook his head solemnly as he pointed at the chart.
“Wake-Walker is over 200 miles to the north, Brind, up above Reykjavík. If this enemy ship is where we think it is, how in the world could he have been struck up there? Furious has been gutted with fire. She took two hits just as we did, but we were lucky enough to have five times her armor protection. They’ve managed to put the fires out, but I’m afraid she’s no good to us now—no planes and a shattered flight deck due to the explosions.”
“Best to get her into Reykjavík and then off home for repairs,” said Brind. “But the real question is this: what do we do about the Victorious? She’s just as vulnerable, sir, and with little more than a few Fulmar fighters aboard, she’s not much good as a strike asset now. In fact, her planes can’t even reacquire the enemy ship on radar. Everything’s gone haywire. None of the equipment seems to be working from these latest reports. Walker believes the Germans are using some kind of powerful jammer.”
“You’re probably right. Signal Wake-Walker that he is to transfer his flag to cruiser Suffolk and make for Reykjavík as well to refuel his ships. It’s likely I’ll leave Victorious there. Without an air wing she’s just a target.”
“That pairs down Force P to just the two cruisers, sir. Unless you suggest we refuel the destroyers as well.”
“As soon as possible,” said Tovey. “We were fighting this threat as if it were a battleship, Brind. But it’s a carrier, or at least it fights like one. It stands off and strikes at us from extreme range, as any carrier would, but instead of planes it’s throwing these damnable rockets at us. So we can’t go steaming about like this, unescorted and without a proper screen. Yes, I want those destroyers along as well. And anything else in the harbor that’s in any way seaworthy.”
“The Canadians were going to send out three destroyers to pick up Prince of Wales, sir.”
“The more the merrier,” said Tovey. “And we’re going to rendezvous with that ship as well. It’s entirely too lonesome out here. Home Fleet is bloody well going to start looking like one again. Signal Force K and Vian’s two light cruisers and put them on a course to join with us. We need to form a larger task force, and the cruisers were made for screening duty.”
“Right, sir, but what about Repulse? She took two hits as well, and they bruised her quite a bit. Who knows how many more of these long-range rockets the Germans have aboard that ship? My god, sir, how in the world did they develop this weapon without us knowing about it?”
“Your guess is as good as mine, Brind. Lucky for us that they gave us a couple of body shots. If King George V had been slapped about the head and shoulders, the damage would’ve been far more extensive. Not that we have a weak chin, mind you, but I’d hate to take one of those rockets here on the bridge. All things considered, we haven’t really been hurt that much. Repulse is seaworthy, and Tennant says he can still make thirty knots. Should we risk her further?”
“As it’s been demonstrated the enemy rockets can penetrate her side armor sir, I’d think twice about that.” The two men still had dark thoughts over the fate of HMS Hood. Tovey thought about it for a moment, and then decided.
“She can still fight, but I don’t want her out in front on her own like this. Let’s reel her in and put her in our wake again. Tennant won’t like it, but there it is. We’ll bring Walker and Vian down to join with us with their cruisers and destroyers, and then we’ll swing south. I’m afraid it’s an entirely new game now. As amazing as it sounds, we’re are on the defensive. I want to steer in such a way as to put our ships between the enemy and Prince of Wales’ route to Newfoundland. Our best play now is to form a covering force for her until we can make a proper rendezvous with the rest of the fleet.”
“We might simply send Prince of Wales home, sir,” Brind suggested. “Then we can stay in the hunt a while longer.”
“And we might try getting the Prime Minister to agree to that,” said Tovey, somewhat frustrated. “It’s time we called in the heavy cavalry. Let’s get a message off to Admiral Somerville and bring Force H out from Gibraltar into the Atlantic. He’s got Ark Royal, Nelson, Renown, and several more cruisers he can sortie with. Strength in numbers. The pilots aboard Ark Royal have considerably more experience than Wake-Walker’s boys did. After all, she stuck a few torpedoes into Bismarck, didn’t she? We could use her, even if we utilize her aircraft for spotting purposes only.”
“Yet she’ll be vulnerable to these German rockets, sir; so is Renown. As for Nelson, she can’t make much more than twenty knots, and that will slow down Somerville considerably.
“Twenty knots will have to do for the moment,” said Tovey. “I need ships with big guns and the armor to stand in a fight for a time. Nelson may not be able to catch this German ship, but we might, and if we get her by the ankles and hold on tight enough, then Nelson can come up join the party, just as Rodney did against Bismarck. Let’s get on a heading to the south. This German ship is not likely to try steaming into the Labrador Sea. They’ll be heading south as well. Eventually we can work our way to join up with Prince of Wales. As long as Somerville will be making no more than twenty knots, if he has a fast tanker in port at Gibraltar, tell him to bring it along. Vian’s cruisers would be in need of fuel by the time we get down south. It’s either that or we send them home soon.
“Very good, sir,” said Brind, thinking. “What about the Americans?” he said at last. “Don’t they have a convoy headed for Iceland at the moment? They’ll have warships bound for this meeting in Newfoundland as well. It would be wise if we brief them as to the nature of the threat, sir.”
“Yes, they’ll run right afoul of this rogue and won’t have any idea what the Germans are capable of. We’d best warn them as soon as possible.”
“Admiral Pound is aboard Prince of Wales with the Prime Minister,” said Brind.
“Let’s leave the Admiral to his tea and crumpets for the time being,” said Tovey. “He’s likely to sit on things if we go through channels. We’d best let the Yanks know directly. I’ll take full responsibility.”
“Very well, sir. I’ll see that the orders are sent out at once.”
~ ~ ~
Kirov raced south, passing the distant Cape of Greenland to the west and heading into the North Atlantic. She pushed on through the Denmark Strait without the slightest scratch from the enemy. Karpov was pleased when Rodenko informed him the British battleships had turned about, heading southeast for a time until they vanished, beyond the range of his surface radar. The British carriers that had been following also disappeared from Rodenko’s screens.
Tovey was steaming south on course almost parallel to that of Kirov, but Karpov could not know this unless he sent his KA-40 helos up to extend his sighting range. For the moment however he was content to have shaken off his pursuers. He had given the British another hard lesson, demonstrating that he could strike them heavy blows well outside the range of their guns. They had turned tail and sped away, bruised and battered by his missiles. Yet before he had too much time to gloat, he needed to handle a maintenance problem that had come up at a most inopportune time.
Chief Dobrynin in engineering had called up and asked him to make slow revolutions on the turbines again while they investigated a reactor cooling problem. There was no immediate danger, but Karpov knew that a ship’s reactors at sea could be temperamental pieces of equipment, and there had been more than one ‘incident’ in the navy over the years. What had happened to the Orel? As much as he wanted to get down south quickly, his better judgment led him to slow the ship to a sedate 10 knots while the engineers investigated. There was nothing wrong with Kirov’s radars, and she could defend herself from any and all threats well before they became a problem. Yet he wanted speed when he needed it, and so he decided to linger on the 5th of August and effect repairs. It would put the ship in its best, battle worthy condition, and also give him time to think as he set his mind on bigger fish to fry.
Somewhere to the east there was another British battleship at sea, he knew, and she carried a gaggle of high-ranking officials, and officers from every arm of the military, including fat Winston Churchill himself. He thought what a tempting target Prince of Wales would make for his Sunburns. Then again, he could allow the ship to complete its journey and see all the eggs in one basket, there in Argentia Bay of Newfoundland, where he could keep them as long as he wanted, or deal with them in any way he saw fit.
With the American president and the British prime minister holed up, he had any number of choices. One was to join the negotiations himself, standing in for his uninvited countrymen and assuring that the Soviet Union would not be marginalized in the postwar environment the two Western powers were now scheming to build.
He passed a moment imagining his arrival, with all three helicopters used to ferry in an honor guard of marines, led by the formidable Kandemir Troyak. He pictured them in their dress olive greens, long double breasted trench coats with gold buttons and collar tabs, braided gold belts and the brilliant red sash strap from shoulder to waist, where a six inch tasseled gold horsetail tied it off. Their black Ushankas rose proudly as they marched, stiff backed, their pace timed precisely to the beat of black jack boots polished to a mirror like finish. Each man would carry a bayoneted rifle, and the squad leader would hold a long silver sword, gleaming balefully in the morning light. Behind him would come the flag bearer, with the tricolor of the new Russian Federation snapping proudly in the wind. The symbolism would be apparent to all those who watched them come, their eyes glazed with awe, jaws slack with fear and surprise. They would be the sword of Mother Russia. They would seem a phalanx of doom as they marched, with the Captain strutting boldly in their midst as commanding officer.
Karpov smiled to himself, dwelling on the image. But it would not be mere theater, he mused. The considerable weight of Kirov’s firepower, and the nuclear weapons he could demonstrate on some empty forsaken tract of Newfoundland would be his big sticks in the negotiations, sure to bend the minds of both heads of state. If they gawked at his helicopters, he could only imagine their shock at the sight of a nuclear detonation, and their fear as he calmly told them his ship was laden with a hundred similar warheads, lozh to be sure, but a lie that would surely be believed after his demonstration. What would the duplicitous titans of the West do, he wondered?
Roosevelt and Churchill had given their assurances time and time again, toying with Stalin throughout the war as they promised to eventually open a second front in Europe, while in fact they left most of the fighting to the Russian army. They might do the very same with him, he thought, promising him the world with sweet tongued graces, yet delivering nothing in the end. What would he do with the ship in the meantime, while the British and Americans most likely gathered every fighting vessel they could get their hands on and vectored them in? He needed to know more about the enemy capabilities to make a firm decision one way or the other. As much as he disliked Fedorov, the navigator was the only man on the ship he could rely on for the information he needed. The book he had been reading was in no way comprehensive.
“How many more ships might we expect to encounter if we proceed south now,” he asked.
Fedorov was grateful for the opportunity to speak. Perhaps he could persuade the Captain to alter his course and avoid further combat. “I’ve done some research, sir, and we are fortunate that many British capital ships are laid up for repair and refit at this time. They have four or five more aircraft carriers available, but two are in American ports for refit, and one is in the Indian ocean. Aside from the two we have just driven off, that will leave them only the Ark Royal at Gibraltar. This is a more experienced ship and could pose a threat.”
“It will serve only as a good target for our Sunburns,” said Karpov. “And we have already seen what happens to their aircraft should they dare strike us again. But what about battleships?”
“Well, sir, we’ve driven off Home Fleet for the moment, but as I said earlier, I don’t think we seriously damaged either Repulse or King George V. The Prince of Wales is at sea, and that ship will likely be on Admiral Tovey’s mind. Given the shock and surprise they must have experienced with your missile attack, I believe they have probably fallen back to consolidate and reassess the situation. But they are out there sir, and they’ll have several heavy cruisers to throw in the mix as well. If Ark Royal sails from Gibraltar, she will most likely be escorted by the battlecruiser Renown, and possibly the battleship Nelson with several more cruisers. Nelson is slow, however, but given what has happened, I would have to believe the British would put everything they have to sea. In a few weeks time her sister ship Rodney will also be on the list. She was refitting at Boston and was ready for action again later this month. They could bring her out early in great need. If, however, we turn east, I think we could safely slip through the net and out to sea to get in a better tactical position.”
He was hoping this array of ships would give the Captain second thoughts about keeping on this heading, but Karpov was simply stacking these ships up in his mind. They were nothing more than names to him. Unlike Fedorov, he could not quote their speed, gun caliber, armor thickness, but these things did not matter, as his navigator was always close at hand. For now they were nothing more than targets to him, and he was mentally pairing them with various missile systems aboard ship, deciding how he would engage each task force the enemy was likely to assemble against him. Then the same question occurred to him that Brind had asked Tovey.
“What about the Americans, Fedorov? They’re not yet involved in this war, yes?”
“Officially, they are noncombatants. They’ve only just begun to relieve the British garrison on Iceland, and to take responsibility for the sea route we are sailing on at this very moment. In fact…” Fedorov thought hard for a moment. “If I’m not mistaken they have a convoy ferrying more troops, planes, supplies and equipment to Iceland even now.”
“I saw such a notation in your book,” said Karpov, “but the dates were vague.”
Fedorov wished he had never told the Captain about that book but nothing could be done about it now. “Just a second, Captain. I think I can get more specific information.” He was hoping that the added weight of the American presence in the region would be enough to tip the argument in his favor. He reached for another volume from the shelf above his station, and quickly looked up a reference while Karpov watched with some interest, his eye drawn to Fedorov’s small book collection, noticing them for first time. “Here it is, sir. Two groups: Task Group A with the carrier Wasp, the heavy cruiser Vincennes and two destroyers. They were ferrying those Army P-40 fighters to Iceland—” His eyes widened. “They’re due to arrive on August 6th, Captain! They must be just south of us, and very close by now. It would be best if we steered to avoid them.”
“Rodenko has seen nothing south of us for hours.”
“We may pick them up soon, sir. And behind them will come Task Force 16 with the battleship Mississippi, heavy cruisers Quincy and Wichita, five destroyers and several transports.”
“Another battleship?”
“An older ship, sir. Her keel was laid down in 1915. She’s slow, perhaps no more than 21 knots, but had decent protection with belt armor just over 340 millimeters thick, and she has twelve 14 inch guns and fourteen more 5 inch guns. We cannot get anywhere within twenty kilometers of that ship, sir. The carrier may pose no immediate threat, given that she is on a ferry mission and probably not at full battle readiness.”
“Well we’ve already beaten off the professionals,” said Karpov, speaking of the Royal Navy. “I suppose it’s time to send the amateurs packing as well. Rodenko!” He shouted at his radar Chief. “Let me know the moment you have any contact south of our position. Samsonov, how is the missile reprogramming progressing?”
“The men are working on it now sir. I have a few Sunburns reset to disable their low altitude descent. They’ll just come right down on the target, sir.”
“A few? How many, Samsonov?”
“Four, sir,” the Chief said sheepishly. “But we’ll have another four ready in a few hours. As for the other missiles, some will have to be taken out of their firing tubes to get at the guidance module. It may take a while.”
Karpov was not happy. All his ship’s weapons were still largely calibrated to fight another class of warship altogether. “Will the Americans be hostile?” Karpov turned to his navigator again.
Fedorov was thinking what to say. Was the Captain seriously thinking of engaging the Americans too? What could he say to dissuade him?
“If they believe us to be a German raider, I fear they will treat us that way, sir. As I explained earlier, there were policies in place at this time to treat any hostile contact within a hundred miles as an enemy and sink her. There was a great deal of discussion about it, but the end of it was that the Americans decided to consider any German surface raider or U-boat as a hostile threat if found in these waters. Their naval forces were given the orders to engage and destroy such contacts if encountered.”
“Then we must consider any American ship hostile as well,” said Karpov. “What else may lay ahead?”
“But sir, you don’t want to engage the Americans, do you? I thought your plan was—”
”What else is out there, Fedorov. Don’t concern yourself with my plans.”
“Well, sir, they’ll have two battleships anchored in Argentia Bay, the Arkansas and New York. And they will also have another available on the East Coast, the Texas. The Carrier Yorktown is also operating with the Atlantic Fleet at this time, but she is in the Caribbean at the moment. The heavy cruiser Augusta is already en route to Newfoundland with the American president aboard. There will be other ships in that group as well.”
“My, my,” said Karpov. “Their entire Atlantic Fleet, and most everything the British can put to sea on top of it! And they are all within a few days cruising distance from us at this very moment. Get busy, Samsonov. We’ll be needing those missiles as soon as possible.”
“But sir,” said Fedorov. “We must be very cautious now. There were several incidents involving German submarines and American destroyers in these months leading up to Pearl Harbor. None of them were serious enough to force an early American entry into the war, but if we engage any of these American ships and do any significant damage, that could change everything. Sink an American capital ship in these waters and it could have the same effect as the sinking of the Maine before the Spanish-American War. Give the Americans a rallying cry and they will become implacable enemies.”
“Are they not already our enemies?” said Karpov. “They have worked ceaselessly to impede, degrade, and humiliate the Russian Republic for decades. Make no mistake, Fedorov. The Germans may be our enemy now, but we handled them well enough. It is the Americans who will make an end of us later.”
“I understand, Captain, but if the Americans enter the war early against Germany, then they will also have to declare hostilities against Japan. This could preclude the Japanese from having to plan or execute their attack on Pearl Harbor. It could change everything, sir. The entire course of the war could be altered.”
“Has it not already occurred to you, Fedorov, that is exactly what we are here to do? You think I can tiptoe quietly past all these ships out into the Atlantic to find that comfortable tropical island the Admiral was speaking about? This is war. These are our enemies. I am the Captain of a ship of war, and I intend to use her for exactly that purpose. We’re heading south. They are cruising north. Let us see who gives way. If you don’t have the stomach for it, then go below and I will put someone else in your station.”
Fedorov was silent, realizing now that every bit of information he revealed to Karpov was dangerous—that Karpov himself was dangerous, and without the Admiral available as a countervailing force, there was no telling what he might do next.



Chapter 24


On the 23rd of July, the warm sun dappled the waters of Willoughby Bay and Hampton Roads where the carrier USS Wasp, moved with the gentle incoming tides at dock seven of the American naval operations base at Norfolk, West Virginia. The stevedores had been working all day, loading long wooden crates up on to the ship where they were quickly unpacked to reveal several squadrons of Army P-40C fighters earmarked for deployment at the new American airfields on Iceland. Curious sailors watched the planes being brought aboard with three PT-17 trainers, all assigned to the 33rd Pursuit Squadron out of Mitchel Field, on Long Island, New York. And with them came a gaggle of Army Air Force pilots, saluting as they came aboard reporting for temporary duty on the big navy ship, and seeming just a little bit out of their element.
The Wasp was a scaled-down version of the Yorktown class carrier, but lighter, with smaller engines, virtually no armor, and a displacement under 20,000 tons with full load. The Navy had been looking for ways to cut corners while adding another carrier to its inventory, trying for a smaller ship that still had the same aircraft capacity of the larger Yorktown class. Wasp was the result. She wasn’t rigged for battle yet. Most of her VF-7 flyboys would sit this one out on nearby airfields, as her mission was just a ferrying operation. A few days later, she cast off her moorings and eased quietly away from her berthing to slip out into Chesapeake Bay and make her way into the North Atlantic. There she rendezvoused with the heavy cruiser Vincennes, and destroyers O’Brien and Walke for the run up to Iceland.
Along the way she encountered a larger US task force also bound for Reykjavík. Task Force 16 was led by the hulking presence of the battleship Mississippi with cruisers Quincy and Wichita, and five other destroyers. They were escorting three transport ships and a naval maintenance ship, Semmes, carrying Army Air Corps gear and supplies, heavy road building equipment, and other personnel assigned to duty as America took up its watch on this distant, cold outpost. The Marines were already there, setting up in the abandoned Nissen huts the British had left them, but they needed planes to provide air cover and secure their lodgment on the island. As Yorktown was still down in the Caribbean, Wasp got the job.
Now, on the morning of August 5th, she and her escorts were just a long day’s cruise from Iceland at the leisurely speed of 15 knots they were making. Wasp signaled farewell to the Mississippi, and angled away, out to sea where she could get some maneuvering room, turn into the wind, and begin launching those Army P-40s. The planes would then fly into Reykjavík on their own, a little over 400 miles to the northeast.
When the P-40s were spotted on the flight line, the navy crewmen razzed and called to their army brethren, telling them that now they would finally learn what it takes to fly off a flattop. As the first plane spun its engines up to full power and was flagged for takeoff, the sailors hooted and cheered when they saw the P-40 dip and finally rise into the sky. Then, one by one, the other twenty-nine fighters were spotted and launched, until the whole wing of thirty were circling noisily overhead. When they had assembled into their squadrons and sub flights, Captain Jim Reeves aboard Wasp radioed his best wishes and bade them farewell. The planes started north by northeast on a heading of about 45 degrees and slowly winged away toward the horizon.
“Message, Captain,” said a signalman.
“What is it, Yeoman?”
“It says to look out for a German raider exiting the Denmark Strait, sir.” The yeoman looked down at his signal decode, reading it now. “Presume hostile and very dangerous. Proceed with caution.”
“A German raider? I thought the limeys had everything under control out here. Well, there’s nothing those Army flyboys can do about it. They’re not even armed. But signal them to be on the lookout, just in case. Maybe we can spot the damn thing and send in the Mississippi to see about it.”
“Aye, sir.”
~ ~ ~
Minutes later the American planes appeared on Rodenko’s long-range air detection radars aboard Kirov, and he immediately notified the Captain. “Con, radar air contact bearing on our position, speed one-eight-five at 10,000 feet, range 180 kilometers I read a large group of aircraft, sir, possibly twenty-five or thirty discrete contacts.”
That got the Captain’s attention immediately. He moved quickly to Rodenko’s side looking at the scope, his eyes dark and serious. “Chief Orlov, bring the ship to battle stations. Mister Samsonov, ready on the S-300 SAM system.” This was the same long-range missile-defense system that the Admiral had used so effectively against the first British strike launched by Victorious and Furious three days ago. The Captain thought to get off a missile barrage as soon as possible, before the enemy had a chance to close with his position. There would be no repeat of the near run torpedo that had nearly struck the ship.
As he gave the order, Fedorov turned, the anxiety clear on his face. He had been reading more about the American presence in the North Atlantic and knew what these planes were and where they were bound. “Excuse me, sir,” he called, but Karpov waved him off.
“Not now, Mister Fedorov, this is a man’s work.”
Fedorov ignored the insult, for he knew he had to speak. “Sir, this is not a strike wave!” he said emphatically. “These are the American P-40 fighters that I told you about earlier. They are simply being transferred from the carrier to their bases in Iceland. They are unarmed, sir!”
Karpov scowled at him. “And how might you know this? Simply because it is written in that book of yours? You expect me to put this ship and its crew at risk? The British may have contacted the Americans and advised them of our position. The history you are reading may have changed, Mister Fedorov. You were just worrying about that a moment ago. So don’t bother me with these silly details, we have another battle to fight. If you are afraid of wolves, don’t go to the woods, but that is where we find ourselves.”
The Captain ordered Samsonov to begin programming his barrage, locking acquisition radars onto the targets. “This is a large group of planes,” he said. “I want no mistakes here. I assume you have completed your maintenance checks on these missiles?”
“We have, sir,” Samsonov was sitting upright in his seat, his back and shoulders taut, eyes bright, his hands quickly adjusting the dials and switches of his Combat Information Center. He turned and gave an order to a junior mishman, watching until he was satisfied the command had been carried out properly. Karpov could see the heat of battle was on him, and it was exactly why Samsonov was the perfect warrior for a situation like this. He didn’t think, he simply acted. He was like a spring in a well crafted mechanism, and would do his job the instant Karpov pushed on the right lever.
Rodenko interrupted, calling out a new target. “Con, I have surface contact, extreme range, reading four ships bearing two-two-five, speed approximately 20 knots.”
“Captain—” Fedorov tried again, but Karpov spun about, pointing at him.
“There,” he said starkly. “What are these ships doing, Mister Fedorov, delivering milk?”
“That will be the carrier Wasp and her escorts. They should be turning about soon and heading south. They pose no threat, sir.”
“They most certainly will pose no threat when I have finished with them,” said Karpov.
“But, sir, you cannot attack these ships! Remember what the Admiral said? What if the Americans react by entering the war early?”
“Mister Orlov…” Karpov turned to look for his dour Chief of Operations. “Please escort Mister Fedorov from the bridge. He is relieved.” Karpov had other plans for the Americans. Whether they entered the war now or four months from now was no longer his concern. He would see to it that they never reached the Rhine River before Russian troops got there first. This was only the beginning.
“Aye, sir.” Orlov’s looming presence was a shadow over Fedorov a moment later, and though he knew the Captain was about to make a terrible mistake, there was nothing more the navigator could do. Orlov would make a point of making his life miserable for the next month, he knew, if any of them lived that long. He gave the Captain a long, sullen look, then started for the rear hatch of the bridge citadel, receiving a not so gentle nudge in the back by Orlov as he went. The Chief looked over his shoulder, grinning at the Captain. “I’ll send up Tovarich,” he said. “He’s not so talkative.”
~ ~ ~
The 33rd Pursuit Squadron was a part of the larger 33rd Fighter Group defending the East Coast of the United States. Its pilots proudly wore the shoulder patch of a blue shield with a flaming sword above the moniker, “Fire From the Clouds.” Yet they were to encounter exactly that as they flew in formation, when the barrage of eight S-300 missiles suddenly clawed through the morning sky in front of them. 2nd Lieutenant Joe Shaffer saw them first, calling out the sighting on his radio.
“Hey, what’s that coming up at twelve-o-clock?” It looked for all the world like a flaming sword, long, sleek and burning in the sky with a fiery tail and fuming exhaust. He only had a second to think this, however, for the high speed missiles closed the distance at a frightful rate and soon the sky ignited with fire and a hail of lethal metal fragments ejected from a series of tightly packed metal rods in the exploding warheads. Shaffer was dead before he could say another word, his plane riddled with shrapnel. So were Dunks and Bailey, his two wing mates. His sub-flight of three planes extinguished by a single missile.
Far back in the formation, Lt. Commander Boone watched with amazement and horror as six more violent explosions took down the old P-40s as if they had been flies swatted from the sky. Six, then eight more were flaming their way down towards the sea, Meeks, Hubbard, Walker, Huntsdorf and Freeman dead as they fell; Bethel, Bradley and Riggen all unlucky enough to still be conscious as their planes crashed. The Warhawks, the famous planes of the Flying Tigers, were falling.
Boone’s only instinct was to push hard, open the throttle, and put the plane into a sudden dive. There was no way he would ever out climb the fiery streaks that had devoured his fellows, so he would get down as low as he could. Only those who had the same idea in those frantic first few split seconds would survive. Anyone who thought to bank left, right, or to put on power and climb was caught up in the wild spray of searing razor-like shrapnel that had gutted the heart of the formation, just as the missiles had skewered the planes off Furious. At least then, the British pilots may have had some expectation that they were flying into danger. For the Americans, their sunny morning, after having had the thrill of taking off from an aircraft carrier, was suddenly transformed into a blazing nightmare.
Eighteen planes were destroyed by the missile salvo, with six others damaged so badly that they also went down into the sea. Of these only one man would be rescued. The remaining six, who had thought to dive hard to the deck along with Boone, were the only planes to make it back to the carrier Wasp. Not knowing what was ahead of them, they wisely turned back towards the naval Task Group, shaken with fear and alarm, and careening low over the wave tops. Boone had the presence of mind to get on the radio and shout out the only warning Wasp would receive. “Mayday! Mayday! We’re under attack!”
Along the way back there was one last harrowing moment when he looked over his shoulder and saw yet another fiery contrail streaking in toward his position, high overhead, yet it went on by, ignoring the tiny fighter planes below, intent on other prey. Another followed it, then a third, and when he and his hapless comrades finally saw the distant silhouettes of the task force he could see the anger of fire and smoke darkening the horizon. What had happened? His mind had no reference point for the things he had seen in the sky that morning, and as he drew near the task force and began to pull up to gain altitude, he could see that the cruiser Vincennes and destroyers O’Brien and Walke were spitting out flak from every gun they had—at him! A moment later he saw why. Behind them the carrier Wasp was a mass of broiling flame and smoke.
“Hey, lookout you navy rats!” he shouted into his radio set. “We’re friendly!” The navy was taking no chances, he knew. They had been hit, saw incoming aircraft, and they were sending up a wall of flack in reprisal. The destroyers were up at high revolutions, dropping depth charges in their churning wakes, but Boone knew this was no U-boat attack. The cruiser was lighting up the sky with all of her eight .50 caliber machine guns, two 37mm AA guns, and even her 5 inch secondary batteries, which doubled as AA guns, were getting into the fray. Friendly or not, he wasn’t sticking around.
Boone banked sharply away, a few of the other planes tailing after him, and he headed away from the navy ships until cooler heads could prevail. He’d get on the radio and find out what to do later. He reasoned he could head west and reach the coast of Greenland soon enough, or just ditch his plane later near a friendly ship if it came to it. One look at Wasp told him he wasn’t going to get a chance to complete his carrier qualification ticket and make a landing there. He looked over his shoulder and saw the ship heeling over to one side in a bad list, and thought he saw men jumping from her flaming decks into the sea.
God almighty. It wasn’t the Japs, and it certainly wasn’t the Brits that had attacked them. It had to be the Germans, but with what? When he had gained a little altitude he saw them again, angry red sharks streaking in and diving for the navy ships. One came in on the deck, accelerating to an impossible speed, another just dove in from above, both knifing into the cruiser Vincennes with pinpoint precision, igniting a shuddering explosion.
He watched the orange fire ignite amidships on the cruiser, a black fist of smoke punching up into the sky above her. What was the enemy firing? It looked like torpedoes were streaking through the sky, but this was no U-Boat, he knew. He had never seen anything like it in his life.
“God Almighty!” There was nothing else he could say.
His presence over the ships was a cause for much alarm and confusion. The sailors thought they were being attacked by enemy planes until one finally spotted a white star on the wings of the last plane high tailing it off after Boone.
“Hey, that’s one of our P-40s,” he said. “Hold your fire!”
~ ~ ~
Fifteen miles to the southwest, Task Force 16 plodded along at a sedate 15 knots, a fan of five destroyers out in a wide forward arc followed by the cruisers Quincy and Wichita. Behind them came the lumbering hulk of the old battleship Mississippi leading four other steamers in columns of twos, the transports bearing equipment and supplies for the newly established garrison on Iceland. Mississippi led her four steamers on like a fat mother goose, not realizing that what they would come to call a deadly “Nazi raider” was moving south like a bad weather front, bringing the rumble of thunder, lightning and war with her. The men on the bridge had heard the frantic radio calls of the P-40 pilots. Now they looked anxiously forward, scanning the horizon until they saw a pillar of dark smoke, far too large to be coming from a ship’s stacks.
“Sound General Quarters,” said the Captain. “That’s a ship on fire ahead. Better get the destroyers revved up. There could be U-Boats about.”
Captain Jerald Wright had tipped his hat to the new light carrier Wasp when she pulled away some time ago, and now he looked through his field glasses to see the carrier burning on the near horizon, a long column of charcoal smoke staining the sky ahead. Whether they knew it yet or not, the Yanks were at war.



Part IX

DILEMMAS



“It would be interesting to know what it is men are most afraid of. Taking a new step, uttering a new word is what they fear most… Power is given only to those who dare to lower themselves and pick it up. Only one thing matters, one thing; to be able to dare!”

~ Fyodor Dostoevsky





Chapter 25


When Samsonov reported that the American planes had been decimated, and their carrier struck by three Moskit-II Sunburn missiles, the crew in the CIC cheered loudly. Karpov stood proudly on the bridge, his arms clasped behind his back, a satisfied grin on his face as the Weapon’s Chief finished his report. In all their maneuvers and war games the Kirov had been pitted against their one great nemesis, an American carrier task force. They had finally sunk one, or so they now believed.
Admittedly, this was a far more scaled down version of that threat, an old light escort carrier compared to the massive nuclear strike carriers Kirov had been built to oppose. It was little wonder, then, that the Russian ship dispatched her easily enough. The Americans had been steaming blithely along, without the slightest inkling that any threat was near. They had received no official word of the British dilemma concerning this new German raider until it was too late. Their P-40s had carried nothing more than a standard load of machine gun ammunition, and the main attack squadrons assigned to Wasp had been left behind in Norfolk. The carrier had only 3.5 inch side armor, and so Samsonov was able to use sea skimmers in the final approach to easily penetrate this and wreak havoc deep inside the ship. The explosions erupted up through the unarmored flight deck, igniting fires the length of the whole ship. Four of her six boilers were destroyed and the remaining two were off line within minutes due to the heat of the fires, which were so hot that bulkheads protecting undamaged areas around them were glowing red.
Of the 1600 men aboard Wasp that day, 572 died within the first five minutes of the explosions. The remaining crew scrambled for life preservers and desperately tried to fight the fires. Fifteen minutes later, secondary explosions blew a hole in her thin hull and she began shipping water at an uncontrollable rate, listing fifteen degrees in a matter of minutes. Her captain, John Reeves, gave the order to abandon ship and struggled with his bridge crew to find a way out of the growing inferno, forced to exit via a side hatch and literally leap from the ship to save his life. Hundreds of other men were already in the cold Atlantic waters, and the death toll would rise to 1127 before the day would end.
The destroyers O’Brien and Walke had been churning about dropping depth charges at an enemy that was not even there. The cruiser Vincennes was firing at the last wayward survivors of Army Pursuit Squadron 33, until she was also struck by two more of the deadly Sunburns. One bored in at sea level, it’s own pinpoint accuracy again working in favor of the target when the missile struck the thickest part of her belt armor. Yet even that was only 5 inches of steel, less than the British battlecruiser Repulse that had been damaged by a similar attack. This time the missile warhead was able to penetrate a little deeper, and the resulting explosion was far more serious on a smaller ship, only a third the displacement of Repulse.
The second missile, however, was one of Samsonov’s reprogrammed Sunburns where he had eliminated the sea skimming leg of its flight path. Instead the missile flew in at just under Mach 3, then simply dove directly down into the ship. It struck the forecastle, blasted clean through, and gutted the ship, igniting two secondary magazines and then blowing a hole in the bottom of the hull for good measure. Another 568 men of her compliment of 708 would die. While the Wasp was deepening her list and sagging lower in the sea, Vincennes was a scorching wreck.
The remaining two destroyers stopped their anti-submarine runs and desperately tried to rescue as many men as they could pull out of the water, their crews fearfully eyeing the horizon. Walke had nets and ropes down, and launched every boat and life raft she had aboard, but those unlucky enough to have found a rope were out of the frying pan, into the drink and then back in the fire within minutes. One final Sunburn missile, a sea skimmer, came lancing in at the destroyer where it lingered near the stricken cruiser, and the impact easily penetrated the small unarmored ship, igniting one of her quadruple torpedo mounts, which joined the explosion and literally broke her in two. She sunk within minutes, taking 163 of her 192 man crew with her, along with every man she had managed to pull out of the sea.
Seeing this, the skipper of the last destroyer O’Brien quickly maneuvered his ship behind Wasp and used the burning carrier as a screen while his men tried to pull in as many souls as they could. He was lucky that day. Captain Karpov, satisfied with his kill, had decided to fire only one section of his lethal Sunburn missiles, six in all, and in doing so Task Force 1 was all but destroyed. The death toll mounted up to 1882 killed, another 460 wounded; almost as many as the Japanese attack might have killed at Pearl Harbor four months later. The date was August 5, 1941, and it was the greatest peacetime disaster in US naval history, and a new “day of infamy” when the American president finally learned the gruesome details of the surprise attack three hours later.
~ ~ ~
It was just after a late lunch aboard the heavy cruiser Augusta, and President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was resting on the bed in his sea cabin. He was enjoying one of his favorite pastimes, examining a few new stamps with a magnifying glass and thinking where he would add them to his collection once he returned home. On December 8, 1934, the dirigible Graf Zeppelin, named in honor of Graf Ferdinand von Zeppelin, a German inventor of hydrogen airships, departed from its home base at Friedrichshafen, Germany, bound for Recife, Brazil. It was Christmas and the airship carried 19 passengers, a load of freshly cut Christmas trees, and bundles of postcards and other holiday mail. Roosevelt was looking at one such card, Luftpost, Par Avion, and noting the distinctive circular green stamp showing the dirigible overlaid with a Christmas tree, when there was a knock at his door.
The president’s Scottish terrier, Fala, barked at once, and bodyguard, Mike Riley, got up and went to the door. His son, Franklin Junior, looked over his shoulder, seeing the shadows of three men outside and hearing the distinctive voice of George C. Marshall speaking softly to the guard. The door swung open and in came Marshall with Admirals Stark and King, their faces grave and set. Marshall was the first to speak, getting right to the point.
“Mister President,” he said, “we’ve been hit.”
Roosevelt looked up at him, a perplexed look on his face. “The Japanese?” He had been expecting trouble in the Pacific for some time now, but so soon? What had happened?
“No, sir,” said Marshall. “The Germans. Task Force 1 with the carrier Wasp was ferrying a squadron of P-40s to Iceland this morning. Apparently the British have been chasing down another German raider that broke out through the Denmark Strait.”
“We just got word of this, sir,” said Admiral King.
“It looks like Wasp ran afoul of this ship,” Marshall went on. “She’s been hit and is badly damaged. It’s likely that we’ll lose her within the hour.”
“I see…” Roosevelt put down his magnifying glass.
“There’s more, sir,” said Admiral Starke. “Cruiser Vincennes and destroyer Walke were also hit. Both sunk, sir.”
“My Lord,” said Roosevelt. “What was this ship, a U-boat?”
“No sir. It’s a surface raider of some kind. The British seem to think it may be the Graf Zeppelin.”
Roosevelt’s face registered real surprise. He looked down at his postcard, eyeing the stamp of the airship he had been examining just moments ago. “I don’t understand,” he said. “Our ships were attacked by an old blimp? How is that possible?”
“I’m sorry, sir,” said Admiral King. “The Graf Zeppelin is also the name of the new German aircraft carrier—a converted cruiser—and the British say this ship has a new weapon… some kind of rocket system, very accurate and capable of hitting ships and planes at extreme ranges. We just received word, sir. We don’t know how they’re launching them, or even seeing the targets, but the devil is in the details.”
Roosevelt’s eyes darkened. “What did we do to the enemy?” he wanted to know, but the three men were silent for a moment.
Admiral Stark cleared his voice. “Well, sir. It appears our boys never even saw this German ship. It was over the horizon. They had no visual or radar contact of any kind. In fact, the Germans hit our P-40 Squadrons shortly after they launched from Wasp for the run out to Reykjavík. They never knew what hit them, sir. It was a complete surprise—a deliberate attack against a neutral country.”
“I see…” Roosevelt’s face suddenly looked a hundred years old. His cheeks were sallow and drawn, eyes deep set and shadowed, with a distant, icy look in them. It was a look one might only describe as an ominous calm, as if he was suddenly seeing events that would now be set in motion the world over, cascading down through the days, months, and years from this moment, years of fire, and struggle, and the smoke and destruction of battle and war. And something in those eyes spoke to his own renewed awareness of his own mortality, as if some final, inner clock had tolled, and his own days were now to be counted off, like leaves falling from a tree, the long, lazy autumn of his life gone, and the winter of cold death waiting for him just ahead.
“Mister President,” said Marshall. “The casualties were… rather high. We don’t have the final numbers yet but there were well over two thousand men on those ships and planes. In light of the situation, I advise that we turn about and return to Washington.”
Roosevelt thought. “Where is Churchill?”
“His still at sea, sir. Apparently the British got a bit of a bloody nose when they went after this raider as well. Just like the Bismarck incident. Their ships are consolidating around Prince of Wales now, sir. That’s the ship presently transporting the Prime Minister.”
“Well is he coming or not?” asked Roosevelt.
“As far as we can determine, Mister Churchill seems intent on getting here to meet you, but we can advise him of this decision and postpone the conference until—”
“No, no, no, General. That won’t be necessary. If Mister Churchill is steaming on in the face of this threat, we’ll do the same. That’s a battleship out there with us, if I’m not mistaken.”
“Right, sir,” said Admiral King. “But the British inform us that two of their battleships were also damaged when they tangled with this new German ship. In the interest of safety, sir, I second the General’s suggestion.”
“And I veto it,” said Roosevelt bluntly. “That settles the matter. Put on speed, gentlemen. I don’t care how you do it, but get me up to Newfoundland as soon as you possibly can. And tell Churchill I’ll be waiting for him.”
Marshall had seen Roosevelt this way before, and he knew that once the President had made up his mind like this, there was no persuading him otherwise.
“Very well, sir,” he said. “If we increase to full speed I believe we can get you to the conference site a day early.”
“Good…” Roosevelt allowed himself a wan smile. Then his face was set and grim again. “Get word over to Mister Welles and the others. Also send a coded telegram to Secretary of State Hull back in the states. Tell him I’ll want a joint session of Congress convened immediately upon my return—sooner if he can learn to herd cats before that. This isn’t some U-Boat playing with a destroyer on convoy watch, gentlemen. This is something entirely different.”
There came another knock at the door, Roosevelt’s other son Elliot came in, his hat under his arm and eyes alight. “We just got word,” he said, a bewildered look on his face. “The Wasp has been sunk!”
Roosevelt leaned over, reaching for his pipe and tobacco. “Pull up a few chairs, gentlemen. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”
~ ~ ~
AboardPrince of Wales, the doughty prime minister received the word of the American president’s resolve with great satisfaction. He clapped his hands, his eyes alight with an inner fire and renewed hope. It was as if a new sun was finally rising on the gray horizon, dispelling the heavy fog of war and promising a blazoning new hour that would save his embattled nation and assure the eventual defeat of Nazi Germany once and for all.
He was with General Sir John Dill, Chief of the Imperial General Staff, and Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, First Sea Lord and Chief of the Naval Staff. News of the engagement by his forces reached him the previous day, just as he was about to depart on the destroyer Oribi and slip out to Prince of Wales where she waited at anchor, her decks swept clean, guns and forecastle shining with a fresh coat of paint. The Admiralty had not been pleased to hear the results of Wake-Walker’s air strikes against this troublesome German raider, and when Tovey reported his big ships were under attack as well, from an enemy no one had even set eyes on, there was talk of keeping the Prime Minister at home.
Churchill would hear none of it, and insisted on boarding and departing for his long awaited conference with the American president at Argentia Bay. Admiral Pound reluctantly agreed, and the battleship cruised from Scapa Flow a few hours early, wanting to get out to sea as soon as possible. It was not long before they ran into foul weather and the three destroyers escorting Prince of Wales lost contact with the bigger ship, but Churchill demanded that they steam on, determined. “Full steam ahead,” said the ‘Former Naval Person,’ as he oft referred to himself. Churchill had once held the Admiral’s post as First Sea Lord himself.
By midnight, Prince of Wales was well out to sea and some miles east of Ireland. They soon received word of the attack on Repulse and King George V, and Tovey’s intention to gather all his ships and form a strong covering force to insure the Prime Minister’s safety.
“Why doesn’t he just get after this German ship and make an end of it?” Churchill grumbled.
“Under normal circumstances I would agree with you, sir,” said Admiral Pound. “But considering the situation, I rather tend to second Tovey’s decision. You insisted on putting yourself in harm’s way, sir. It’s our duty to see that you reach your destination safely. Tovey’s got a sound head on his shoulders. I expect he’ll want to join up with us in due course. And then, when we have you safely off to Newfoundland, we’ll get out there and settle the matter, just as we did with Bismarck, sir.”
Churchill chewed on his cigar, nodding. “Yes, but at what price, Sir Dudley? We gave up Hood to get at that demon, and now this. What do you make of this new rocket weapon the Germans appear to be using.”
“It’s rather confounding, sir. I can’t say as we’ve heard anything much about it. Bletchley Park seems to have missed something.”
“That they have,” said Churchill. “Well now… Let me put it this way. How many of these rockets can this ship have? If we press her she’s bound to run out, and then we’ll run up on her, take her by the throat, and throttle the life out of her.” He clenched his fist to make the point.
“I’m afraid the Americans suffered rather badly.”
“Yes, but as tragic as this attack was from the American standpoint, it was just the sort of dastardly deed that will enrage them. If Roosevelt allows this to stand, he’s not the man I think he is. This changes everything, gentlemen. I’m convinced the Americans will join us now after this. In this grave hour we’ll stand shoulder to shoulder and let the sinking of this new German ship be the first shot we fire as allies in this war. It was bound to happen sooner or later. The sooner the better, as far as England is concerned. The sooner the better.”
“Right, sir,” said General Dill. “We would welcome full support from the Americans. In fact, the Admiral here tells me that they’ve a considerable naval presence in and around Newfoundland at the moment. Jerry’s picked the wrong time to take a sucker punch at the U.S. Navy. Frankly, I can’t imagine what went through their minds, attacking a neutral country in such a blatant and grievous manner. You’re quite correct, sir. The Americans won’t let this stand. We’ve got word that Roosevelt is pressing on to Newfoundland.”
“Then we won’t be late either,” said Churchill. “I’ll want to get a cypher off to Parliament soon as well. If Roosevelt decides to declare war against Germany, then it’s very likely Japan will throw in on the other side. In that event, I want to be fully prepared to make an immediate declaration of war on Japan. In fact, I think our plan to send Prince of Wales and Repulse on to the Pacific after the conference is right on track.”
“Repulse will need some patching up first,” said Pound. “She’s still seaworthy, and there’s nothing wrong with her guns, but the Germans poked a couple of holes in her side armor that will have to be mended.”
“Yes, and they poked a few into, Furious as well.”
“King George V brushed them off, sir. We’ve nothing to worry about on that account.”
“That’s a comforting thought, Admiral. Because I fully intend to catch and sink this German ship. And if I can fish her captain out of the sea after we’re done with it, I’ll see that he hangs.”



Chapter 26


Fedorov slipped out of his quarters and made his way to the sick bay as fast as he could. Thankfully, there was no line outside the doctor’s office, and no chance Orlov would see him as he edged through the door, relieved to see Zolkin sitting at his desk.
“Yes, Mister Fedorov, how may I help you?”
“How is the Admiral, doctor?”
“Everyone wants to know how the Admiral is. Did you bring flowers? He is doing much better, but I have him sleeping in the next room.”
The navigator shifted uncomfortably, as if hesitating over what he wanted to say. Zolkin gave him a long look, seeing more there than met the eye. Yet he also noticed Fedorov had a bruise mark on his upper cheek, and stood up, walking around to the examination table.
“Over here,” he slapped the table with the palm of his hand, and Fedorov eased himself to a sitting position on the table.
“Where did you get this?” Zolkin nudged his chin to one side, reaching for some antiseptic and a gauze as he did so.
“It was nothing,” Fedorov said quietly.
“Oh, I think it was something more,” said the doctor. “I think it was Chief Orlov’s bad temper, yes?”
Fedorov sighed, nodding a quick affirmative. “You know what’s been happening since the Admiral fell ill,” he said. “The Captain…”
Zolkin gave him a long look, then dabbed the antiseptic on his cheek. “Karpov has been somewhat aggressive, it seems.”
“He’s made a terrible mistake,” said Fedorov, and he told the doctor what had happened on the bridge, how the American planes had simply been flying a transit mission, unarmed. “I tried to warn him—reason with him, but he had me relieved. Then he engaged the American task force as well. I fear there were very many casualties…”
At this Zolkin took pause, his manner more solemn, concern evident on his face. “It looks like the Captain didn’t like his cigar thrown out the window, and threw out the dog after it,” said Zolkin. He was referring to an old Russian tale, from Dostoevsky’s The Idiot, when the character of General Ivolgin claimed he had been berthed with a woman on a long train ride who complained about his cigar and threw it out the window. Ivolgin told his listener that he was so put off that he threw the woman’s dog out after the cigar in reprisal! The story was entirely fabricated, a perfect example of Russian vranyo, and the listener in Dostoevsky’s tale claimed he had read about a similar incident in a Belgian newspaper just days ago. In doing so he broke the time honored forms of vranyo by contradicting the liar, instead of quietly listening, straight faced and concerned.
Doctor Zolkin did not know how much was true and how much was manufactured in Fedorov’s tale, but he stayed in the role of the believing listener, then asked. “What ships did he fire on? Was it serious?”
“An aircraft carrier and several smaller escorts were leading the next convoy out to Iceland. They were not even aware of our presence, sir! He fired a full battery of Moskit-IIs. Didn’t you hear them when they launched?”
“I wouldn’t know a Moskit from a mosquito, Mister Fedorov. Everything this ship fires off sounds the same to me, and it’s all for killing one thing or another, so I pay no attention to it.”
“It’s not an exercise any more, Doctor. We’re not on maneuvers. Men died out there this morning, a great many I fear.”
Zolkin nodded, quiet for a moment before he said: “That’s the business of a warship. We spend billions of rubles to build them, pack them with men, missiles, guns and torpedoes, then put on these nice pressed uniforms and hats to make us feel better about the dirty business we’re up to. In the end, we are a shark, nothing more. This ship is a great white shark, and she has very sharp teeth. Do not be surprised, then, if it ends up doing exactly what a shark would do when the men commanding this ship become sharks themselves.”
Fedorov looked down, still upset. “Does the Admiral know?”
“He should never have stood that last night watch,” said Zolkin. “I suspect that, even when he was in his cabin, he was too busy reading your book to find time to sleep. The man was exhausted, and at his age he will not have the stamina to function as he should without sleep. At least I was able to see that he stayed here all day and got some much needed rest.”
“What happened to him?” Fedorov’s eyes were searching, worried.
“BPV. Benign Positional Vertigo. It will not be serious, and it will pass. Particles in the fluid of his inner ear went one way, the ship went the other. Throw in fatigue and stress and he had a case of sudden vertigo. It is not serious. Another day and I will have him back on his feet—but I want him to rest.” He held up a finger.
“I understand, sir…But doctor.”
“Yes, I knew there would be a ‘but doctor’… what is it Mister Fedorov?”
“The engagement today…The men are saying we have sunk an American carrier! They laugh and joke about it, as if we were on maneuvers. But this attack could have consequences we cannot even imagine now. It will enrage the Americans, just as the Japanese attack on them at Pearl Harbor roused them to anger, and look what happened? They built thirty aircraft carriers, another hundred smaller escort carriers, ten battleships, seventy cruisers, over 800 destroyers and escorts and 200 submarines, not to mention over 400,000 planes!
“They crushed the Japanese empire and practically incinerated their entire country with just a third of their war effort. And liberated half of Europe, and all of Asia in just four years. This is not the United States we know from our time, Doctor. This United States doesn’t start with soft words and sanctions. They don’t move a battalion here, a brigade, a few planes, a carrier steaming offshore for a week or two. They won’t take ten years fighting a war like the US did in Iraq and Afghanistan and then leave with nothing in hand when they are done. No…This United States will stop at nothing to achieve its ends. And this war is like nothing we could possibly imagine. A hundred thousand will die on a bad weekend in this conflict. Karpov has stuck his hand into a beehive. We are one ship. How many missiles does he think we have?”
“You know your history well, Mister Fedorov.” The Doctor finished up with a little antiseptic ointment on his cheek. “I think it would be wise if you stay clear of Mister Orlov for a while. As for the Admiral, I’ll have a little chat with him.”
“We need more than a little chat, Doctor. I’m afraid the Captain has his mind set on something involving the Atlantic Charter conference. It’s just a few days from now, and as soon as the ship’s engines are certified for high-speed rotations again he will hasten on his way, and he will strike at anything in his path.”
Zolkin nodded gravely. ”What exactly is in his path?”
“At the moment, another US surface action group. The battleship Mississippi, two cruisers, five destroyers, and four transports. And behind them there will be much the same escorting their president to Argentia Bay. He will engage these ships if he spots them. We’re jamming all their radar frequencies now. They can’t see us, and he’ll shoot down any plane that comes near us. We can fire at five times their range and hit them before they even know we are here. It’s not warfare, doctor, it’s murder. Our only weakness is the fact that we have a limited weapons inventory, and I’m afraid that when our missiles begin to run low…”
The Doctor knew what Fedorov was angling toward. He scratched his chin, his head to one side as he thought. “I understand,” he said. “I’ll do what I can, Mister Fedorov.”
“Thank you, sir. Anything you can do to get the Admiral back on his feet might help.”
Zolkin smiled. “That’s what doctors are for. The admirals and captains and generals send men out to fight, and we doctors, we try to put them back together again when they fall apart. In the meantime, I suggest you get some sleep as well. The Chief Engineer was in here an hour ago. It may comfort you to know that I told him to take his time working on the engines. In fact I was rather insistent.” He winked at Fedorov again, removing in one gesture some of the loneliness and isolation the young navigator had carried on his shoulders for days now.
“Now then,” said the Doctor. “Sleep! Doctor’s orders! I will summon you to sick bay at 1800 hours for your prescription.”
“What prescription, sir?”
Zolkin just smiled, and Fedorov knew he had found an ally.
~ ~ ~
On the bridge the excited flush of victory was well savored. Karpov ordered the KA-226 to scout out toward the position of the American task force and send back live video, and this time he trusted what he saw. The scene was still shrouded with smoke and burning oil, though the sole remaining American destroyer had limped away to the south, her decks laden with every man she could pull out of the sea. All too many were left there, either dead before they hit the water, or dead within the hour. O’Brien lingered as long as she could, but after CV Wasp leaned over and finally began to sink, her skipper felt it would do no good to the survivors if another attack came in and blew his own ship apart. He sped south, back towards the Mississippi in TF 16, which was hurrying north to render any assistance possible.
The four troop and cargo transports were immediately ordered to turn about and return to Argentia Bay. Two destroyers went with them, the remaining three hastening north at full speed to pick up the last of the survivors. Behind them came the heart of the task force, cruisers Quincy and Wichita, and the battleship Mississippi. But at 16:00 hours a signal came in ordering the ships to hold position, then turn about and steam for Argentia Bay as well. Apparently the Admirals wanted to get all their eggs in one basket, count them well, and then hatch some plan of attack against this lethal, unseen German raider.
Karpov studied the footage, watching the movements of the three destroyers closely, then assured himself that they were there only to rescue the fallen. Before long they, too, turned and steamed south leaving only the still burning flotsam on the oily sea. The men on the bridge gathered round the video monitor, their eyes alight at first, until the helo zoomed in on the floating bodies of sailors adrift in the wreckage. They saw the arm of one man raise up, as if he was trying desperately to call back one of the destroyers. Then exhausted or stricken by the cold, he slipped from the spar of a mast he had been clinging to, and was taken by the sea.
There is an unwritten law among men who go to sea that binds each one in a silent kinship. The essence of it is that they live or die at the whim of a force greater than any man can sound or fathom, and that a man alone in the water was every man among them in his place.
Watching that last man slip beneath smoky green-gray waves and die took the fire and light of battle out of the eyes of the young mishman on the bridge. It was a perceptible shift in the tone of the emotion they shared, and a sullen silence came over them, perhaps as each one realized now that they had made a mortal enemy of the two single powers that mutually ruled these seas, and that from this point forward, their lot was to fight for their very survival, or to die like the men they had seen on the video screen. And slowly, one by one, they drifted away, back to their posts, keeping the last of their thoughts to themselves the way a man keeps the review of each day he lives in the quiet minutes before sleep takes him. Orlov noticed it, felt it as well, yet his only way of understanding it was to channel the emotion into derisive anger.
“Those stupid bastards,” he said. “What did they think they were doing launching those planes at us? What did they think we were supposed to do, sit here and let them come in on us and put our balls in the sea? No. They got what they damn well deserved, and I hope to god they learned from it.”
The men glanced his way warily as he spoke, but no one said anything, the echo of Fedorov’s warning still in their minds. It was not as Orlov had told it, they knew. The Americans had no intention of attacking. They were unarmed. They had no idea Kirov was even there, and not one of them ever laid eyes on the enemy that had struck them down; butchered them with weapons and capabilities they could not begin to comprehend. Somewhere in that train of thought was a ripening seed of guilt, and each man sat with it, dealt with it in his own way.
For Karpov, it was his to retreat to the silence of command. With Orlov at his side, no one questioned him. So his mind was already leaping past any notion of recrimination and on to the next evolution of his maneuver to the south. Yes, he would have to explain his actions to the Admiral, but he could claim, and justifiably so, that the Americans had struck the first blow in launching those planes, just as Orlov had said.
Why was the engine room taking so long on the reactor cooling problem, he wondered? The ship had been making no more than ten knots throughout the whole engagement. He wanted to put on speed, and cruise south to get into the most favorable position for the confrontation he knew was only a matter of days and nautical miles ahead of them now. What was done, was done. He would live with it and waste no time brooding over his fallen enemy.
Karpov knew he had taken a risk here. It was a feeling that had come to him many times before when he had finally set his schemes and plans in motion against a potential rival, because he knew he might fail. The Americans were just another rung on the ladder he saw himself climbing, that was all. Tomorrow was another day, and anything could happen. A man could never be too careful, or too daring, he thought. Which would it be for him?
He had been careful most of his life. Careful planning, patience and a lot of quiet suffering had brought him to this place. Now he had finally done something daring, and he felt strangely light headed as he looked at the battle damage assessment feed. This must be something akin to what Orlov felt just after he punched a man in the face, he thought. It was a heady, self-satisfied feeling of power. Somehow it quenched the smell of shame that had dogged him all these many years, and it made him feel just a little bigger than he was before.
Now he focused his thoughts on his munitions inventory, and turned to Samsonov, asking him for an update.
“Sir, we have fired a total of 12 Moskit-IIs, 28 remain in inventory. We have fired 16 S-300 SAMS, leaving a total of 48. We have fired 32 Klinok/Gauntlet SAMs, and 96 remain. Our Gatling guns have expended 5% of available rounds. Our forward 100 millimeter cannon has expended six of one thousand rounds. The 152 millimeter batteries and torpedoes are at full load, as are the auxiliary ship-to-ship missiles.”
The Captain rubbed his hands together. Aside from his Moskit anti-ship missiles, and the S-300s his inventory was near full, and not one of the better 152mm deck guns had come into play as yet. He also had two more SSM missile systems aboard, with ten missiles each.
“Did we receive additional missiles for the MOS-III Starfires? And what about the cruise missiles?”
“No sir, neither of those weapon systems were scheduled for test firing, and so they were not replenished. But we still have our standard load of ten missiles for each of those two systems.”
Karpov thought about this in silence. Adding in those last two weapons, he now had a total of 48 missiles capable of targeting and hurting an enemy ship. His two primary air defense systems were still well provisioned, but he would have to be economical in using his ship killers in the days ahead. There was one other point he wanted to check.
“And what about our special warheads?”
Samsonov looked at him. “I’m sorry sir, that information is not on my board. Only the Admiral is aware of our status for special warheads on deployment.”
Correct, thought Karpov, and the Admiral will have a key around his neck even as I have one around mine. “Thank you, Mister Samsonov,” he said calmly.
His problem now was that it would require both keys, inserted into Samsonov’s Combat Information Display, to activate and fire a nuclear warhead, at least if the default protocols were in place. If he wanted to get his hands on that other key, now was the time to do it, while the Admiral was indisposed. But how to present this in a way that would not cause undo trouble with the crew? He knew their love and respect for Admiral Volsky could become an insurmountable obstacle if it came to a confrontation over the issue.
He considered his situation deeply. Orlov was with him for the moment. Orlov loved a good bar fight, and he understood all too well the effect of direct and bold action when it came to dealing with a problem. The problem was not Orlov, he thought, it’s me! I’m the one still a little weak in the knee over what I have just done, still a little worried at what the Admiral might say and do when he learns of this.
He took comfort in the thought that Orlov seemed to back his decisions, but would the fiery Chief waffle and recede into the background should Volsky return to the bridge? What about the other officers? Rodenko would answer to whomever held the watch on the main bridge. He thought he might be able to rely on Samsonov, but clearly Fedorov was a weak sister, and Tasarov seemed lost, as always, beneath his headphones, his mind in the depths of the sea and concerned with little else. But what were they really thinking? A bit of the old doubt and fear that had always bothered him in times of trouble like this reasserted itself. But what was done, was done.
What was the Admiral’s status? How much time did he have before Volsky would be back on his feet? Could he reason with the Admiral; explain the situation to him properly? Could he force him to see the opportunity they now had before them? He could insist on the use of nuclear weapons all he wanted, but what if the Admiral refused?
Karpov was still frustrated and troubled. Yes, it felt good to sit in the Captain’s chair just now, without Volsky’s shadow over him, contradicting him, lashing him with one question after another. But all of this was risky. He felt the awkward glare of the overhead lights on him now, flinching. When in battle, the bridge was folded in shadows, with only the red gleam of the battle station lighting on, blood red lights that pulsed with warning, and yet seemed a comfort to him.
His mind wandered over the many possibilities ahead of him now. What if the Admiral were permanently disabled? As First Captain of the ship he would then be senior officer. There were two other Captains aboard, as both Doctor Zolkin and Orlov technically held the rank of Captain, though they were both of the second and third rating, and below him in the chain of command. Orlov was presently designated Chief of Operations. Karpov could declare an emergency and appoint Orlov as his Starpom, his number one, bypassing Zolkin easily enough. The other Lieutenants, of every rank and stripe, would have no choice but to fall in line. If necessary, he could call on Sergeant Troyak and his Marine detachment to impose his will. Yet if it came to a contest of authority with the Admiral, what would Troyak do? Volsky was not just any admiral, he was Admiral of the Fleet, one big star and four stripes above Karpov’s present rank as First Captain.
He decided he needed to get below decks for a while and take the measure of the ship and crew. Like a mouse stealing out into a dark, drafty house, he needed to skulk about a bit to size up his prospects. He knew where the cheese was. Could he get to it this time? He wanted to check on engineering first, then visit the Doctor to see about Volsky. On the way back he would have a brief chat with Troyak as well.



Chapter 27


August 6, 1941
The American Task Force 16 was steaming south with the four transports out in front this time, followed by the larger escorts which hoped to screen the cargo ships from any further attack. Behind them, Kirov crept slowly south in their wake, like a lone wolf tracking a herd of water buffalo. Along the way she sailed right over the seas where Wasp had burned and sank, along with Vincennes and Walke. Many of the crew were out on the main sea deck, leaning over the railings and peering out of hatches to look at the flotsam and dark slicks of burning oil there. Bodies still floated in the water, some having drifted out of the stricken ships below, a macabre scene that left the living in a sullen silence, tinged with a measure of guilt. For many it was their first real combat action, and their first personal glimpse of the consequences of war.
200 miles to the southeast, Admiral Tovey had been joined by the cruisers of Force P and Vian’s Force K. Wake-Walker was aboard Suffolk, with Devonshire at his side winking out his arrival on the ship’s lanterns. His two cruisers and five of his eight destroyers had refueled in Reykjavík and were ready for action. The two carriers had been sent home to Scapa Flow with an escort of three destroyers. Vian’s cruisers, Nigeria and Aurora had rendezvoused with an oiler just south of Iceland and topped off what they could before hurrying south to join the party. After these ships finally arrived, Tovey turned south, steaming out to pick up one more lost sheep, the Prince of Wales. When the watchmen saw her on radar, and the lookouts finally spotted her looming dead ahead, the Admiral sighed with relief.
“Well, it’s beginning to feel like I’ve a fleet to command here after all,” he said to Brind. Now he had two good battleships, along with Repulse, wounded but still battle worthy. The addition of four cruisers enabled him to screen these ships, and he then placed his five destroyers further out, as a picket line against U-boats and a means of sending him early warning if the German raider launched those infernal rockets again. They were now dead in the middle of the North Atlantic, half way between Ireland and Newfoundland.
Some 500 miles south of him, Admiral Somerville was out in Force H with another sizable battle group. Tovey planned to link up with him in two days time, just off the tip of Newfoundland. He would add the battleship Nelson, battlecruiser Renown, four more cruisers and the veteran carrier Ark Royal to the cards he could play. Together this would be the largest battle fleet England had assembled in any one place since Jutland in the First World War. Then, once he had the Prime Minister safely ashore, he would turn north and settle accounts with the Germans.
“Let them try to fling their fireworks at the whole of the Royal Navy,” he said, his spirits renewed and the light of battle in his eyes.
“The Americans will be there as well, sir,” said Brind. “Admiralty reports that their Admiral King has ordered the Atlantic Fleet to full battle readiness. They’ve even put out word to summon another aircraft carrier, the Yorktown, and the battleship Texas from their maneuvers in the Caribbean. It will give them damn near as many heavy ships and cruisers as we’ll have, sir.”
Tovey smiled. “Think of it, Brind. The Prime Minister is set to make his pitch to Roosevelt in the hopes of getting the Yanks in on our side. Then Jerry comes along with Graf Zeppelin and sticks his thumb in the pie! Can’t you see it now? Imagine both our fleets steaming shoulder to shoulder in the mightiest armada the world has ever seen. This business with Graf Zeppelin is the least of it, a mere nuisance. The main thing will be the photos of this grand Allied fleet scouring the seas, delivering just retribution on our enemies. It will give Herr Hitler fits, and let him know just exactly who he is trifling with now. We’re not alone any longer. This is going to change everything.”
“That it will, sir,” said Brind with a smile. “Yet considering that note of retribution. The Yanks will want to go all out to get this German ship.”
“We’ve got a score to settle as well,” said Tovey. “You don’t pull a sucker punch like that on the Royal Navy without hearing about it again.”
“That’s just it, sir,” said Brind. “This may seem a tad out of place given what’s happened. But we might give some thought to trying to capture this vessel intact. Then we could have a look at these ruddy rockets they’ve been using.”
“Not much chance of that, Daddy,” said Tovey. “First off, she’ll need every damn rocket aboard when she gets a look at our battle fleet darkening her near horizon. I wouldn’t think we’d find very much left aboard even if we were to seize the ship. For that matter, Jerry is likely to scuttle the ship if we do manage to corner her, just as they did with Graf Spee.”
“You’re probably right, Admiral,” said Brind. “Then I guess the only question is this—who gets to sink the Graf Zeppelin first?”
“I know the Americans will want to weigh in right off, but if the Prime Minister has anything to say about it, that honor will be reserved for the Royal Navy…and me!” He smiled broadly.
“Signal Prince of Wales: My regards to the FNP.” He was referring to the Former Naval Person, Churchill himself.
~ ~ ~
Miles away the analysts at Bletchley Park were having a look at some very unusual photographs. They had come in from Iceland on the Royal Post, and Western Approaches Command had prints made from the film them sent right over to the intelligence experts at Hut 8, as well as to the Admiralty. That, plus a bit of other news from agents on the ground had set jaws wagging again. Graf Zeppelin had been positively identified near Stettin, where the Germans had towed her some months ago to keep her safe from Russian air attacks. It seems the raider at loose on the seas was something else.
“Well this is odd,” said Atkins. “You’d better have another look at your chess set, Alan. We thought it was the Admiral Sheer, but she’s in port at Kiel. Then the Admiralty discovered Graf Zeppelin was missing and we thought that settled the matter. Now it seems she’s been found again, and not out south of Iceland where all this hubbub is going on.”
Alan Turing looked up from his chess board. “What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the yellow manila envelope Atkins had opened.
“Courier delivery. Reconnaissance photos taken by an American PBY. It seems Jerry been cheating at the game, Alan. He’s carved a new chess piece!” He brought the photos over to Turing, who glanced at them, still fixated on his game. But a second look soon commanded his complete attention, and he put down the pawn he had been fiddling with and took the photos in hand.
“It’s very odd looking,” Atkins went on. “Certainly not an aircraft carrier, or even a hybrid. Looks more like a battlecruiser of sorts. And a rather dangerous looking one at that. Look at all those odd domes and antennae. The ship looks like it is bristling with electronic devices.”
Turing took a closer look, his attention suddenly captured by the strange looking ship. “My, my… what have we here,” he breathed. “Those have to be radio direction finding sets and radar equipment. And that’s odd…no smoke stacks amidships at all. Could they be hidden elsewhere?”
“Some of the Japanese carrier designs had side venting stacks, but I don’t see anything like that here.”
“Make a note of that—no stacks. Very odd, indeed.”
“And have a look at these guns…” Atkins pointed, handing Turing the magnifying glass.
“Odd shape for a gun turret, but nothing out of the ordinary there. They look to be 5.7 inchers or thereabouts. This monster can’t take much of a bite out of anything with those. But these hatches on the forward decks look interesting. They must be mounting those rockets the Admiralty has been in a dither about there, below decks. Ingenious!”
“Atkins gave him a bemused look. “Alan…How in the world could we have missed something like this? The keel would have been laid down years ago. There’s no way we could fail to detect the construction of a ship like this—particularly one of this size. Every report we have on this raider speaks to its size. Frightened that destroyer captain out of his wits when he bumped noses with the damn thing up near Jan Mayen.”
“Interesting…” Turing’s eye seemed grossly enlarged as he peered through the magnifying glass. “No flags or insignia,” he murmured quietly, almost to himself. Then he seemed to focus intently on the sharp forward bow of the ship, thinking he spied the vague outline of a single star there. He couldn’t be sure, given the resolution of the photo, yet his brow furrowed with obvious concern.
“Look there, Atkins… That’s a man standing on the foredeck. See his shadow there? Let’s use him for scale and work out the dimensions. Make sure the chaps in Hut 8 see that and send it all over to the naval intelligence unit. I’m here to sort out the cyphers, not bandy about with ships.” He had tried to appear glib about the matter but his expression revealed some discomfiture. It was clear that the lapse of intelligence on this had bothered him, and if he had come to any inner conclusion on what he thought he saw on the ship’s prow, he said nothing more about it.
“You know what this means,” said Atkins, a warning in his voice. “They’re going to want us to go over all the code for the last six months or more to see how we could have missed this little darling. It’s going to be quite busy around here the next few weeks.”
Turing sighed, resignation evident on his face. “Quite,” he said. Then he moved his white bishop and put the enemy queen in jeopardy. “Better get over here, Atkins. I’m about to ruffle your lady’s skirts!”
~ ~ ~
Admiral Volsky was sitting up in bed, quietly drinking tea. The doctor was lounging on a nearby chair, keeping an eye on the Admiral, and was pleased when he finally stirred from sleep. He took a moment to get his pulse and temperature, and then looked in his eyes, gratified to see they were focusing and tracking properly. Then he served up his favorite remedy, a cup of hot Earl Grey tea.
“That’s it, Leonid, drink up. I’ll have you back on your feet in no time. I’ll say one thing for the British, they make good tea.”
“They sell good tea,” Volsky corrected him. “The Chinese grow the stuff.”
“Ah, feeling your old self again?”
“Much better now. The room has settled down, and my stomach along with it. But what in the world went on while I was down for the count? I could hear the ship, feel it in battle.”
“I suppose you had better know sooner than later,” said the doctor. “Your Mister Karpov has been taking pot shots at anything that comes within a hundred and fifty kilometers of us.”
“The British?”
“Yes, but Mister Fedorov says he’s also engaged an American Task Force as well. It was supposed to be delivering planes to Iceland. He was quite upset about it. Karpov had him relieved and sent below.”
“Relieved?” The Admiral raised his heavy brows, his eyes troubled again. “Did we get hurt?”
“No, the ship is fine. But I’m afraid the Americans cannot say the same. Karpov sunk a few ships. They never saw what hit them.”
Volsky closed his eyes, exhaling as if he could purge the trouble in his mind with his breath, then he opened them again, afraid the room would be spinning. Thankfully it was not. “What ships?” he said calmly, waiting.
“Well, don’t ask me, Leonid. Send for Mister Fedorov.”
At that moment there was a knock on the outer door, and Zolkin looked over his reading glasses, seeing the Captain leaning in through the half open entrance.
Karpov had been making his rounds, and this was to be his second stop. Earlier he had vented his ire on Chief Engineer Dobrynin and told him that if his ship could not make at least twenty knots in an hour’s time he would be relieved. He received word soon after that the reactor cooling situation was now sorted out, and the ship was certified for any speed up to ‘all ahead full’ at thirty-two knots. The Captain called up on the intercom to set the ship’s course just shy of 180 true, and increased to two thirds, cruising at twenty knots. Then he made for the sick bay to check on the Admiral.
“Come in, Captain,” Zolkin called out to him. “We’re in here having tea. Don’t tell me you have a stomach ache as well.”
Karpov entered, surprised, and inwardly disappointed to see Volsky sitting up, awake, and obviously alert. “Good to see you have recovered, Admiral,” he lied. “How are you, sir?”
“As well as can be expected, I suppose. It seems thirty years at sea have taken their toll on me. And the ship?”
“We had a problem with our reactor coolant, but the engineers have fixed it. We’re back up at twenty knots and cruising south.”
“I see,” said Volsky. ”Did Dobrynin say anything about the sound of the reactors? Any unusual readings?”
“No, sir, it was just a cooling problem. It’s been fixed.”
The Admiral seemed relieved. “So tell me what you have been shooting at, Mister Karpov.” It was an obvious request, not a question.
“Sir, we engaged enemy surface and air units that threatened to penetrate our outer defense exclusion zone. The British have since broken off their pursuit. Their battlegroups to the north and east have turned away.”
“Exclusion zone? You are getting very testy with the British I see. And to the south? What about the Americans? There was a task group bound for Iceland as part of their occupation force. It was bringing supplies, aircraft. Don’t tell me you sunk those cargo ships.”
“No sir, I did not.”
“It was just an aircraft carrier,” said Zolkin quietly, folding his arms. Karpov looked at him, annoyed.
“An aircraft carrier?” Volsky stiffened and sat up higher, his heavy features registering obvious surprise.
“We were under attack by a large formation of aircraft. I took the steps necessary to defend the ship and crew.” The Captain immediately defended his actions.
“Those planes weren’t attacking,” said Volsky dismissively. “They were just being ferried out to Iceland. The carrier’s strike aircraft weren’t even aboard! Didn’t you consult with Fedorov?”
The remark annoyed the Captain even further. Fedorov was a junior lieutenant, and the thought that he needed his advice before taking appropriate action galled him.
“That may be the case, sir, at least insofar as Fedorov’s books tell you this. But on my radar scope a flight of thirty aircraft bearing on my position is a threat, and I dealt with it as such. The British could have informed the Americans about us,” he repeated his logic on the matter. “All the American ships had orders to attack. Fedorov will tell you as much. And for that matter, the history could have changed. These planes could have been rearmed for a strike mission. What? Was I supposed to let them fly right over us? We were directly in their flight path.”
Volsky rolled his eyes, this time with aggravation, not vertigo. “Yes, and why is that, Captain? Do you recall our last conversation? I told you I wanted to avoid contact with the enemy, and engage them only if we had no other option. I told you to use our speed to evade their ships, and that I would decide what to do about the carriers, yes? Did it occur to you that you could have steered east into the Atlantic long before this? And the carrier? That would have been the Wasp if I recall my notes from Fedorov’s book. You sunk this ship?”
Karpov was silent for a moment, then he raised his chin, folding his arms. “That I did, sir. In my judgment—”
“Your judgment? Do you have any idea of the likely consequences of this act? You wanted to prevent the Americans from getting to the Rhine? Well, it’s very likely you have just given them four months head start!” Volsky put his tea down, clearly upset, and ran his hand through his well grayed hair. “I heard the missiles in my sleep,” he said quietly, holding up a finger, which wagged as he spoke. “I thought I was just having a nightmare. Now I wake up only to find this is the nightmare. What day is it?” He had not even thought to ask Zolkin earlier.
“August 6th, 1941,” said the doctor. “Or so we believe.”
“August 6th…” Volsky thought. “Then in just three days time the Americans and British will meet at Argentia Bay. What is our present position, Captain?”
“We are due east of Cape Farewell, Greenland, and I have just turned on a heading of 180. The remainder of the American task force is withdrawing south as well. They have been taught a lesson, sir. I do not think we will be bothered further.”
“Yes, but who is going to teach you a lesson, Mister Karpov? Did I waste my breath with our last discussion?”
“I promised you that enemy planes would not threaten us again, sir. I removed the threat, and the carrier that launched it. Under similar circumstances I would do so again.”
The Admiral shrugged. “Every time I leave the bridge you begin firing off missiles! What, do I have to bring my cot up to the citadel and sleep there as well? How many missiles did you expend in these attacks?”
“They were not attacks, sir. They were necessary defensive operations.”
“Don’t quibble with me, Captain. Answer my question.”
“We have used twelve Moskit-IIs and a few more S-300s.”
“Twelve? Good God. That ship must have been an inferno. Did it occur to you that we do not need to use saturation barrage tactics on these targets?”
“You misunderstand me, admiral. I used the missiles very selectively. Only three were targeted against the aircraft carrier. Three more engaged her screen, and the remainder were expended earlier, shortly after you were taken ill. With those I drove off the other British units closing on our position, including the two carriers to our north. We have not seen an enemy aircraft since, or ship, for that matter. They have learned to respect us, sir.”
“That and more,” said Volsky. He paused, fixing the Captain with heavy eyes. “Do you know what they are doing out there now, Karpov?” The Admiral pointed to a distant location outside the ship. “The British have not run home for tea. Their Prime Minister is at sea, and bound for these very waters. No, no… they are most likely marshalling every ship of war within a thousand miles of our last known heading, and the next time they appear on Rodenko’s radar screen we will have more targets than you might think. As for the Americans, they are thinking now how to turn the anger and shock of your thoughtless act into a sure and steady momentum that will bring them into this war, not with a declaration against Japan, but one against Germany. And they will be sending out the whole of their Atlantic Fleet to find the ship and crew who sunk the Wasp…to find you, Captain,” he pointed.
“And unfortunately, all of the rest of us are aboard as well, so we will have to live with the consequences of your short temper and eagerness for war. That is what we have in front of us now, Mister Karpov. It will not be a few ships here, a few ships there. They will come out to look for us in force, to hunt us down with nothing but well justified vengeance in their minds and hearts. And do you know what? I think there may even be a little contest between them to see which one finds and sinks us first.” He paused to see if that might sink into his Captain’s head, but Karpov seemed as stolid and unbending as ever.
Vengeance was something he understood all too well, and he expressed his thought. “They are not the only ones needing a little revenge, sir. Now they get a taste of it from us for a change.”
Volsky sighed. “You think these are the men responsible for our lot in life? You think they have caused our economy to collapse, our cities to stagnate and rot? They were all dead before the Iron Curtain fell and the nation that men like Stalin and Khrushchev built came down in a pile of stink. What did you hope to accomplish with this attack?”
“I was only defending the ship, sir.”
“I can see this is leading us nowhere. Defending the ship? All you have done is increase the danger that lies ahead for us. It might have been possible to reason with these men. I was steering this course to consider that possibility, but after this, I’m afraid they will not care much for a friendly chat.”
“But at least they will respect us,” said Karpov, and just a little too sharply. The Doctor noticed his tone immediately, shifting uneasily in his chair.
The Captain continued. “This brings us to a point I feel compelled to raise now, sir.” He looked at Zolkin. “But perhaps the Doctor would excuse us?”
Zolkin looked up at him, then leaned back in his chair, hands behind his head. “I think you are wanting to talk about nuclear bombs, yes? No, Captain, I will not wander off to my sick bay and rattle about with my stethoscope and thermometers. I am a Captain of the Second Rank, and third in the chain of command aboard this ship. In fact, it is mine to say whether either one of you, or any man aboard, is deemed fit for duty. So I think I will stay. If you have some idea about blowing up the world out there, I’d like to hear about it. It may help me decide whether or not you are still sane.”



Part X

CAULDRON OF FATE

August 7–8, 1941



“Whether it’s good or bad, it is sometimes very pleasant, too, to smash things…”

~ Fyodor Dostoevsky





Chapter 28


August 7, 1941
The CruiserAugusta and her escorts was running at flank speed, doubling up from the sedate 15 knots she had been steaming. Behind her, falling slowly behind, was the old battleship Arkansas. Two other cruisers and the fast destroyers of Desron 7 went ahead with Augusta. The President was in a hurry, and Arkansas would have to catch up as best she could.
Messages had come in from all quarters, the British Admiralty sharing intelligence, their Home Fleet coordinating the arrival of the Prime Minister, the American Task Force 16 withdrawing slowly back to St John’s Newfoundland bearing the survivors of TF-1. Captain Jerauld Wright aboard Mississippi had to be reined in to compel him to turn about. When he saw the wreckage of the Wasp and Vincennes he wanted to immediately steam north to deal with the German raider, but cooler heads prevailed.
Admiral King had directly ordered him to withdraw, and also radioed back to the Navy base at Long Island, NY and ordered all the now orphaned strike squadrons of CV Wasp to fly out to the airfields near Ship Harbor on Newfoundland. The place was rapidly becoming one of the most active military bases on the east coast, its numerous inlets to soon become anchorages for over twenty U.S. warships, with more still coming from home ports. The British had an equal force at sea. They were all just a day away now, the battle fleets eager to deliver their high ranking civilian and military officials to the secret conference, and then get quickly out to sea to hunt down this new German threat. Planes were up from Newfoundland’s Patrol Wing 7 flying PBY Catalinas and Mariners in Squadrons 71 and 72, keeping a wary eye to the north.
Admiral Ernest King was the sixty-three year old Commander of the Atlantic Fleet. “The King” or simply “Rey” to those closest to him, was an old battleship captain, he had served through WWI and even saw action as an observer on a few Royal Navy ships at that time. The experience made him somewhat suspicious and wary of the British, who clearly considered themselves the rightful masters of the Atlantic ocean, all other vessels sailing there by their leave. Yet, as the United States emerged as a strong naval power, she was still not fully ready to project real power into the Atlantic as Britain had done for decades the world over. The new bases leased to the U.S. by England in exchange for 50 old US destroyers had helped to give the Americans a means of better projecting that power, and Argentia was one such base.
After the first great war, King floundered with assignments administering the submarine fleet, and posts involving Naval aviation, receiving his qualifying wings in 1927. By June of 1930 he found himself assigned as Captain of “Lady Lex,” the aircraft carrier Lexington. He remained an opinionated man, somewhat surly and prone to anger, and his acerbic jousting with other hatbands saw him disliked by many of his colleagues, and had almost landed him in a graveyard post with the Navy’s General Board, a grey priesthood of aging officers who would sit around discussing policy and ship programs. One of the few allies he had in the service, Admiral Harold Stark, Chief of Naval Operations, thought he could serve better as the Commander of the Atlantic Fleet, and he appointed, some say “anointed,” King as such in late 1940.
Roosevelt once described King as “a man who shaved every morning with a blow torch,” his disposition and demeanor being so fiery and easily riled. Like the Army’s General Patton, the Admiral was of the opinion that when trouble came around “they send for the sons-of bitches,” as he put it indelicately. He was one of them. His first reaction to the news that Wasp had been sunk was to send Captain Wright on the Mississippi out to find the Germans and rip their heads off. It was his old friend and still senior Admiral Starke who had advised him to be cautious.
“The British say this raider can steam up at thirty knots or more, Rey,” said Starke. “Mississippi can push it at 23 knots if she’s lucky. This is work for fast cruisers—and for that matter, we’ve got the President here aboard one, and we need to get him safely off this ship.”
King reluctantly agreed, gave the order to pull back Task Force 16, but the old “son-of-a-bitch” wasn’t happy, and he let everyone around him know it. Earlier, he had given his destroyer captains orders to be aggressive at sea if they encountered German U-Boats, and he had also formulated numerous plans on how to deal with German surface raiders. He had even considered the Graf Zeppelin in his schemes, and directed that this ship would be fair game for cruisers and destroyers if ever encountered at sea.
Though he was leery of British intelligence on the matter, when he learned that the Royal Navy believed they were pursuing this German aircraft carrier he wanted to get there first. So he sent the fast destroyers of Desron 7 out ahead telling them to fuel up as fast as they could and take up a screening position off the cape of Newfoundland. And he told Captain Wright on the Mississippi to hover just behind that screen until other warships could augment his force for the hunt he was now determined to pursue in earnest.
“The only thing now,” he said “is whether we can get this bastard before the Brits do! If they catch and sink this ship first, they’ll crow about how they saved the U.S. Navy for the next hundred years. Well, I’m not going to stand for that. They come over here, hat in hand, and I’d like to drop this little trophy into their bag, courtesy of the United States Navy. Then we can get on with the real business of this war—the damn Japanese. If Roosevelt manages to get congress to declare war on Germany over this, then Tojo and his samurai brotherhood will fall right in line beside Hitler. That’s where the Navy’s fight will be in the end, not out here garrisoning Iceland and holding hands with Convoy Masters.”
~ ~ ~
AboardKirov, another “son-of-a-bitch” was angry as well. Karpov had a heated discussion with the Admiral, leaving sick bay unsatisfied, and quite unhappy. Volsky had been adamant that no nuclear warheads were to be mounted on any of the missiles except on his expressed order. The Captain had argued about it with him, implored him to see the logic of their situation, but he closed ranks with Zolkin and refused to listen. He gave him orders not to engage in any further combat, and even went so far as to threaten to remove him from the bridge watch if he persisted with these ideas, an insult that enraged the Captain to no end, particularly in front of the Doctor. All he had done was plead with the Admiral to allow the ship to mount the weapons in the event they needed them ready for quick action. But Volsky was adamant.
Karpov went to his quarters, stewing over the matter for some time, frustrated that he could not have simply collected the Admiral’s command key and passed it on to Orlov as he had hoped. And the Doctor was no help either. Zolkin was clearly running interference for the Admiral, supporting his arguments at every opportunity, and even going so far as to suggest that the Captain was overly stressed, a statement which Karpov vehemently refuted.
The Captain sat in his bunk, a nervous frustration keeping him from sleep, which he dearly needed now. Chastened by the Admiral, his old doubts and fears began to re-emerge. It was clear to him that the brief window of command he had enjoyed was closing, and that Volsky would soon be casting his considerable shadow on the bridge again. The tension of these last hours had been hard on him, in spite of his resolve to do what he believed he must in the situation. If he could just get a few hours sleep while Orlov held the watch, he could clear his head a bit.
Restless, and discontented, he took a book from his cabin and lay down on the bunk to read. It was an old favorite, Dostoevsky’s Notes from the Underground, the same book he had quoted to Fedorov on the bridge earlier. He opened it, flipping through the pages, and his eye fell on a segment he had bookmarked many years ago when he last read the book in earnest.
Dostoevsky had been talking about the injustice of life, and the cruelty of fate, comparing man to a pantry mouse thirsting for just a little revenge.

“Now let us look at this mouse in action. Let us suppose, for instance, that it feels insulted, too (and it almost always does feel insulted), and wants to revenge itself. Through his innate stupidity a man looks upon his revenge as justice, pure and simple; while the mouse does not believe in the justice of it. To come at last to the deed itself, to the very act of revenge, the luckless mouse succeeds in creating doubts and questions… there inevitably works up around it a sort of fatal brew, a stinking mess, made up of its doubts, emotions…. Of course the only thing left for it is to dismiss all that with a wave of its paw, and creep ignominiously into its mouse hole.”


He paused, an ashen, disconsolate look on his face. Here he was, tucked away in his mouse hole. He knew what he wanted to do, what he should do, and yet, he had done exactly what Dostoevsky said. He had worked himself up with questions, and reasons and doubts, that same fatal brew that so confounds the mouse in every man’s heart. He was ashamed of himself for not being stronger than he was. What was all his conniving and planning and bluster for if, in the end, he could not be a man instead of this confused little mouse? His tired eyes strayed again over the well worn text, and the words scolded him, leaping off the tattered pages of the book that he had read so many times.

“There in its nasty, stinking, underground home our insulted, crushed and ridiculed mouse promptly becomes absorbed in everlasting spite. For forty years together it will remember its injury down to the smallest, most ignominious details…. Maybe it will begin to revenge itself, too, but, as it were, piecemeal, in trivial ways, knowing that from all its efforts at revenge it will suffer a hundred times more than he on whom it revenges itself.”


That was the story of his life, thought Karpov. He had sulked in his mouse hole, and slipped out in the dark to steal one man’s cheese and another’s bread. And yes, he had oh so carefully avoided all the mouse traps, dodged the hard coiled springs that might snap down on his tail and catch him, particularly after Gazprom. He had crept about the big drafty old mansion that his country had become for forty years, and brought pain and suffering to more than one rival in all that time. All it had brought him was this aching sense of isolation and doubt when things came right down to this last awful moment when he suffered the final humiliation, dressed down by Volsky like that, right in front of the Doctor! Now he knew that all these years he had indeed been a mouse, and not a man. When it came down to the pitting of his will against that of a man like Volsky, here he was in his mouse hole again, reading books.
He flipped ahead, noting a passage he had underlined where Dostoevsky’s character had described his inability to enact the vengeance he had spoken of on a fellow officer and rival.

“I did not slink away through cowardice,” he read on, “but through an unbounded vanity. What I was afraid of was that everyone present would jeer at me and fail to understand when I began to protest… I stared at him with spite and hatred and so it went on… for several years! My resentment grew even deeper with years. In this way everything was at last ready. It would never have done to act offhand, at random; the plan had to be carried out skillfully, by degrees… I made every preparation, I was quite determined — it seemed as though we should run into one another directly — and before I knew what I was doing I had stepped aside for him again and he had passed without noticing me. One time I had made up my mind thoroughly, but it ended in my stumbling and falling at his feet because at the very last instant when I was six inches from him my courage failed me.”


The words burned him now, seared him, shamed him. He had finally found that ‘officer’ Dostoevsky had written about, the last man on the rungs of the ladder above him that he needed to topple in order to reach his goal, his rightful place, the place he should have earned long ago with all the intelligence, guile and skill he brought to the task. Now Severomorsk was gone, and so were any who might one day sit in judgment on him. Fate had delivered him to this moment, and so he went to the Admiral to see if he could get the man to do what was necessary, and if not, to bid him to step aside. But it was he that had stepped aside again, Vladimir Ivanovich Karpov, Captain of the First Rank. He felt useless, lost and humiliated by his own fear and inadequacy, and the only thing he could do to comfort himself was fashion these two things into hatred.
It wasn’t Volsky he hated now, not Papa Volsky—not the amiable father that had endeared himself to his crew—not the man, but the Admiral. He was better than the man, or so Karpov believed of himself. It was just that the man had a uniform, that was all, and on that uniform there were stripes and stars that, when he looked upon his own cuff, were missing. Volsky was the whole of it in his mind just then, that whole stinking, creaking, drafty old house he had been living in all these forty years as a tired little mouse. “…I have been forty years listening to you through a crack in the floor…”
There in that stark and bleak infirmary, he had finally faced off with a sick old man and come away defeated yet again, not by the man, he believed, but by the uniform he wore, by the stars and bars on his cuff. Yet that uniform was nothing more than the tired vestige of a nation and a system that no longer existed! The Admiral had even threatened to relieve him, to take from him everything he had labored and suffered for all these many years in his mouse-like existence, the few stripes he had had earned on his own. What, did he need yet more? Didn’t he have enough already?
Karpov sat with that for a while, until that old, self-satisfied feeling of warm comfort settled over him again, calming his troubled mind. It was a stink, he knew, but one he had come to like after all these years. People grow accustomed to anything in time, and he had become familiar with the stench of his own shame.
Here he sat, at a moment that might change the whole of his life, and not only his life, but the lives of every man aboard the ship, and the lives of all those many generations ahead that Fedorov so worried about, and yet he could not act. That was the last awful truth he had to face as he sat there in his mouse hole in the stench of his own shame, that his failure was now complete and it could not be any other way; that when it came to the final moment, he was not a man after all, but that sneaking, conniving mouse; that this was his fate, and there was no changing it. He could not become a real man, not now, not ever, because in the final analysis, he could not see or even imagine that real man he thought to become. He could not come out of his darkened hole and face the light that would clearly reveal the state of his own wretched condition, and so he turned away from it. Now when he looked, there was nothing there but his own shadow, a dark stain on the stark gray paint of the ship’s deck, stretching out before him when he walked the long empty passageways; nothing but the shadow of a man that he could never be.
His clenched fist held all these thoughts as one last voice cried out within his troubled mind. He could do this. He still had time to act before Volsky returned to take the ship away from him again. Then the little doubts and fears returned in their well practiced chorus. Yes, he could do this, but then what? What after? What when the eyes of the crew were on him in the passages and crawlways of the ship—the other mice all gathered here in the kollectiv? The eyes would judge him, condemn him, weighted down with their notions of good and bad, right and wrong, justice and injustice. The more he thought about it, the more paralyzed he became, until he perceived, welling from within, a long restrained anger and rage surging up in him, like some deep, smoldering magma in his soul. He turned another well worn page and his eye fell on the only remedy Dostoevsky had devised for his dilemma… “Whether it’s good or bad, it is sometimes very pleasant, too, to smash things…”
Karpov closed the book, and closed his eyes as well. What am I, he asked himself? Am I that mouse in my hole, or am I a man? Have I lived at all? He was suddenly done with the good or bad of things, not realizing at that moment the death of the very thing he had hoped to become—the death of the man struggling to be born within him. In his place there was something else now, something that could also act, willfully, with determination, with ruthless efficiency, but it was not a man. There was no moral compass guiding that thing, only the flight from pain, and the long restrained rage in his soul. Only that last line remained with him now, feeding a quiet inner rage that had been slowly gathering and smoking away the whole of his life. Yet he mistook it badly for the strength of purpose a man might have, unable to fathom how far from the truth his impulse actually was.
The Captain sat up abruptly and got out of the bed. He stood up on unsteady legs and calmed himself, looking at his sallow features in the mirror by the sink. Instinctively, he ran a hand through his thinning hair, and then opened the cabinet above the sink and took the small flask there to open it. There were many pleasures in life that a man might distract himself with to make the tooth ache of his own inadequacy go away. He took a sip of vodka to brace himself, and put the flask away. Then he put on his sheep’s wool Ushanka and straightened it on his head just the way he liked it, pulling sharply on the hem of his service jacket after he did so, just as the Admiral often did.
Time to creep out of his hole, he thought. He had things to do, people to check on, and he decided to put a few more stops on his agenda before he rested. He would go down to the missile magazines below decks and talk to that idiot, Chief Petty Officer Martinov. Then he needed to see Troyak…Yes, Troyak was essential. After that it was down to engineering for a little rooting around in the service bay. One last stop on his way back to the bridge would be the end of it—or rather the beginning of it all if he dared. He had no idea where things would lead after that. Nobody who dared to do a thing like the one he was contemplating ever did.
Fedorov would fret and worry and wonder what might happen in all the unlived days ahead. Fedorov would be possessed by right and wrong and paralyzed, as he had been just a single moment ago. What good would that do him? He expended all his mental energy to build a wall around his dusty old history books, and safeguard a distant future he would never live to see. What a fool he was! Fedorov had his mouse hole too.
As for Orlov? The chief would understand what he would soon be about, perhaps more than any other man aboard, and he would know the why of it. Orlov understood it instinctively, reflexively. He grasped it in his thick palm every time he had hold of a mishman by his scrubby little neck. He understood only too well what it was like to live with a toothache, and come to enjoy it after a while.



Chapter 29


“See to it that our Moskit-IIs are double checked for integrity, Chief Martinov, and reloaded in all silos where they have been expended,” Karpov ordered.
“We will have all silos full in an hour, sir.”
“See that you do.” Then the Captain lowered his voice, leaning in close to the chief so none of the other crewmen in the loading area would hear what he would say next. “And as for those five special warheads, make sure they are secure.”
“Five Captain? But we only received three.”
“Yes, of course. Three. I was thinking of another mission. Well for this mission we will need to have proper weapons selection for our forward mounted MOS-III system. Has missile number ten been double checked for readiness?” Karpov assumed there was one compatible warhead for each of his three surface-to-surface missile systems. The MOS-III was a high speed hypersonic missile, and the battery was arrayed in three vertical silos of three missiles each. The number ten missile was in a special silo, with control seals and extra protection. He wanted to be sure the warhead was there and not in inventory within the missile magazine.
The chief was one of the few men aboard ship other than Admiral Volsky who actually knew what the nuclear inventory was. The size and number of the warheads was kept in a sealed envelope, in a small vault that could be opened only by inserting both the Admiral’s and the Captain’s keys. Yet the chief had to store the missiles and warheads securely on board, so he was obviously privy to the matter, yet sworn to say nothing whatsoever about the weapons. Under normal circumstances he would have never discussed the weapons with anyone, but the Captain, he assumed, was surely informed by now and knew what he was talking about. He shifted uncomfortably.
“Excuse me, Captain. Mount the number ten missile?”
“Correct,” said Karpov, his voice hard and controlled.
“But I will need permission from—”
“From the commander of the ship—yes, you are looking at him, Martinov. Have you not heard?” Karpov cut the man off quickly. “The Admiral is indisposed. He has been taken to sick bay and his condition remains in doubt. Get the wax out of your ears and listen once in a while. I have assumed full command and Orlov is now my Executive Officer. Shall I send him down to second this order? He will not be happy about it. Just get it done, Chief. But observe all proper weapons handling procedures and safety guidelines. Make certain your Coded Switch Set Controller is programmed appropriately to require a command level key insertion before operation. But given the circumstances, with the Admiral unable to perform his duties for the moment, we do not have time for the niceties of peacetime protocols. The setting should be fixed at position one.”
“I understand sir, but the default is position two, and I will need proper authorization to override that setting.” Two keys were normally required to activate the Coded Switch Set Controller (CSSC), which would receive an activation code for the warhead.
Karpov felt again that rising magma of anger, but he restrained himself. “This is not a peacetime environment, Martinov. This is war now, or do you think we’ve just been shooting off missiles to keep you busy here?”
Karpov’s just tapped him on the shoulder. “This is a direct order. Don’t worry. I am the only one responsible. Complete this by 18:00 hours, or there will be hell to pay. The same for the P-900s. Mount the number ten missile there as well.” The P-900 was the NATO coded SS-N-27B “Klub” missile, also called the “Sizzler” mounted on the bow, forward of the main Moskit-II battery. Unlike the faster hypersonic high altitude MOS-III, it was a subsonic land attack cruise missile, though its final stage of approach to the target was a Mach 3.0 low level run.
Karpov clapped the Chief on his shoulder again and walked quickly away, unwilling to engage the man further should he equivocate. He knew there was one final warhead for the Moskit-II Sunburn system, but decided to leave that in the magazine for the time being. One should always have a reserve.
Three warheads, he thought. Only three. That lump-head Martinov had better obey those orders. If it comes down to it and I need more firepower, those missiles had better be primed and ready. He knew he had just crossed a very dangerous line here. He felt it even as he gave Martinov that order. If Admiral Volsky got wind of this he could be relieved of command and face a court martial, without a doubt. Yet his own admonishment to Martinov returned to bolster him. This was war. The expediency of the moment was rare and unique. He must do what was necessary, in spite of Volsky’s orders to the contrary. If events proved him wrong he would face the consequences, but not without a fight.
He was out of his hole now, no longer a mouse, but something bigger—a rat set loose in the bowels of the ship, and he had wire to chew. Yes, he had wire to chew… He had won the battle within himself, or so he now believed. Next he had to win against Volsky. That accomplished, he could again take the fight to the British and Americans, and settle the matter once and for all.
With that in mind, and his business here finished, the Captain’s next stop was the crew’s quarters for Sergeant Troyak and his marines. The sound of his boots clapping hard on the deck as he walked bolstered him, recalling the image he had held in his mind of the honor guard marching proudly to meet with Roosevelt and Churchill. Now he wanted to sound out the stony Sergeant and see how he might react if it came to a real crisis aboard the ship.
“Good day, Sergeant.”
“Sir.” Troyak stood to attention, two of his marines in the room doing so as well.
“As you were. I only wanted to commend you on your performance at Jan Mayen. The information you gained was very useful.”
Troyak did not need the compliment, or want it, but he nodded thanking the Captain out of courtesy. The mission had been a simple reconnaissance; a quick in and out and nothing to take undue notice of.
“The situation is somewhat confounding for us all,” said Karpov. “Some of the officers may have difficulty understanding what has happened; finding a way to come to grips with it. They may react in unforeseen ways in the stress of battle. I trust you and your men will remain disciplined and clear headed at all times, as it may take a firm hand in the days ahead to keep the ship on an even keel.”
Troyak listened, his features expressionless. The Siberian Sergeant was a strong, rough-hewn man, and one not given to such considerations. The thought that he or his men would ever demonstrate a laxity of discipline was not possible as far as he was concerned. Kirov was a warship, and he was a leader of warriors. That was the end of it.
“I trust you understand me,” Karpov pressed.
“Sir, the squad is ready for action and every man is fit, and will do his duty.”
“Thank you, Sergeant. Keep that in mind should I call on you. We have some difficult days ahead; difficult choices. Some will quail in the face of battle, but you and I will have to lead the way. Yes?” The Captain gave him a sidelong glance and the two men exchanged salutes before he went on his way.
Troyak thought that last remark was odd. You and I? Somehow he recoiled at the thought that Karpov would think he was a bird of the same feather as his marines. He allowed himself a derisive smile, then returned to his task of cleaning and oiling the assault rifle inventory.
Karpov would make one last stop. He had checked on everything that mattered, his weapons in the looming struggle he envisioned, in more ways than one. There was only one other thing he needed to do. He had promised Orlov he would deal with the problem Volsky presented, and a stop at the maintenance bay to review the recalibration of the missiles was the perfect cover. While he was there he took a pair of wire cutters and a few pad-locks. Then he made his way quietly to the sick bay, his heart suddenly pounding when he realized what he was about to do. Time to chew on the last wire…
This was the edge of the precipice, he knew. The orders he had given to Martinov could be rescinded, explained away. He could mouse his way out of that transgression if he chose to, and squirm through a crack in a floor board to reach the safety of his mouse hole again. Or could he? Something had changed in him. He was something bigger now, something darker, and more heedless of the cost he might incur if he took this next step. No one could prove he did this, came a voice, a reason, a last means of escape.
He could hear the voices of the Admiral and Zolkin within as he quietly moved the emergency lock bracket into place on the outside of the closed hatch, and slipped on the padlock. His hand was shaking, but he forced calm on himself. Then, with a quiet click, the lock was in place. Now he took the wire cutters, reaching high to get at the thick grey intercom cable above the hatch, which he cut with an unsteady hand. There was an audible snap when the wire was cut, and with it something snapped in his mind as well. Volsky was the last remnant of the authority that was given to them by older men in their dark blue coats, in an old system of power, all of them back in Severomorsk. Yet with one taut snap the last link to that was cut for him now. It was done. He had chewed through the last wire. His course was set now, for good or for ill.
He took a deep breath, listening, but the voices on the other side of the door kept on in their conversation. Volsky and the doctor were now locked up in the sick bay, and the Captain scurried away, his footfalls whisper soft and strangely light, glad that no member of the crew had seen him in the corridor.
Moments later he was back on the bridge again, two hours before Orlov’s watch was to end. He found the Chief and waved him over to the briefing room, closing the hatch there to keep their conversation private. The close confines of the room helped him to calm himself, like a dark quiet hiding hole.
“Volsky is awake,” he began, breathing heavily. He could feel a cold sheen of sweat on his brow, even in the chilly confines of the bridge. “The doctor is hovering over him like a mother hen, and he seems to be making a recovery. We don’t have much time, Orlov.”
“What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean. Volsky was not happy that we engaged the Americans. The man is getting soft and slow. He was talking about taking the ship out into the Atlantic. He doesn’t see the opportunity we have here.”
“Perhaps not,” said Orlov. “But what are you doing, Captain? You’ve been steering us south right into the thick of things. Had we turned east we could have avoided this engagement with the Americans.”
“What? Have you been sleeping with Fedorov now? Are you getting soft hearted on me as well? You, Orlov?”
“You misunderstand me,” said the Chief. “We hit them very hard and they will be angry now. We must realize that there will be consequences for this.”
“You are sounding like Volsky now.” Karpov was not happy. He folded his arms. Then wagged his finger at the Chief. “Look, Orlov. Little thieves are hanged, yes? But the big ones escape.” He was referring to an old Russian proverb that went roughly: ‘take three kopecks and hang, but take fifty and be praised!’
The Captain knew that there could be no halfway measures now. They had engaged both the British and American fleets. They would not encounter another friendly ship at sea—not now not, not ever. He knew he was fully responsible for the choices he made in the heat of action, but he could not see that he could have done anything else. The British flung their ships and planes at him, fully intending to find and sink Kirov if they could. The Captain, insofar as he saw things, did what any competent officer would have done under the circumstances, he defended himself, with all the skill and weaponry at his command. As he was trying mightily to salvage that image of himself now, he used all his considerable intelligence to defend his actions, no matter how skewed his logic had become, or how much vranyo had subtly crept into his line of thinking.
With Orlov at his side he might dispel that sense of harried isolation that had dogged him up until now. In spite of his ambition, and his devious insistence in getting his own way aboard the ship, Karpov had taken entirely too much on his round narrow shoulders when he cut that last wire. He was beginning to feel the weight of what he had done, and now he was looking for an ally, and a strong right arm to back him up.
“I thought I could count on you, Orlov. Let us face the matter squarely and decide.” He repeated all his old arguments, all the reasons he had ferreted out in the dark safety of his mouse hole. “We are never going home again, and there will be no one at Severomorsk to chasten us for anything we do here. We answer to no one but ourselves now, understand? This is war and we are a ship of war, with power to take history itself by the throat and choke it to death if we so decide. But that will take a man, not a vacillating old Admiral with too many stripes on his jacket cuff. Volsky’s day has come and gone. You and I? We have many long years ahead of us, and the power to see that those years are very agreeable. I need to know where you stand, Orlov. Are you a man, or are you going to stand there like a school boy when Volsky returns to the bridge?”
“Without a cat around the mice feel free.” Orlov stated the obvious, but all of this was more than the simple license a man might take when he could, as any man might. “Do you realize what you are saying?”
“Of course I do. Volsky will reverse us at every turn, and all the while the decisive moment slips away, or worse, our enemies will gather sufficient strength to find and kill us all.”
“But the junior officers—the crew. They worship that fat old man like a father. If it comes down to a choice between the Admiral and you, Captain, I have little doubt where most of the crew will stand.”
Karpov’s face registered irritation with that, but he kept his emotions well controlled. The Chief was repeating all the same doubts and fears he had sat with in his hole, all the same tired reasons why he should stay there in the stench, and remain a mouse.
“Look, Orlov, neither of us will win a popularity contest here. Don’t think the crew jumps when you growl because they love you either. They jump because they recognize authority when they see it; strength; will power. They jump because if they don’t it will be your boot in their ass, and the devil to pay. You know why you are the Chief, Orlov, and it is not because you are so very smart, yes? It is because you know how to clench a fist when the time comes for it, and you know how to smash a man’s face if he bothers you.”
Orlov smiled, nodding. “Volsky will be a problem,” he said, his voice even more hushed now. “Perhaps Zolkin as well.” He hesitated, his eyes revealing his uncertainty. He had seen power plays of this nature in the Russian underground, that hard world of cut-throat men, loose confederations of gangs and bosses, and he had seen more than one man toppled from his post, and more than one man killed trying just what Karpov was proposing. But this was not the Russian underground, it was a navy ship. This was mutiny…Yes, there was a special word for this sort of thing, and there had not been a mutiny on a Russian ship for decades, not since Sabin tried to take the frigate Storozhevoy to Leningrad in 1975. He hung for that, and his second got all of eight hard years in prison for his complicity. Orlov weighed the situation in his mind, and realized it took more than one man to do what Karpov was proposing.
“What will you do with them,” he asked flatly. “You can’t kill them. Kill Volsky and you’ll have to watch your back for the rest of your life on this ship. The crew love that man for a reason, Karpov. He’s not just any boss. They won’t like it, believe me, and some will have the guts to do something about it when they realize what you have done.”
“That’s where you come in. Who’s going to back you down, Orlov? Don’t worry, they won’t be harmed, of course not. Nobody is talking about killing anyone here—except the British and Americans. They are the enemy, Orlov. Keep your mind in the right place and just leave Volsky and Zolkin to me,” he finished, deciding to say nothing more about what he had already done. When the Captain perceived that Orlov still had reservations, he played out his last card. “I have spoken with Troyak,” he whispered. “He and his men are ready should we need to call on them.”
“You got Troyak to actually speak?” Orlov forced a half hearted smile. “He will support you? You are sure of this?”
“Troyak is not a child. He knows an order when he hears one. He will do his duty. And I also spoke with Martinov in the weapons bay. He is with us as well. The Captain stretched the truth on both accounts, just a little vranyo, and he did so with great skill and no qualms whatsoever. In his mind Martinov was with him because he ordered it—Troyak as well. They would do what he told them to do, if he could just keep Volsky out of the picture for the next few crucial hours or days. After that, they might relent, and reach an arrangement, but by then his business would be concluded.
“Martinov? That bumbling idiot? All he does is root about counting his missiles and warheads. What good will he do us?”
“Don’t be stupid. He knows where the special warheads are stored, and I had a talk with him this afternoon. Our forward missile bays will have a little more sting in the number ten launch tubes.”
“You ordered him to mount—”
Karpov held up a finger, silencing the Chief, and the two men gave the door a sidelong glance. The Chief suddenly realized that this was no longer a simple discussion, Karpov had already acted! The Captain had stepped over a clear red line, violating a direct order from the Admiral.
“But Volsky gave us a direct order,” he rasped.
“If you want to eat fish, you have to get in the water, Chief. Volsky is indisposed. I am in command now, and I rescinded that order on my own authority as Captain of this ship. I just need to know if you are ready to stand with me when things come to a head—because they will come to a head, Orlov, and very soon. Otherwise you and I will have to stand here twiddling our thumbs, and saying ‘yes sir,’ and ‘excuse me sir’ while Volsky runs the ship. How long will that go on? What is he going to do if he takes the ship east? The crucial moment is here and now. The next three days will be the heart of it. We either act now, or the moment slips from our grasp. We have Martinov. We have Troyak and his marines, and there are others, Orlov. Don’t think I am the only one fed up with Volsky’s vacillation. There are men on this ship, are you one of them?”
He was lying now. This was not the gentle boast of vranyo. It was not mere stretching and bending of the truth. No, this was lozh, pure and simple; a straight-faced lie, and Karpov told it with all the skill and duplicity he had cultivated so well over the years. “We can smash the enemy, here and now, once and for all, and then no one will be able to bother us again. Come on, Orlov. You can’t sit on two chairs. What’s it going to be here? We can smash them! Are you ready?”
The Chief thought for a moment, looking Karpov directly in the eye, and neither man blinked. Then he opened his jacket and angled his body to show the Captain a sleek, grey automatic pistol tucked into his belt line. “Yes, I am ready, boss, and so is Comrade Glock,” he said darkly. Then Orlov gave the Captain a hard look. “But tell me, Karpov. What are you going to do? What is your plan? Are you going to pay a visit to this secret little meeting with Churchill and Roosevelt?”
Karpov took a long breath. Something shifted inside him now, easing the burden he had dragged through the ship from one station to another. He was no longer alone. It was not just his fate on the line. Orlov was Orlov after all. He had seen trouble looming and already prepared for it. Why did he ever doubt it?
A deadly calm settled over him now, stilling the last plaintive inner voice of warning. Yes, he was going to smash things, but at least now he had a hammer in the strong right arm of his Operations Chief.
“We are going to do a little more than that, I’m afraid,” said Karpov. “Yes, Volsky was talking about this secret meeting between Roosevelt and Churchill. Perhaps he thinks he can go there and negotiate, but that is like trying to divide the pelt of a bear before you have killed him. We are going to kill the bear first, Orlov—you, me, and Comrade Glock.”



Chapter 30


August 7, 1941
Secrecy was soon found to be in short supply. Too many men had seen the attack on Wasp, or heard about it, or suffered from it, and one of them was a civilian reporter aboard Mississippi sent out to cover the occupation of Iceland. Somehow, word on the attack leaked out, passing from pilot, to able seaman, and over cables and airwaves to eventually reach the U.S. The headline in the New York Times that day, August 7th, was bold and pointed.

GERMANS ATTACK! CV WASP SUNK! HEAVY LOSS OF LIFE

Fearsome New German Raider Still At Large

Roosevelt To Convene Emergency Session Of Congress.


The article referenced some of the events that had transpired, though it was noticeably fuzzy as to where the attack had happened, what German raider had attacked, and even more vague on just when the president would convene this emergency session of congress and in fact where the president even was.
Reporters quickly stormed the White House briefing room, but were held at bay and given no further information. The president was consulting with his Joint Chiefs of Staff, it was said, but nothing more was revealed, particularly the fact the Roosevelt was not even in the country, and was quietly slipping into Ship Harbor in Argentia Bay aboard Augusta by the evening of that same day.
Aboard King George V, Admiral Tovey was listening to a shortwave radio broadcast out of New York when Brind came in from the radio room, a decoded signal in hand and a puzzled expression on his face.
“I’m afraid I’ve given you some bad advice, Admiral,” he began. “Admiralty says they’ve spotted the Graf Zeppelin near Stettin.” The implications were obvious, and he said nothing more.
Tovey rubbed his brow, troubled. “The cat is out of the bag,” he said. “The story had leaked out to the press and the Americans are outraged. It’s to be expected, I suppose, but we still have no idea what this ship is, and that I find difficult to swallow.”
“Well, an American PBY out of Reykjavík spotted the German ship a few days ago, sir, and they got some photos.”
“Photos? It’s bloody well about time. What do they show?”
“I’m afraid the song is the same, sir. Bletchley Park says it’s a large cruiser, very large, probably a battlecruiser in size. They were able to spot a crewman on a foredeck and worked out the scale. The damn thing is all of 900 feet long, and nearly a hundred feet abeam.”
“My god, what a monster. That’s a bigger ship than King George V. In fact, it’s bigger than anything in the fleet. It’s even longer than the Bismarck!”
“Yet no sign of anything but a few small secondary guns, and a curiously empty foredeck covered with a series of what looks to be cargo hatches. Given what we’ve learned about this ship’s capabilities, they’ve come round to the conclusion that these rockets must be stored there; possibly brought up on deck for launching, or even fired from below decks through these ports.”
“Amazing,” said Tovey. “I knew the Germans were developing a weapon of this nature, but all our intelligence indicated it was to be an air dropped bomb.”
“Yes,” Brind nodded. “The Fritz-X, or so the boys at BP call it. That was also mentioned in the Admiralty report.” He glanced at his signal and read: “Consider Naval deployment of guided Fritz type ordinance or possibly more advanced Henschel Hs 293 guided rocket.”
The Henschel 293 was a development led by the brilliant mathematician and aircraft designer Herbert Wagner, Germany’s answer to the Bletchley Park genius of Alan Turing. Wagner, along with notable physicists Schrödinger, Heisenberg, and designer Wernher von Braun had been involved in the development and testing of new German wonder weapons for some time. The Fritz-X radio controlled glide bomb had been in development since 1938, and the Henschel 293 was a new approach that was intended for use against British convoys. The Germans were already building training and refit bases for the rocket at Cognac and Bordeaux on the south Atlantic coast of France, in addition to numerous facilities around Hamburg and Kiel, and bases at Bergamo and Foggia in Italy. It began as a glide bomb, like the Fritz, then migrated into a liquid fueled rocket. As far as Bletchley Park knew, however, it was still in the testing phase, unless this was to be its coming out party, a deadly ship mounted version that could strike with alarming accuracy and power.
That was the one thing that still bewildered the British intelligence arms. How could the Germans have achieved this level of accuracy and range on the weapon? Everything they had been able to learn about the program indicated that it still relied on a human operator, a man able to see the target and aim or guide the missile in flight. And much of its expected range was delivered by the aircraft that carried it, large German bombers. It’s actual range after firing was very limited, yet this was contradicted by every report gathered thus far from the ships that had been targeted. There had been no sign of any German aircraft near the targets. The reports from ships at sea indicated that the enemy was seeing and targeting them from well beyond the range of optical or even long range radar detection!
Eventually they came round again to the initial sighting of airborne contacts near the German ship in the first days of the encounter. It was then suggested that the Germans might be launching sea planes of the type often carried by cruisers and battleships, and then using these as platforms to spot and vector the weapons in. Bletchley Park suggested they had only to fire the rockets in the general heading of the target, and perhaps the Germans had then rigged some kind of homing device, even a small radar set in the nose of the missile, that would enable it to hit with such precision. It was a remarkably accurate assessment, but equally shocking to think the Germans had made these advances while similar Allied programs remained at rudimentary levels of development.
“We thought that from the very first,” said Brind. “But I’ll be damned. None of our pilots have managed to get a look at these German planes…except for that odd report we got from the weather station on Jan Mayen.”
“You mean that helicopter report?” Even the word sounded odd to Tovey, let alone the concept of a plane without wings. Yet ideas about helicopters had been around since the time of Leonardo da Vinci, and he admitted to the possibility that the Germans had again stolen a march on them and put such an aircraft into service.
Tovey sighed. “First we get news that Tirpitz is on the loose, then Bletchley Park tells us it’s Admiral Scheer, then we think this ship is Graf Zeppelin, and now this… We’ve run out of German ships, Brind. What do we call this one? We don’t miss something on the order of a new ship design. I can excuse the rest. These rockets could have been developed in underground facilities, and kept very hush, hush. But a ship? To have anything like this at sea now the Germans would have had to lay her keel years ago, and you and I both know they only have so many dock yards capable of building a cruiser class ship.”
Brind was clearly perplexed. “There were two ships originally planned in that German carrier program, sir. Ship “B” was contracted, but her hull was never completed. The Germans halted construction on that one and scrapped her just after the war began in September of 1939. We’ve had some inkling they might be trying to convert a cruiser or even a civilian ocean liner to a carrier, but these photos put an end to that speculation. The odd thing is that there hasn’t been a whisper out of Berlin about this business either, sir. You would think they would crow about their engagement with us, or perhaps make some statement regarding this attack on the US task force. I may be climbing out on a limb here, and I apologize for leading you up the bridle path about Graf Zeppelin….”
“Don’t worry about that, Brind. Speak your mind, man.”
“Well sir, this might not be a German ship at all…”
~ ~ ~
Events were running on, as the ships, American, British and from parts unknown plied through the sea on courses that all seemed to be converging on Newfoundland. The British were worried that the raider would simply turn east and head out into the Atlantic, but a small fishing trawler out of Newfoundland spotted a lone ship on a course due south of the location where Wasp had sunk. Apparently this German captain seemed convinced of his invulnerability, and came boldly on, albeit at a more cautious rate. The trawler estimated the contact speed at twenty knots.
At the time Tovey was some 225 miles to the south, and the American Task Force 16 was 150 miles northwest of his position. Somerville was an equal distance south, and the three forces, steaming for Newfoundland, formed a slowly compressing wall of steel as their courses converged. Then a further report came in from the PBY: amazingly, the enemy ship changed course in a direction no one expected, not east or southeast into the Atlantic, but southwest on a heading that would put it off the coast of Newfoundland in another twenty four hours.
“The gall of that ship,” Tovey exclaimed. “Do they think the Royal Navy has just turned tail and run home?”
“More than likely they’ve got other ideas,” said Brind. “They may have even got wind of this secret meeting.”
“What could they possibly be up to with that heading?” Tovey shook his head.
“It could be a fuel situation,” Brind suggested. “Perhaps they have a tanker hidden away that the Americans failed to spot. The weather has been somewhat grim. Then again…If they do know about the Prime Minister’s meeting, that ship is on a course that will put it in firing range of Argentia Bay given the range of these rockets.”
Tovey raised his eyebrows at that. “Damn,” he said. “Could the Germans have known about this meeting all along? I only learned the details but a few days ago.”
“True, sir, but there it is. The raider would be here tomorrow morning if it holds its present course and speed.” Brind pointed to the map off the northeast cape of Newfoundland. He took up a pair of calipers and neatly drew a circle. “That’s the range we’ve observed on these rockets.” The arc of fire covered the whole of Argentia Bay.
“We’ll have to do something about this, Brind. We can’t very well have Jerry taking pot shots at the Prime Minister, can we? Look here… If we put out the word and make all the speed we can, perhaps we can cover that coastline and herd this raider into the Sea of Labrador. All we have to do is form a line and then sweep north.” Tovey moved his arm, as if stroking a tennis ball and knocking the German ship halfway to Greenland. “We’ve enough ships to cover well over 200 miles. We’ve got her now, Brind. She’s stickling her neck out with this maneuver, and right into our jaws of steel.”
The Admiral could see an opportunity here, and he immediately asked the Prime Minister if he would consider transferring to a fast cruiser, and sail on ahead, well screened and protected by all the ships now gathering in the region. That way he could keep Prince of Wales in hand for the battle he hoped was just hours away now.
Churchill, balked, at first, hoping to stay at sea for the action. “Giving me the bums rush, Admiral?” he complained. “I was hoping to actually see you get your teeth into this German ship.” He was eventually persuaded that this would be most unwise, and the early arrival of the Americans and FDR at Argentia proved a sufficient lure. That decided, the Prime Minister was ferried over to the cruiser Devonshire and, thankfully, Admiral Pound went along as well. Tovey detached three destroyers with them, Echo in the van, and Eclipse and Escapade to either side. Designated Task Force C, the group sped away at all of 34 knots, hastening on toward their fateful rendezvous at Argentia Bay.
This allowed Tovey to take the rest of Home Fleet, including Prince of Wales, northwest on a course that would eventually put him just east of the American Task Force 16. Being informed of the American order of battle, he reasoned that together they would then have sixteen ships, including three battleships, a battlecruiser, five cruisers and seven destroyers—a wall of steel stretching from the coast of Newfoundland some 200 miles out to sea, in a good position to find and smother this enemy raider when they turned north.
~ ~ ~
That was not all. With FDR safely ashore, the Americans were now free to reinforce their fleet with the addition of the battleships New York, Arkansas, three or four fast cruisers and double that number of destroyers in Desron 7. Admiral Starke convinced King that this was, indeed, a job for the cruisers.
“Leave the battleships behind,” he suggested. We can use their AA guns to beef up air defense in the bay here in the event the Germans try lobbing some of these new glide bombs and rockets our way.” He also wanted FDR in the best armored ships he had, and the cruisers and destroyers had the speed required for a hunt at sea. He put it in terms King quickly understood and embraced. “Release the hounds, Rey. Let’s get the dogs out after this bastard and run it down. The old battleships will just get in the way and, if need be, you’ve got Mississippi out there already, though I suggest you make her the goalie in this game.”
King agreed that this was a much better plan, and so the venerable WWI battleships New York, the “Lady Broadway,” and Arkansas, “Old Arky,” hove to in Argentia Bay, with FDR and all the remaining brass eagerly awaiting the arrival of Churchill. The fast cruisers left hours later, Brooklyn, Nashville, Augusta, and Tuscaloosa, all eager to get out to sea and into the hunt. There was an empty berth back home where Vincennes once anchored, and they had a score to settle.
When Marshall brought up the fact that the US was still technically neutral King bristled at the notion. “You tell that to John Reeves and the rest of his crew on Wasp,” he said.
An hour later Roosevelt had drafted and issued a Presidential Order for the U.S. Navy to find and sink any and all hostile ships within 300 miles of the coast of Newfoundland. The Americans were edging ever closer to an open declaration of war, which was nothing more than a formality now. All FDR had to do was make sure Admiral King realized the British were out there as well, and that they were not hostile ships, in spite of the Admiral’s distaste for the ‘conniving limeys’ as he called them.
As the clock ticked off the time, an unspoken Zero Hour loomed in the minds of every man involved, and that same clock was ticking aboard Kirov as well.
~ ~ ~
Just as Karpov was pressing Orlov for his support, Zolkin and the Admiral were finishing up their conversation in the sick bay. “Don’t worry about Karpov,” he said. “If he starts another battle I’ll carry you up to the bridge myself.”
“That man is dangerous,” said Volsky. “He claims to have only the interests of the ship and crew at heart, yet I feel there is something more there.”
“I agree,” said Zolkin. “There is more to the man than meets the eye. He is brooding on something, scheming. You can see it in his body language, Leonid. But understand his situation. He is captain of the ship, but yet not captain as long as you are aboard.”
“Professional jealousy?”
“More than that. It is a kind of adverse reaction to higher authority. In my opinion he regards his own judgment as unassailable, and resents any interference. He may accord you the respect your rank deserves, but I think it is mere lip service and that he views you as an obstacle, or worse, as an interloper aboard a ship that is rightfully his. I have seen a thousand men like him over the years. It seems our Mother Russia breeds them in batches. Do you notice how he closes up physically whenever questioned? He folds his arms defensively. His eyes narrow, and his expressions clearly register impatience, resentment and even annoyance.”
“The man has an ego, most certainly.”
“You must be cautious with such a man. He can become a dangerous and unpredictable enemy.”
“What are you suggesting, that Karpov might attempt to subvert my authority?”
“Possibly. We are not operating under normal circumstances, my friend. Severomorsk is not a radio message away any longer. The entire chain of command aboard this ship derives from authority vested in men by a world that no longer even exists! The men are performing their duties. They say, yes sir; no sir; if I may, sir, but this is mere protocol, reflexive behavior on one level.”
“I think I have earned the respect of these men many times over,” said Volsky.
“That you have, and this is your strongest asset at the moment. Take off the stripes and uniforms and we are all just men, Leonid, and men do odd things in situations of extreme pressure. In Karpov’s case, they salute the rank, but I do not think they salute or admire the man. In your case I think the men genuinely love and respect you, and would follow you irrespective of your rank. You are “Papa Volsky,” the Grand Admiral of the Fleet. Some still hold you in awe, others see you as a father figure. Yet sometimes a father has a wayward and rebellious son, yes? This is Karpov. And when a man like Karpov feels threatened, he will seek allies before he acts.”
“Aboard this ship?”
“Where else? And you can make a very short list of the men most likely to see things his way.”
Volsky was silent for a time, his face pained under those thick brows, eyes furrowed, distant, as if seeing some inward thing in a far off corner of his mind. “I’m getting old, Dmitri,” he said sullenly. “I thought I would finish out my days at home with my grandchildren on my knee and a nice garden. Now here I am with the fate of the world on my shoulders, and that home I imagine no longer even exists, just as you say. This is somewhere in the mind and soul of every man aboard this ship, and younger men are adventurous. They are hungry. They see the days ahead as something to be discovered, something gained, and not as something to be settled and given a proper balance, not as a place to find rest and ease of mind. They have not yet lived, and they are reaching, planning. Me? I am tired. I want to sit down under a palm tree with a good glass of wine and read. Yet I do not think any of us will find that island you spoke of once, with all the pretty Polynesian girls. Things are coming to a boiling point soon. We cannot sail about taking shots at any ship that comes near us. At some point this must resolve. It has to be settled.”
“Resolve to what, Leonid? What are you going to do?”
“This business at Argentia Bay—the Atlantic Charter. Perhaps I can put some jam and honey on the table for the Russia that emerges from this war.”
“How? You mean you intend to go there yourself and speak your mind with Roosevelt and Churchill after what Karpov has done?”
“I considered it. Stalin was not invited, but they are bringing all their admirals and generals. I am Grand Admiral of the Russian Northern Fleet, or so you tell me.”
“Yes, I tell you that, but can you tell that to Churchill and Roosevelt? This is risky, Leonid. Assuming you convince them of who and what we are; where we have come from—assuming they believe what you tell them, then would they not see you as a valuable asset?”
“Of course, that was my hope.”
“But think… If you were at war in our day, and had a man here who knew the history yet to come, every battle, every mistake made, would you not keep him close?”
“You are suggesting I would be taken prisoner?”
“That is a likely outcome should you place yourself in a situation where you cannot easily regain your freedom.”
The Admiral considered this, nodding. “I had come to this reasoning myself some time ago,” he confessed. “But I just wanted to see what you might think of the prospect and I think you are correct. A visit with Churchill and Roosevelt sounds appealing, even exciting. But it would be most unwise. I gave it some thought, for a long time, perhaps too long.”
“Is this why you have allowed the ship to remain on this course?” Zolkin questioned him further. “You were thinking of joining this meeting? I’m afraid that Karpov may have other thoughts about this situation. Mark my words—he intends a show of force, and if the Allies gather in strength, he will meet fire with fire. And so, old man, if you ever do want to sit under that palm tree and read, you had better get yourself back up to the bridge. I certify you as healthy and fit for duty. It’s Orlov’s watch now. Karpov has been prowling around below decks, but I think you should get there soon.”
Volsky sighed. “I suppose you are right. I do feel much myself now. Thank you, Dmitri.”
“And Admiral… Should you need an ally, you know you can count on me. I was not kidding when I told Karpov it was mine to certify the health and fitness of any man aboard—be it physical or mental health. If Karpov becomes a problem…”
Volsky nodded silently. “Let us hope that he does not,” he said quietly.
~ ~ ~
Trouble was brewing on the cold grey swells of the sea. Rodenko had a KA-40 up earlier to keep watch on the American task force withdrawing to the south. The ships turned southwest on a heading of 230 degrees, a course that would bring it round the cape of Newfoundland, and Orlov had carried out Karpov’s instructions, following on a parallel course to the north. Earlier, they had spotted a single aircraft on radar, tracking out from Newfoundland, and the Chief let it be. He did not want to bring the ship to action stations again and fire off a SAM for this one plane, or so he reasoned it. And all the better if it would keep the Admiral from trying to return to the bridge.
Now that Karpov was here, Orlov was glad to hand over the watch. Orlov loved to second orders, but was a bit unsure of himself when it came to tactics in a battle situation at sea. If anything happened, he would rely on Samsonov, but Karpov was Captain for a reason. He knew what he was about, when to turn, when to shoot, how fast to go.
The Captain took stock of the situation and increased to 30 knots, his heart racing with the ship’s engines. How long before Volsky tried the door? When would the next stupid seaman slink off to sick bay to shirk his duty and find the hatch sealed? How much time did he have? A voice warned him again, plaintive and fearful, the squeak of the mouse within—he could still back out of this. He could rush below, pretend to discover the lock on the door and blame it on an unseen conspirator. He could launch the investigation himself, pretending to be Volsky’s friend and loyal ally all along. Only Orlov knew more, and the Chief would keep his mouth shut, wouldn’t he? He could deny the entire conversation with Martinov, or get to him first with a threat to make him pay dearly if he opened his mouth. How much time did he have?
Rodenko’s voice reporting a new contact jangled his nerves, snapping him back to the moment at hand. Search radar reported what looked like another storm front on the horizon to the south. There were many ship contacts, all arrayed in a number of surface action groups, a storm of steel slowly moving north towards their position.
“How many ships?” Karpov asked quickly.
“Seven ships here in the American Task force that has been withdrawing, but they have turned now, Captain. They are now heading north. Then I count eight more ships here—the signal returns are smaller, weaker. I think these are destroyers like the one we encountered off Jan Mayen. Over here, another eight ships, a mixed force, most likely the British, and I think heavy units are present—most likely the ships we fired on earlier.”
“They are setting up a picket line and they plan to sweep north and catch us like a fish in a net.” Karpov’s mind worked quickly. “Fedorov, can you confirm what these ships might be?”
There was no answer, and Orlov spoke. “You sent Fedorov below, Captain. Tovarich is at navigation.”
“Of course.” Karpov rubbed his chin.
“How far away are these ships?” The Captain turned to his radar station where Rodenko was busy monitoring his screens.
“150 to 200 kilometers, sir,” said Rodenko. “The number one group is a little closer, small contacts, probably American destroyers.
“They are all moving north?”
“Yes, sir.”
Orlov looked at him, his eyebrows raised, waiting on a decision from the Captain. Karpov seemed edgy, nervous, like a bow string that had been pulled back too far. The strain was obviously getting to him as well. The Captain looked exhausted now as he looked at Orlov.
“Your thoughts, Mister Orlov?” He said that just loud enough for the bulk of the bridge crew to hear him, as if he wanted a second voice to back him now in the decision that was percolating to a boil in his mind. It was mere theater, Orlov knew. The Captain knew what he wanted to do, what he had been planning to do all along. He was just covering his tracks, that was all.
“They are out in force today, Captain. And I think they are coming for us. At the moment we are cruising straight for the coast of Newfoundland. If they sweep up north they will herd us into the Sea of Labrador, and I think we both know there is no northwest passage.”
“We are not going to be swept anywhere we do not intend to go,” said Karpov derisively.
At that moment the motley Tasarov shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He stiffened, his eyes opening wide, listening intently on his sonar headphones as if he could not believe what he was hearing.
“Con, sonar—torpedo in the water!”
Karpov spun about, anger and shock on his face. “Where?”
“Bearing… zero-nine-five and closing!”
“Battle stations! Helm ahead full! Port thirty!” Karpov immediately shouted out an order for evasive maneuvers.
“Ready on countermeasures,” said Tasarov.
“Fire now!” There was a strident edge to Karpov’s voice, and obvious fear. The alarm blared three sharp blasts for ASW operations as Orlov ran to the forward view screen, eyes straining through the haze to try and locate the torpedo wake. He could not see it, so the torpedo was not yet close.
“Shkval!” Karpov shouted. He was referring to the lethal VA-111 Shkval or Squall, a high speed, super-cavitating underwater rocket that had both active sonar and wake homing capabilities. It would eject from the ship’s side and seek out the incoming torpedo at speeds of over 200 knots if necessary.
“Firing now,” said Tasarov.
“Go to active sonar, you idiot,” the Captain said sharply. “How could you let a sub get this close?”
“I’m sorry, sir. It must have just been hovering beneath a thermal layer. I had nothing on my passive sonar. Nothing at all.”
“Find me this submarine!” Karpov pointed a finger at him.
“Aye sir!”
Tasarov was working his board feverishly, but the Shkval found the incoming torpedo first. It kept one eye on the home ship, and another on the incoming target, precisely calculating the speed necessary to intercept the torpedo at a safe distance. Tasarov pulled off his headset just before the weapon intercepted its target, destroying it with an audible explosion that sent seawater up in a column of spray about 2500 meters off their port bow. It would have been a close call if it were a fast, modern day torpedo, but it was a long shot for a WWII submarine. Whatever was out there, it was not in close if it fired at that range, which is probably why Tasarov could not hear it if it was quietly hovering on battery power.
The hollow ‘ping’ of the ship’s active sonar sang out in regular intervals, and with each pulse Karpov could feel his own pulse rising. There was nothing at sea he hated more than a submarine. It was not long before Tasarov had located a target.
“Con, sonar contact bearing four-five degrees at 4200 meters.”
The captain exhaled, obviously relieved to have found the spider in his cupboard. “Very well,” he said. “Kill it, Mister Tasarov. Kill it before they have a mind to fire at us again.” He turned to Orlov. “Those bastards!” he said. “They wave a line of ships in our face while they try to sneak up on us with a submarine.” This was obviously a German boat, he knew, yet in his mind he now lumped all his enemies into one bin, the British, Americans and Germans were one and the same to him. “Secure the bridge!” he pointed, and a mishman of the watch ran to set the inner security clamps on the main bridge hatch.
“Samsonov—ready on forward missile array. We’ll settle this business once and for all.”
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Chapter 31


Admiral Volsky heard the swoosh of a weapon being launched, and the sound of its rocket igniting in the water. His years of experience immediately told him what had happened. Then he heard the distant thump of the explosion when the incoming torpedo was intercepted, felt the rippling vibration moments later. A German U-Boat, he thought! I knew we were bound to run into one sometime. We’ve cruised right up on the damn thing. It was probably just drifting, waiting like an eel in a cave for us to pass by. Yet from the sound of things, our VA-111 found the torpedo quickly enough. I’ve got to get to the bridge!
“Dmitri, it has been a wonderful stay,” he said. “But I think I had better take your advice and get to the bridge now.”
“I think so as well,” said the Doctor. He helped the Admiral out of bed thinking to assist him with his uniform.
“Don’t bother. I have pulled on that uniform every day for thirty years and I think I can manage it now. But if you would be so kind as to call the bridge on the intercom system and notify them that I am on my way, I think it may save a few lives. Perhaps Karpov will keep his head for a while.”
“Good idea.” Zolkin said as he went to the com-panel and thumbed a switch. He took hold of the soap bar shaped microphone, flicked the send button, and spoke in a satisfied tone of voice. “Con—this is Doctor Zolkin in the sick bay. I am re-certifying Admiral Volsky as fit for duty and I inform you that he is now on his way to the bridge. That is all.” He had not even noticed that the red activity light did not wink on when he engaged the unit. A moment later, when he went to the hatch to open it, the Admiral heard him grunting with exertion.
“What’s the matter, Dmitri? Are you getting old too?”
“The hatch is jammed. It does that at times. I should have an oil can in this place for all the good it would do me.” He pushed hard, surprised that the door would simply not budge. Volsky had just slipped on his jacket, complete with every decoration he had ever earned emblazoned on his chest. Gold gleamed from the insignia on his officer’s hat, shoulders, and the five thick stripes of his cuffs. He looked every bit the man he was, Admiral of the Fleet, King of the Northern Sea. As he reached for his cap the doctor’s exertion seemed odd to him. He looked over his shoulder, suddenly concerned, then went over to lend a hand.
“What kind of service do we get at this hotel?” he said jokingly, but when he tried the door he immediately knew something was wrong. He had run a thousand drills over the years, simulating every kind of emergency condition. His hand had run inspection over every hatch and hold on the ship. This door was locked. He could clearly hear the rattle of the emergency sealing bracket on the outside.
“Well I’ll be damned,” he said, his mind racing ahead down a long, impossible corridor of thought. “It’s been locked—from the outside!”
Zolkin looked at him, and their eyes immediately reflected what both men were thinking. “Karpov!” said the doctor. “I should have stuck a needle in that man and filled him with a 100CCs of sedative when I had him here!”
“The intercom—” Volsky pointed, moving quickly to reach for the microphone. “Engineering, this is Admiral Volsky in sick bay. Send two men with a spanner and metal cutter at once. Acknowledge…”
He waited, yet no sound returned. Then he looked at the intercom box, his eyes widening as he realized what had happened. There was no red light. It was dead.
~ ~ ~
It was just past 1800 hours and Fedorov heard the sudden alarm signaling battle stations again. The three sharp bursts signaled the ship to secure for anti-submarine warfare, and he heard the Shkval hunter killer torpedo fire soon after. He wanted to rush to the bridge, but realized he was still technically relieved of his post there. Then he remembered what Doctor Zolkin had whispered to him before he left sick bay… Come back for your prescription at 1800 hours.
At first he had been confused by the remark, for he was healthy and fit, and took no medication of any kind. But the look in the Doctor’s eye spoke volumes, and he knew Zolkin was inviting him to come see the Admiral again, perhaps to voice his concerns over the Captain’s rash engagements and share his perspectives on the history. With no battle station to man, he was suddenly eager to get to the sick bay as soon as he could.
He ran down the long narrow halls and corridors, up a ladder and onto the central deck where Zolkin held forth in his clinic. Usually there would be a line there, but not during battle stations. Fedorov huffed up to the door and pulled on the hatch, surprised to find it was shut tight. Then he heard a voice from the inside, somewhat cautious, yet insistent. It was the Doctor.
“Who is there?”
“It’s me, Doctor. Lieutenant Fedorov. You asked me to come at 1800 hours. If it is inconvenient, I can come another time.”
“Fedorov!” It was the Admiral’s voice. “Look at the emergency hatch latch on top. What do you see?”
Fedorov looked up, shocked to see a small metal padlock slipped through the machined holes in the metal flange to lock the bolt in place. He told the Admiral what he saw, and was ordered to fetch engineers at once with metal cutters or an acetylene torch. What was happening? His mind needed only a few seconds to piece the situation together. It was Karpov, he knew. Karpov and Orlov. They were taking the ship, and god only knew what mischief the Captain had in mind. He had to get to engineering as fast as he could.
~ ~ ~
Karpov had sealed off the bridge and posted a guard. He checked the hatch latches personally and thumbed off the intercom there to disable incoming calls through the hatch. There was nothing to preclude someone banging on the hatch with a wrench to get attention, but he could ignore it, and it would take time to force the hatch open, even for the ship’s engineers. Time was all he needed now. Tasarov found and killed the enemy submarine, and he realized it must have been a German U-boat.
In fact, it was the boat Fedorov had discussed with the Admiral, U-563, an early arrival with orders to join the Grönland wolfpack forming up south of Iceland, but the boat’s captain had seen something curious that led him astray. He spotted King George V and Repulse hastening west, saw them hit and burning, and came to believe that there must be other U-boats about. Eager to get into the action, he turned west. The British ships were hurt but not sunk, and then made off to the south, but U-563 kept on a course that eventually brought it very near another strange looking vessel, which he tried to engage with a badly planned long shot. He paid for that mistake with his life.
Now Karpov was taking final stock of the situation. He could see that the Americans were getting dangerously close to his ship, yet they did not seem to have very many heavy units in their task groups. He was more concerned about group three on Rodenko’s screen, with at least three battleships, or so he believed. What were the names of the ships? The King, the Prince, and another one. It did not matter. He would sink them all.
“I have been recording signal return characteristics on those units,” said Rodenko. King George V is there again, along with another ship that is nearly identical in its profile.”
“Churchill,” said Karpov, his eyes alight.
“Sir?” Rodenko did not understand what the Captain meant.
“Never mind, Lieutenant.” Karpov decided to engage the heavy British task force he presumed to be the British Home Fleet, ordering Samsonov to fire Moskit-II Sunburns in two missile salvos.
“What about group number one, sir?” Samsonov asked. “It is well inside ninety miles and closing.”
“Those are nothing more than destroyers,” said Karpov. “We’ll deal with them later. For now, target the British—this group.” The Captain pointed at Samsonov’s CIC screen and the weapons officer acknowledged with a deep “Aye, sir.”
~ ~ ~
The British were steaming with destroyers Icarus and Intrepid, and a screen of three cruisers, Suffolk, Nigeria, and Aurora. Behind them came the battleships King George V and Prince of Wales, with the battlecruiser Repulse at the rear. The missiles would come in on the starboard side of the task force, aiming for its heart.
The first two had been reprogrammed to cancel their terminal sea skimming run, and they plunged down at Prince of Wales, striking her amidships with a thunderous explosion. Her aft stack was blown clean away by one missile, which then went on into the sea in a rain of fire. The second plunged into the heart of the ship, the heavy warhead penetrating four decks and the fuel laden fuselage igniting an inferno at every level.
The next pair fell on Repulse, also from above, where the missiles easily penetrated the thin deck armor, less than two inches at the point of impact. Their heavy 450 kilogram warheads, and the extreme kinetic force behind them, saw both missiles plunge completely through the ship, blowing holes in her hull as they did so. Catastrophic flooding was underway almost immediately. Twenty eight of her forty-two boilers were destroyed in one massive explosion that killed half the engineering crew on the ship. The old battlecruiser floundered to one side, soon settling deep into the water as she began to sink. A massive column of smoke was ejected into the sky above her. Her time had come, but it was nigh at hand in any case, for just a little over four months later she would have met a similar fate, along with Prince of Wales, at the hands of Japanese pilots after having been transferred to the Pacific. The Japanese would not get their chance—with either ship.
Prince of Wales was also wounded and on fire, but still under her own power, with all guns unharmed and ready for action. Yet had the Prime Minister been aboard her at that moment, the Sunburns would have taken his life, striking within a few yards of the state room where he had been quartered. Thankfully, Churchill was hundreds of miles away by now on the cruiser Devonshire, speeding toward his rendezvous with Roosevelt at Argentia Bay.
The next four Sunburns were sea skimmers, again streaking in from the starboard side, and aimed at the vanguard of the British task force this time. One struck the cruiser Nigeria full amidships and blew through her armor causing serious damage. Two more went on through a gap in the formation and struck Prince of Wales, but her heavy fifteen inch main belt was enough protection to save her. The fires amidships, however, were far more severe, and her Captain, John Leach, gave the order to fall off in speed until she was well behind King George V, trailing in her wake near the stricken Repulse. The last of the four missiles struck the destroyer Icarus, which had been leading in the vanguard of the fleet. The damage there was so severe that the small destroyer capsized within fifteen minutes and was floundering in the swelling sea, which became a seething mix of fire and hissing steam as the hot metal hit the cold ocean waters when the ship started to sink.
Admiral Tovey’s Home Fleet had been struck a hard blow, decimated by a single barrage of Kirov’s powerful anti-ship missiles. Though King George V and Prince of Wales were still battle worthy, he knew he could not sail on and leave the stricken ships and crew of the Repulse to their fate. The Home Fleet slowed and circled to begin rescue and recovery operations at once while the damage control squads on Prince of Wales desperately fought her fires. If they could be controlled he fully intended to press on with his heavier battleships, though he could see now that even a screen of lighter cruisers and destroyers was of no benefit to him. It was coming down to armor now, he decided. This was a job for his fast battleships. But could he get them within range of the enemy before his ships were pummeled again by these infernal rockets? How many more did the enemy have?
~ ~ ~
Karpov knew none of this, hearing only that he had scored multiple hits, and determining that some must have caused severe damage when Rodenko reported that the speed of several targeted contacts had diminished considerably. Yet he had expended another eight of his precious Moskit-II Sunburn missiles to achieve these results, and now there were only twenty left in the ship’s inventory, the crews below already racing to reload the silos that had fired.
This will not do, he thought. This barrage had wounded the British, to be sure, but the blow was not fatal and the two American task forces to the south had not yet even been engaged. When Rodenko reported yet another contact, a new surface action group coming up from the south very near the British home fleet, the odds began to stack ever higher against him.
“Con, new contact, seven ships, fifteen kilometers southwest of original target.”
Seven more ships, thought Karpov. Seven more. He had twenty Moskit-IIs, ten MOS-IIIs and ten P-900 Cruise missiles left, just forty anti-ship missiles remaining. Once they were fired the ship’s power would be diminished considerably, and Kirov would have to rely on her 152 millimeter deck guns in any future ship to ship engagement, a circumstance that would allow the enemy to come within firing range as well. Her torpedoes were best suited to anti-submarine warfare, and they had already been attacked by one German U-boat. He would need them to counter that threat as well. This was no good. It was simply a matter of math now. He had all of forty missiles, and there were at least twenty-eight ships south of them now, all steaming north hoping to be the first to get within firing range for the vengeance that must surely be burning in the hearts of every man aboard.
Were there more behind them? Karpov’s eyes gleamed, reflecting the milky green phosphorescence of Rodenko’s radar returns as he leaned over that station in the darkened citadel. He stood up stiffly, looking for Orlov.
“Mister Orlov, I need you.”
The chief was at his side a moment later, his wool cap pulled down low on his forehead over gloomy eyes. “Look at Rodenko’s screen,” said Karpov. “We would have to expend most of our remaining missile inventory to put even one hit on each of those ships and, as we have seen, a single hit is not sufficient to disable their larger capital ships. We hit four of eight ships with our first barrage of eight missiles. Yet many remain active in that surface action group, still operational. I believe we must resort to stronger measures. Do you concur?”
Orlov knew exactly what the Captain was asking him. He rubbed an eyebrow, his eyes uncertain. “What about the Admiral’s order?”
“What about it?” Karpov said in a hushed tone. “The old fool is still in sick bay, where he should have been all along.”
“There’ll be hell to pay if we resort to special warheads, Karpov.”
“From who? Are you losing your nerve? There will be hell to pay if we do not,” said Karpov. “The British will most likely stop to rescue survivors of any ship we may have struck, but they will be back after us again in little time. As for the Americans, they have not been persuaded by our last attack on their carrier group and something must be done to strengthen the lesson. One missile could do the work of twenty here. Do you agree?”
“There will be consequences, Captain. Severe consequences.” Punching a man in the face was one thing. Orlov did that a lot. But killing a man was quite another thing, and in spite of his checkered past, Orlov had never been a murderer. He had hurt men, sometimes badly, but never killed.
“Do you agree?” The Captain’s voice was harder now, more insistent. Orlov was his strongest ally and he wanted the comfort of a second command level officer to justify what he knew he would order, one way or another.
“We do not have to fight here,” Orlov suggested again with a nervous edge to his voice. “We could turn north and outrun any battleship they have. The Atlantic is a big ocean.”
Karpov was angry now. “Look, this will go on and on, Orlov. If not here we will face the same question again another time, in another battle, and each time we engage the enemy our missile inventory grows thinner and thinner. We must strike a decisive blow! We must convince them the power we possess is unassailable. We could take out a significant portion of their fleet here with a single warhead now, and all the less to bother us later. I will ask you one final time. Do you support my decision?”
Rodenko had been listening to everything the two men were saying, his eyes casting furtive glances at them as they spoke in hushed tones, their voices tense and strained. Karpov looked at his Chief one last time and said, “are you going to let them chase us off, Orlov, humiliate us as they will do for the next seventy years if we let them?”
Orlov shrugged, his eyes laden with anxiety. “Execute your attack, Captain. I’ll back you. But you had better be quick about it.” He looked at Rodenko, realizing the radar man had heard just a little too much in the heat of their discussion. “Keep your nose here, Rodenko.” he tapped the radar screen, as he opened his jacket, allowing a glimpse of the Glock pistol tucked away there.
~ ~ ~
Some fifty nautical miles to the south, the fast destroyers of Desron 7 under Captain J.L. Kauffman were racing north. The squadron was composed of eight destroyers some old, some new, just joining the fleet from shipyards all over the northeast from Maine to Massachusetts. Kauffman was aboard DD 431, the USS Plunkett and leading in division 13 with Benson, Mayo and Gleaves. Division 14 was on his right with DDs Madison, Lansdale, Jones and Hughes. Six of the small ships were the older Benson class, a little over 1600 tons. The last two were Gleaves class, much the same in design, yet fresh off the dock yards. An evolution of the older Sims class destroyers, the ships were two stackers with a unique new feature that separated the boiler from the engine room so that the ship could not be disabled by a single hit. It was a fast, durable design, capable of a whisker over 37 knots in trials, though top wartime speed would usually be in the range of 33 to 35 knots. And the ships had a range of nearly 6000 nautical miles on one load of fuel, which made them ideal for deployment to the Atlantic.
Now they were racing north through the choppy seas like a pack of hunting dogs sent to flush out prey. Little did they know that the dark panther they were stalking had teeth and claws to defend herself better than any ship in the world. Kirov was three times the size of these ships, though each destroyer carried nearly as many deck guns as the big Russian battlecruiser, with five 5 inch guns each. But their real teeth were the ten sleek 21 inch torpedoes on two quintuple racks amidships. The destroyer’s job was to rush in, fire their torpedo spread, then make smoke and withdraw, a determined harassment that could be deadly to any ship hit by one of their underwater lances.
Kauffman was eager to get into the fray that day. Everyone aboard was equally ready to avenge the loss of Wasp and deliver a sting to the enemy on the carrier’s behalf. The watchmen were out on the bridge, eyes straining through field glasses as the ships surged forward. Every man was at action stations hoping to be the first to fire at the Germans. They would get their wish soon enough.
As the evening progressed Desron 7 was running at high speed, closing on a distant grey horizon. They had seen strange contrails light up the sky there, and Kauffman followed them back to a single point on the horizon and steered his ships accordingly. Word was that the Germans had some slick new rocket weapon, and they had been lashing the Royal Navy pretty hard with it the last few days. Then came the attack on Wasp, and the Americans got a firsthand look at what these new weapons could do. Kauffman realized the danger ahead for them now. Destroyer Walke had taken a single hit from one of these rockets and was nearly blown in two, sinking in short order.
He saw six, then eight contrails streaking across the sky, as if some enraged monster had clawed the serried clouds with fitful anger. His hounds were racing on, hot with the scent of the enemy now, the first sign they had of the Germans at sea since one of his group had lobbed a depth charge at a Nazi U-boat some months ago, the very first action against hostile forces in the Atlantic by a U.S. Navy vessel. The Germans seemed to be firing at something, but the contrails were not approaching his ships. Perhaps he could sneak up on them before his task force was even noticed, he thought.
Piecing together sighting reports from PBYs out of Argentia, he reasoned that his ships were well inside a hundred miles south of where he suspected the enemy raider was cruising. Now they hurried to put on all possible speed, surging forward in the swelling seas, intent on battle. Their engines strained and their stacks belched out thick smoke as they surged ahead, making nearly 35 knots. With Kirov cruising at nearly top speed, the two groups were now approaching one another at over 75 miles per hour.
Desron 7 was closing in. While Karpov had engaged the British fleet, Kauffman’s destroyers ate up the distance as they pounded their way north, the bows of the small tin cans rising and falling, foredecks awash in the churning seas. Some thirty minutes elapsed while Karpov assessed damage to the British Home fleet and engaged in a discussion with Orlov over how to proceed. In that long interval the destroyers had come within 15 miles of the enemy, though they did not know it yet.
Five minutes later a watchman on DD-421, the Benson, spotted something darkening the distant horizon. He stared, wiping his field glasses clean again, and looking a long time. A shadow grew and thickened, resolving at last to the tall silhouette of a large fighting ship. There it was! He called down to the bridge with the news—enemy ship sighted, dead ahead!
Soon the signal lanterns were winking from ship to ship and battle ensigns rose on the halyards, the flags snapping in the stiff headwinds to signal line abreast for attack. Desron 7 had finally found the Germans, or so they believed. The eight ships spread out in a broad line, racing forward as the anxious crews manned their battle stations. What was out there that had given the Royal Navy such a problem? Any man that managed to crane his neck and squint out a look at the distant enemy ship had but one thought in his mind when he first saw Kirov—the devil to pay…
On they came, the crews tense at the swivel racks where five sleek 21 inch torpedoes were mounted on either side of the ships. Aboard Plunkett, Captain Kauffman knew he was taking a grave risk charging in broad daylight like this given all the scuttlebutt on this new German raider, but he wasn’t about to pass up this opportunity to even the score for Wasp. The Admirals had chewed the fat for some time over this, and turned his boys loose. Now he was going to attack and do his damndest to put a torpedo into the enemy, even if it cost him his ship.
Deep in the heart of the destroyer sat the old electro-mechanical Mark I fire control ‘computer,’ which was a bit of a misnomer given the modern day understanding of that word. Developed in the early 1930’s by the Ford Instrument Company, it was really something more like a massive finely tuned Swiss watch, a bulky, six foot long metal sided box, all of three feet wide and four feet tall. Inside it was a tightly packed menagerie of precision tooled components: gears, rods, balls and bearings, metal plates, drive shafts, couplings and differentials so tightly packed that you could barely insert a finger into the device, and no one who ever looked inside one could believe it was capable of achieving any unified purpose.
Yet the Mark I system was, indeed, an analog computer of sorts, and it was capable of interacting with both optical sighting and radar returns, along with information from gyroscopes, to calculate range, speed, and reach a predictive plot solution on a potential target to control the destroyer’s 5 inch deck guns. Benson had two turrets up front, with a single gun each, and three more aft. The guns could range out about ten miles, and so they were the first to fire in anger at the enemy ship, the rudimentary Mark I giving the orders and guiding the rounds in as best it could.
Kaufman had the heat of battle on him. He signaled his destroyers to fire as soon as they had the range, and Benson, eager to be both the first to see and first to fight the enemy, opened fire at once. The charge of the tin-can destroyers had begun, eight ships abreast and closing on an ever darkening shadow the like of which they had never seen in their lives at sea, and would never see again.
~ ~ ~
Karpov breathed in deeply, as if he were taking in a new measure of strength. The choice was no longer his now, not his alone. He at least had one confederate in Orlov and what would happen next would happen eventually, he knew. This and a hundred other justifications ran through his mind. The tactical situation was perfect. He had the element of surprise. The enemy target was heavily concentrated. The weapon of choice was clearly indicated, and his math was infallible.
Samsonov interrupted him, his voice edged with urgency. “Sir, the number one contact on my screen is very close.” Rodenko had been distracted by the close proximity of the Captain and Orlov, his attention riveted to what they were saying to one another in tense, hushed voices. When he saw Orlov’s Glock pistol, his heart leapt to think what might be happening. What was the Captain doing?
A moment later a watch stander at the forward viewing panes call out in a loud voice: “Captain, we are being fired on!”
Karpov spun about, somewhat shocked, his gaze drawn out through the view ports to the gray sea, where he saw the unmistakable water plumes of shells landing some ways off, well short of the ship, yet Kirov was racing on, right into the range of the distant fire.
“Rodenko?”
“The number one surface action group, sir. American destroyers, I read eight ships, and they are fanning out in a line, range 20,000 meters and closing.”
“20,000 meters?” Karpov’s face reddened with anger. “How did they get so close? Have you been sleeping?” Then to Samsonov he said, “Return fire at once. No missiles. Use the forward deck guns and blow them out of the water.”
“Aye, sir!” There were only two gun mounts that could bear on the targets given Kirov’s present heading, her bow pointed directly at the enemy destroyers. One was the forward mounted 100mm battery, a single gun that they had first used to drive off the impudent British destroyer Anthony near Jan Mayen. Samsonov activated it, and fed in the initial targeting information. The second battery was the larger twin 152mm deck gun, with heavier rounds, nearly 6 inches in diameter, and with better range and accuracy. Both batteries began to engage, the crack, crack, crack of their rapid firing guns punctuated by the metallic clatter of the shell casings ejected from the turret. And the fire control computer that guided these rounds was not an oversized Swiss watch, but a fully integrated, state-of-the-art advanced digital computer, many orders of magnitude more powerful than the largely clunky mechanical Mark I system on the American destroyers.
Within milliseconds the computer had the range and six shells from the 152mm battery soon slammed into the Benson, pounding her with four direct hits on the foredeck and forward battery, destroying the gun there immediately. All the American destroyers replied with their two forward deck guns, outnumbering Kirov’s batteries by sixteen guns to three. The difference was the fire control systems. While the destroyers had yet to come into effective range for a chance at accurate fire, nearly all of Kirov’s rounds were finding targets, smashing into the lightly armored tin-cans as they boldly charged the raging bull before them.
“Hit on the lead destroyer!” said Samsonov.
“Good shooting,” Karpov returned. “Put the guns on full automatic. I want those ships chopped to pieces.”
Benson was hit by two more 152mm rounds, a large explosion amidships shaking the ship when the starboard torpedo mounts went up. Soon there was a raging fire, and thick black smoke. The ship that was first to see and first to fire on Kirov, was also first to die. The fire control system on Kirov responded to a new target command sent by Samsonov, and the gun shifted smoothly, ranged on the next target, and cracked out a series of eight rounds in four tightly controlled two round salvos.
DD Mayo was hit by six of the eight rounds, the other two near misses given the narrow beam of the ship. The 100mm forward deck gun had also ranged on Kaufman’s flagship, Plunkett, and struck her with three rounds in rapid succession. Jones was next in line, swamped by another eight rounds and set ablaze by Kirov’s radar guided 152mm battery. Then all the American ships seemed to be afire, with thick black smoke coming from every one. They were deliberately making smoke, but Karpov interpreted the sight as evidence his guns were making a swift end of the brash enemy.
The Captain took up his field glasses, watched a moment longer, then snapped them down, his lips tight, eyes gleaming with a smile. His guns would do the job well enough. All the American destroyers were firing back at him, but they were still short or wide of the mark. One round was a little too close for comfort, and Karpov ordered chaff countermeasures just in case the enemy had a radar set at a wavelength their jamming might not be effectively suppressing. Satisfied that the engagement was bending toward an inevitable result, he turned to Samsonov with new orders. Now he had bigger fish to fry.
“Mister Samsonov,” he said in a loud clear voice. “Activate the MOS-III missile battery, and enable CSSC module for the number ten missile.”
Samsonov looked over his shoulder, a surprised look on his face, but when he saw Karpov fishing beneath his sea coat and drawing out his command level key, he realized the Captain was deadly serious. His was not to question, nor to reason why. He executed the order on reflex, announcing his system status in his deep baritone, “Sir, MOS-III battery now active. The number ten silo seals are broken and the missile is enabled. The coded switch set controller is in the ON position, awaiting command level key entry.”
Karpov looked at Orlov, seeing both fear and hesitation on his face, but he did not delay an instant. It was now or never. He stepped forward into the command information center and sat down at a chair to the right of Samsonov. With a quick motion of his thumb he flipped up the plastic keyhole cover, inserted his key, and turned it firmly to the right. The system went on with an audible tone and Karpov quickly punched a keypad below, entering a five digit code. There were ten squared windows to display the numerals entered, and his heart raced as he hoped that Chief Martinov had indeed carried out his orders. He finished entering the code that he had long ago committed to memory, pressed the activate button, and held his breath, waiting. If the CSSC module had been set to position one as he ordered, his code would be all that was required to activate the missile warhead. If it remained at the default number two setting, another command level key and code would be required now on the adjacent module, but much to his relief the green activation light winked on with a low beep. The warhead was active.
The Captain exhaled, steadying himself mentally before he stood up. He turned, clasping his arms behind his back. “Mister Rodenko,” he said, “are the enemy surface action groups still bearing on our position?”
“Sir, the initial group targeted by our Moskit-II barrage has slowed to a speed of ten knots, all other contact groups still advancing at high speed.”
“Very well…” Karpov gave Orlov one final look, but his chief said nothing. “Mister Samsonov, on my order, and seconded by the order of acting Executive Officer Orlov, I now authorize the use of nuclear weapons and instruct you to target the American task force at position number two on your screen. Ignore the destroyers. I want to strike their main battle fleet. You will launch the MOS-III number ten missile on my command.”
Samsonov leaned in over his screen, noting the surface action group contact positions clearly labeled one through four, and selecting group number two. “Sir, weapon ready and targeted. Awaiting second confirming order to authorize fire.” Samsonov looked warily at Orlov, seeing the Chief nod his head.
Orlov hesitated, ever so slightly. He had not counted on this. It was down to him now. If he failed to second the Captain’s order, Samsonov would not fire. What would Karpov do then? One look at Karpov’s face told him the Captain knew this moment was coming; knew it would be Orlov’s choice that would set the missile in motion. Was he being set up for the fall?
“Orlov?” Karpov pressed him, his eyes widening with the tension of the moment.
“Very well…” said Orlov in a low voice. “I second the Captain’s order.”
At that moment the ship’s intercom crackled alive and Doctor Zolkin began speaking to the crew.
“Fire.” The Captain spoke the word in a calm, level voice. There was no emotion in it, no regret or reluctance, and yet no hint of bravado either. And the word became an order; the order became a reflex; the reflex became a signal; the signal became a missile; the missile became death.



Chapter 32


Zero Hour
Admiral Volsky hastened down the narrow gangway with Fedorov in his wake, and as he passed through work spaces crewmen smiled to see him up and about again, then stood stiffly to attention, their arms snapping up in salute. He passed with a brief salute and “as you were,” his face set and determined. Fedorov was quick to engineering and three men came with an acetylene torch to easily cut off the padlock and set the Admiral free.
Seconds later the claxon alarm for battle stations jangled over the intercoms into every deck of the ship. A deep horn blared, and Volsky knew what would follow, the rush of missiles being ejected from their vertical launch tubes followed by the roar of the rocket engines igniting to propel the lethal darts on their way. Karpov was at war again on the bridge, and the Admiral quickened his pace, his breath coming fast as he climbed the narrow ladder up to the bridge citadel. Reaching the top he was surprised to see the hatch closed and sealed, a watchman posted there.
“What is this? Stand aside, mishman.”
The man stood to attention, saluting.
“Open that hatch!” The Admiral’s order was sharp and pointed.
“Sir, the emergency watertight seals have been set from inside the citadel. I cannot open the hatch, sir.”
Volsky’s eyes flashed, and he immediately thumbed the intercom on the wall. “This is Admiral Volsky, I am standing outside the main hatch. Release the watertight seals and clear this hatch at once.”
The roar of two more rockets firing split the air. Volsky repeated his command, yet there was no answer from within. “What are they deaf in there? This is Admiral Volsky. Open this hatch!”
The wash of static was his only response, and the Admiral quickly surmised what was happening. Karpov had disabled the intercom here as well. The Captain had ordered emergency protocols and sealed off his bridge. If they would not hear his command via the intercom, and the external hatches were most likely sealed off as well. There was only one choice for him now.
“Those fools,” he said. “You,” he pressed a finger into the mishman’s chest. “Come with me.” The Admiral started down the ladder, his heavy soled shoes thudding on the steps with each hurried footfall. The mishman came behind him, a worried, anxious look on his face when he looked at Fedorov at the bottom. He did not understand what was happening, but orders were orders and this was the Admiral, so he followed.
Two decks below Volsky heard Karpov’s voice on the ships intercom. “All hands, all hands. This is Captain Karpov speaking. I must inform you Admiral Volsky remains incapacitated, and I have assumed full command of this ship. Stand to action stations! Emergency protocols are now in force. We are engaging a large surface action group of enemy vessels. The enemy is closing on our position and I will defend this ship. I expect every man to do his duty. That is all.”
“Incapacitated?” Volsky shook his head, his anger building as he hurried along as fast as his thick legs would carry him down passageway. Pushing through a wardroom he looked quickly at the men there, seeing them up and fetching their heavy coats and life preservers. He quickly matched faces to skill sets in his mind. “Velichko, Gromenko, Kalinichev—follow me. Kosovich, go to the Marine Quarters and tell Sergeant Troyak to come to the aft citadel with a rifle squad.”
Volsky was collecting officers and heading for the aft citadel, a secondary bridge below decks, sometimes called the “battle bridge,” that would serve as an auxiliary command center for the ship in the event the main bridge was damaged or otherwise out of action. It had control stations for every main element of the ship, including a combat information center, helm station, communications, radar and sonar; and it was also protected by an armored shell of 200mm Kevlar coated hardened steel armor, just as the main bridge. It was even served by the Tin Man optical sighting equipment mounted on the forward watch decks. Signals and HD video from the devices would feed directly to the aft battle bridge as well.
The men were shocked to see the Admiral, yet pleased. They were up and in his wake immediately, and along the way the Admiral collared Fedorov and gave him an another order. “Go to the sick bay again and fetch the doctor with his medical bag,” he said. “Then come to the aft citadel as soon as possible.” To Velichko he said: “You go and tell Chief Engineer Dobrynin to report to me at once. Then get Chief Martinov in ordinance as well. I want them both. Quickly now!”
They pressed on through narrow passages, the red combat lighting casting a ruddy hue on the lime green walls and thick bundled cables that carried the pulse of all the electronics on the ship, connecting radars, computers, control consoles. Volsky had counted four missile launches and two more roared away just as stepped up through the last hatch to the outer deck of the battle bridge. He looked up, surprised. There stood Sergeant Troyak and a squad of armed marines.
~ ~ ~
112 miles or 180 kilometers to the south, the American Task Force 16 had run far enough. Some time ago, the group had slowed to make a graceful wide turn, coming about to face the pursuing enemy with all hands at battle stations. The four transports had long since taken on the wounded and other survivors of TF-1, and hurried on south, escorted by two destroyers. The rest of the force reformed around the TF flagship captained by Jerauld Wright on the old battleship Mississippi.
Once she had been called a super-dreadnought, “a great modern battleship,” or so read the notation in Popular Mechanics in 1936. The battleship was commissioned in 1917, the largest ship in the navy at the time at 32,000 tons, and hailed as “one of the world’s mightiest ships.” Many before her had made that same claim, the mighty Hood, the mighty Bismarck, and many after her would do so as well.
By 1941, however, she was a throwback to an earlier day, much like the older Royal Navy battlewagons still slogging along as they put in useful service escorting convoys. She had a cluttered, unkempt look about her, with dark slate colored superstructure in a paint scheme called ‘North Atlantic Gray’ that gave her a brooding appearance and lent her the nickname ‘The Pirate Ship’ to those who saw her from afar. But to her own crew she was more affectionately known as ‘The Missy.’ Her superstructure and turret sides were festooned with hanging oval shaped life rafts and her forecastle was broken by metal sided tiers where open topped AA gun batteries were mounted, including the then state-of-the-art quadruple 1.1s.
For serious business, the ship carried four big turrets, paired fore and aft with three 14 inch guns each, though there had not been much use for them thus far in her career.
The old battleship stood as the core of Task Force 16, out with new orders to find and kill any hostile ship within 300 miles of the coast of Newfoundland. Captain Wright received a message indicating that Kaufman’s destroyers in Desron 7 were already charging in to get at the enemy, and he was elated. He thumbed the switch on his ship’s intercom. “Now hear this,” he said in a loud clear voice. “We’ve seen our transports safely off some time ago, and now we have orders to find this enemy ship that bushwhacked the Wasp. It looks like Desron 7 already has the scent, and we’re going after those bastards… Is Mississippi ready?”
“Aye, Aye, sir!” said every man on the bridge, and they could hear the echoes of the very same response all through the ship below, from a over a thousand other officers and men. Her twelve 14 inch guns and fourteen 5 inch guns were primed and loaded. Every hand aboard was standing to at a weapon or other action station, their faces set and grim. The big ship’s engines were thrumming as she labored along at her top speed of 21 knots, her sharp bow cutting into the sea.
Mississippi was ready.
~ ~ ~
Admiral Volsky Stepped boldly up to the guarded hatch where Troyak stood with his men. His mind considered the possibility that Karpov had posted these men here, but he discarded the thought. It would not matter. He knew Troyak all too well.
“That was quick moving,” said the Admiral. “I only gave the order for you to report here minutes ago.”
“Sir, I was ordered here by Captain and told no one was to enter the Aft Citadel.”
“The Captain is industrious today,” said Volsky. “Fortunately, I am an Admiral. Stand aside, Sergeant. You men there—open that hatch,” he said in a clear voice. As he expected, Troyak immediately complied. His men cleared the entrance way; two marines threw the hatch open and then stood by at attention. The Sergeant had been posted here with a squad, and here he was, yet ready to do the bidding of any senior officer on the scene. The Admiral of the Fleet was before him, and he stood sharply to attention, saluting. The man was obviously not incapacitated, as Karpov had told him. Seeing was believing.
Volsky stepped up and through the hatch, a train of young junior officers following behind him. As he did so Fedorov came running down the long passage with Doctor Zolkin. The men gathered in the battle bridge, a single watch stander there jumping up to attention when they entered.
“Admiral on the bridge,” said Fedorov when he pushed through the hatch. The sharp staccato of the forward deck guns added a measure of urgency. Kirov was firing at something, which meant the enemy ships were closer than the Admiral believed.
Volsky looked back at Fedorov, and winked. “Sergeant Troyak,” said the Admiral. “Post two marines here and secure this hatch. Then take the remainder of your squad to the main bridge and force entry. Wait for the engineers, if necessary, but you are to secure the main bridge and hold every man there until further notice. Under no circumstances is Captain Karpov to insert his command key into any system on the bridge. Understood?”
“Sir!” Troyak barked out an order in his Siberian dialect, and his men rippled into action.
The Admiral straightened his cap, briefly surveyed the battle bridge, and then turned to the group of young officers he had collected. “Velichko—sonar; Kalinichev—radar; Gromenko—CIC; Kosovich—helm; Fedorov—navigation. He looked and saw that Lieutenant Nikolin had joined his group, just coming off leave, and graciously waved him to his post at communications. “Gentlemen, take your posts.” And to the other yeoman and midshipmen that had followed his column, drifting in from quarters and non essential duty stations he said: “Any man trained may take a station. The rest return to your regular duty posts.” The men moved eagerly to monitors, three filing into the Combat Information Center to join Gromenko where he sat before a dark, lifeless monitor set.
Volsky strode over to the CIC where a central module held a receptacle for command key interface. He scanned the room, smiling when he saw Doctor Zolkin. “If you please, Doctor,” and Zolkin came to his side.
The Admiral flipped an overhead switch activating the ship’s intercom. “Doctor, if you would be so kind as to inform the ship’s crew that I am well and certified for duty.”
“My pleasure, sir,” said Zolkin. He found the microphone on the intercom and began to speak. “Now hear this, this is Doctor Zolkin speaking. Admiral Volsky has returned to his post, and I hereby certify him as fit for duty and commander of the ship. That is all.” Even as he finished they could hear the sound of crew members cheering below decks. The crew had been justifiably edgy under Karpov. They did their duty, complied with orders, yet the taut, strained effort of the man did not inspire confidence. Volsky, on the other hand, was loved by every man aboard. Ever since he had taken ill, the crew had been restless, uncertain, worried. It was hard enough for them to comprehend what had happened to the ship. Many still refused to believe it, yet with Volsky at the helm, they had some stable point of reference, and eagerly moved to their posts.
Even as Doctor Zolkin returned the small round microphone to its cradle on the intercom station, they heard yet another warning claxon, followed by the swish of a missile ejection and a solid fuel rocket booster igniting. To Volsky the sound was unmistakable. It was a MOS-III Starfire, one of the fastest and most lethal missiles in the world.
“I’m afraid the niceties will have to wait,” he said quickly, pulling out his command key and hastening to insert it in the module. The interface lit up and displayed the five LED windows for his code, which he entered as fast as his thick finger could poke out the digits.
When the missile jetted away it began to gain altitude and accelerate at a frightful pace. Mid-way to its target, some 112 kilometers to the south, it would reach the mind-numbing speed of Mach 8.0. He had 45 seconds before it would devour that distance.
The code was entered, and the Admiral punched a red button labeled ‘COMMAND OVERRIDE.’ Recognizing the Admiral’s key, a second series of LEDs lit up, this time displaying his name and rank: VOLSKY, LEONID, FLEET ADM, LEVEL 1 COMMAND — ENGAGE?”
There were two buttons, YES and NO, and Volsky answered in the affirmative. When he pushed that last button there was an agonizing ten second delay during which the Starfire traveled over twenty-seven kilometers. Then all the systems of the battle bridge lit up, the screens coming to life, radars displaying contact data, weapons systems noting status and active ordinance en route to target. Gromenko took one look at his screen and could not believe what he was seeing. “Admiral, that was the MOS-III system—the number ten missile!” It was even now well past mid course and burning its way down to the designated target. There were ten seconds remaining.
“Abort the missile, Mister Gromenko,” said Volsky, but at that moment the power wavered, winked off briefly, then back on. Volsky knew what had happened, his face calm and resolved. When the battle bridge went active the systems on the main bridge had all gone dark. Karpov must have realized what was happening and rushed to the emergency reset. He was attempting to regain control of the ship’s systems even as Gromenko pressed the missile abort, and that brief interval of chaos, where two computer systems wrestled for control of the energy pulsing through cables and wires all over the ship, was enough to interfere with the abort action—almost enough.
The missile received a pulsing command to interrupt its programmed flight path and nose down into the sea. Its engines cut off abruptly, but it was still moving at an incredible rate of speed. Three seconds later it would again be sent a renewed order to abort as Gromenko frantically pushed the button on his panel, this time to disable its warhead…but when the signal arrived the missile was not there. Two seconds earlier it had plunged into the sea, some 500 meters short of its intended impact point, and ignited.
~ ~ ~
Aboard DD Plunkett, Captain Kaufman was desperately shouting orders to his helmsman to zigzag his ship forward into the teeth of the enemy gunfire. The maneuver was futile, as the enemy guns were not trained and fired by men with optical sighting. A computer had hold of them now in the hard electronic grip of its radar. Lasers also targeted his ships for an added measure of accuracy. His ship was hit and on fire, as were Benson, Mayo, Jones, Gleaves and Hughes, and all eight destroyers of Desron 7 were now making smoke in an attempt to mask their brave charge and get within torpedo firing range, though the smoke did nothing whatsoever to deter Kirov’s gunfire. Kaufman suddenly saw what he first thought to be lightning on the horizon, then a bright wash of white smoke and fire coming from the distant enemy vessel. At first his heart leapt with the thought that one of his destroyers has scored a direct hit on the enemy with a 5 inch deck gun, but he was only seeing the smoke and ignition of the lethal MOS-III Starfire as it first launched.
Something moved with terrible speed, a small fire in its wake, and a long yellow tail fading to russet orange as it sped off to the east of his position. He took heart for a moment, thinking TF 16 must be pressing in from the east. Then, a long minute later, the sky itself seemed to ignite with light and fire, as if a massive thunderbolt had struck the sea, flung down by an unseen angry god. The light was so bright that he flinched, turning his head away and instinctively holding up a hand to shield his eyes. What in God’s name were the Germans firing now?
~ ~ ~
On the main bridge Karpov smiled inwardly when he heard the Starfire eject an ignite its motors. As it rocketed away he allowed himself the barest edge of an upturned lip in a restrained grin. Yet the enemy destroyers came to mind again, and he decided to bring more guns to bear.
“Helm, starboard thirty and come about on three-one-five! Samsonov, bring the two aft 152mm batteries on line and stop those destroyers!”
Desron 7 was still bravely charging through the smoke and fire, blooded but undaunted, and closing on torpedo firing range. Kirov came about in a tight turn, her aft deck guns now blazing away as she did so, pulsing out shells at an alarming rate of fire. A few seconds later, however, the systems on the bridge all winked, fluttered, and then went dark. Only the dim red overhead battle lights remained on.
“That bastard!” Karpov immediately knew what had happened. The Admiral was loose and on the secondary battle bridge, a feature unique to Kirov, and unlike any other ship in the world. He rushed to a wall panel, flipping open the clear plastic casing for the emergency reset. There would be no time to re-enter his command key and request dual control by code. He had to insure the telemetry link to the missile remained intact, and he only needed a few seconds. The ‘Fire and Forget’ guidance system on the MOS-III was disabled when the nuclear warhead was mounted. It required a command link to the mother ship, the last vestige of restraint as a fail-safe on the use of nuclear weapons. Kirov held the ever extending electronic rein on the weapon, with one last chance to pull back and hold it in check.
Karpov pulled heavily on the reset switch, yanking it down into the ON position and seeing the immediate surge of battery backup power enliven the command systems on his bridge, but it was the barest flutter. Somewhere, deep within the ship, another computer sat as judge and jury on the matter.
It was the Admiral’s ignition key that had initiated operations on the ship when he first stepped aboard and took over official command for the scheduled missile trials, and though Karpov’s command key had successfully ordered the missile fire, it was the Admiral’s key that was now activating the secondary systems on the battle bridge, and that command postdated the former. The computer saw the reset request when Karpov threw his switch, yet it endowed Volsky’s keyed command as a new and superseding order, dismissing Karpov’s plaintive action with prejudice. It closed the switches that would feed power to the main bridge, which remained dark, and it would stay that way until a second valid command key was inserted and a request for dual operations was properly coded and approved. Yet Karpov’s desperate attempt to wrest control from the Admiral had been enough to impede the abort command….
~ ~ ~
The Starfire fell into the sea, and the momentum of the missile took it over a hundred feet beneath the water before the 15 kiloton warhead exploded and sent a massive wall of white seawater blasting up thousands of feet into the sky. It was considered a small tactical nuclear warhead in Kirov’s day, but was roughly the size of the weapons the Americans would drop on Hiroshima and Nagasaki this very same week, just four years later. It fell just ahead of Task Force 16 where the Mississippi lumbered forward into the battle, and the leading destroyer Captains quailed at what they saw.
Upon detonation the weapon ignited to a blast wave of highly compressed superheated gas and vapor, which propelled millions of cubic feet of water straight up in an immense geyser. Enormous fists of seawater surged out from this central core, rising and then slowly falling, as if hammering down to smash anything that remained on the sea. Then the base of the geyser thickened as a huge surge of water radiated out in all directions, a wall of seething ocean hundreds of feet high that rolled away from the detonation like a colossal pyroclastic flow from a volcanic eruption. Above this, a steaming cloud spread out until it encompassed a width of nearly five kilometers.
The battleship Mississippi and the rest of the ships in Task Force 16 would face surging waves from the first atomic weapon ever detonated on planet Earth. The lead destroyers were swamped by the massive wall of water, tossed up and about like bits of broken wood, so much flotsam on the raging seas. The massive tsunami smashed into cruisers Quincy and Wichita, snapping the former in half and rolling the latter over beneath a million of tons of water, dragging her crushed and mangled hull and superstructure beneath the waves. Lastly, trailing some distance behind the screen of five ships, Mississippi was ready to meet her fate.
Captain Wright stared in awe at the gigantic column of water, 1500 feet in height, its walls 200 feet thick at the base of the eruption. Then the much smaller tsunami generated by the detonation careened over his ship, smashing into the battleship and rolling her completely over on her starboard side. It was as if a hurricane blast of wind and sea water had been conjured out of thin air and sent roiling down upon the ship from heaven above. That was not too far from the truth.
The fifteen megaton tactical warhead was enough to wreak havoc on Task Force 16. Not a single ship would survive. All three screening destroyers would be sunk, along with both cruisers. Only the battleship Mississippi would remain afloat, heeled over and tossed in the violent seas, her crew senseless or wildly struggling to escape the watery coffin of the ship.
Volsky had turned his key a second too late to stop the missile, but at least he had managed to transfer command operations to the aft battle bridge, foiling Karpov’s attempt to reset the system.
When the main bridge went dark again, Karpov swore under his breath. Where was Troyak? He was supposed to have secured the aft citadel from any intrusion, yet Volsky was obviously there. Either he failed to reach the citadel in time, or he had deferred to the Admiral’s command. He had to find out where he was, and where he stood in the action that might now ensue. “Orlov!” he said quickly. “Get on the intercom and summon Sergeant Troyak. I want him up here with a squad of marines at once!” If Troyak complied it would mean he was still at large, and not under Volsky’s thumb. Would the Admiral have the foresight to assure he had Troyak under his command?
Orlov went to the battery operated intercom and gave the order, so it was no surprise when the Captain soon heard a heavy footfalls on the ladder outside and a hard, clanking knock on the main bridge hatch. Somewhat relieved, Karpov went to the entrance, the red overhead emergency lighting reflecting in the eyes of every man on the bridge as they followed his shadow when he passed. He thumbed on the door intercom. “Troyak?”
“Sir, Sergeant Troyak requesting entry to the bridge.”
“Well done, Sergeant,” Karpov began, pleased that the Sergeant had come so quickly. He decided it was time for decisive action now. He would personally lead Troyak and his marines and re-take the battle bridge. Once he had the Admiral locked up again, he could finish the job and deal with the real problem at Argentia Bay. Roosevelt and Churchill were next on his list. If the fat Prime Minister had survived his barrage against the British, he would make sure that he would not escape the next missile. He had every intention of firing his second weapon of choice, the SS-N-27B Sizzler land attack cruise missile, and aiming it directly at Argentia Bay, using its nuclear warhead to incinerate everything there. But first, the Admiral…
The Captain began flipping open the hatch seals and released the lock. It opened with a slight hiss as the NBC system had increased the air pressure on the bridge slightly when it was first secured as a countermeasure to chemical or biological weapons. Gloved hands pulled the hatch open and Karpov saw the dull gleam of red light on the cold metal of an assault rifle, pointed directly at his chest. Reflexively, he stepped back, and two marines leapt onto the bridge, weapons at the ready. Behind them came the steely figure of Sergeant Kandemir Troyak, his eyes narrow and cold; emotionless.
“What are you doing, Troyak?” Karpov’s mind was a whirl. He suddenly realized what was happening and how he had stupidly compromised his position by not questioning Troyak further before he opened the hatch. How could he salvage the situation?
“Put that weapon down, Sergeant. You were ordered to secure the aft battle bridge, and you must do so at once. The Admiral is delusional! He is indisposed. Can’t you see what has happened? He has fired a nuclear warhead!” Karpov knew exactly what had happened, knew why Troyak was here now, but he played out the only line he could think of, his eyes already looking to Orlov for support.
Troyak looked at him with no emotion. Like the cold computer that had dismissed the Captain’s electronic appeal with prejudice, he, too, quietly ruled in favor of Admiral Volsky. “Sir, I regret that I cannot carry out that order and I must inform you that by order of the Fleet Admiral this bridge is now secured from further operations. All officers and crew will remain here until further notice. I must also request that you immediately surrender your command key.”
“What? What are you saying? This is outrageous! I demand to see the Admiral at once!”
Troyak just looked at the Captain, saying nothing, but the look on his face carried a clear and unmistakable message that could only be translated as: ‘Don’t fuck with me.’
“Orlov?” The Captain looked for his ally and co-conspirator, who stood with his arms folded, a disgusted look on his face. The Operations Chief took one look at Troyak, perhaps the only other man on the ship that he found in any way intimidating, and then at Karpov where he stood pointing at the marine Sergeant with a pained expression on his face. His thoughts strayed to the pistol tucked into this beltline, but there were five marines here now, each with a fully automatic weapon. The Captain seemed a small and pathetic thing before the imposing girth of the Sergeant, a Siberian Eskimo, short, squat, yet broad shouldered and powerfully muscled, his thick legs planted wide, his hand firm on his weapon.
The situation had changed now from one where the authority flowed from the protocols of rank and command structure to one where muscle and steel held sway. It was a world Orlov knew well, for he often used his own brawn to intimidate and harass the crew, imposing his surly will on any whom he found to be remiss in their duties. But Troyak was an unmovable rock, he knew. He stood there in full battle array, a black Kevlar body shield covering his broad chest, combat helmet pulled low on his forehead, weapon at hand and those dark slits of eyes watching, waiting, yet revealing nothing.
Orlov looked at the Captain and said: “Consequences, Karpov. Consequences.”
“Nonsense!” Karpov strode over to the CIC, reaching for his command key with the intent of making a coded request for dual control of the ship’s systems. The ship’s guns were still firing at the American destroyers, fully automatic, as the tension on the bridge wound to the breaking point.
“Sir,” said Troyak, coldly. “I must request that you surrender your command key at once.”
The Captain ignored him, seating himself before the command module, his key in hand. Troyak moved so quickly that even Orlov was stunned at the man’s speed. He took three brisk steps, and placed the muzzle of his assault rifle directly against the Captain’s head. A second later his hand was on Karpov’s, gripping it like a cold metal clamp.
Karpov yelled and the key slipped from his squashed hand, snatched up in one sharp movement by the marine sergeant, who then jerked his arm back and snapped the thin beaded metal chain that secured the key around Karpov’s neck. The Captain grimaced, clasping his hand where the sergeant had gripped it, and then rubbing the side of his neck.
“Your pardon, sir,” said Troyak, stepping back into a position where he could easily see every station on the bridge. He handed the key to one of his marines. “Take this to the Admiral,” he said. Then he resumed his position with his back to the far bulkhead, stolid, implacable and silent, as if nothing had happened.
The marine stepped through the hatch, quickly on his way to the battle bridge with a silver message that would tell the Admiral the ship was finally secure. At that moment, a mishman near the forward viewing screen called out. “The ocean!” he exclaimed. “Look at the sea!”
Karpov turned, a pained expression still on his face, and looked out towards the distant horizon. “You will pay for this insult,” he said, pointing at Troyak, but his gaze was soon riveted to the great white cloud in the distance, looming over the gray horizon and clearly visible as it broiled up into the atmosphere. He knew the ship was much too far from the epicenter of the detonation to suffer any ill effects, but he did see a large swelling wave rolling towards them, the leading edge of the tsunami generated by the blast wave. It was still near 40 feet high at this range, but Kirov was a big ship, 900 feet in length and with a good beam. She rode it well, rising up and then surging back down into the sea again as the battlecruiser slid into the deep trough, her bow awash with fuming white seawater.
The American destroyers did not fare so well. Two were swamped, the others forced to maneuver quickly to turn their bows into the wave, where they still floundered in the chaotic sea. But the great wave had one side benefit—its water helped quash the many raging fires aboard the destroyers as they struggled forward through the smoke of battle.
The mishman continued to point, however, and Karpov got up and stepped closer to the view screen, peering through the thick shatter proof glass and squinting as the external wipers sloshed back and forth to clear the spray of seawater. To his amazement, the ocean was rippled with a phosphorescent tide, an eerie glow of quavering green and gold.
“What in God’s name is going on?”
Everyone just stared at the scene in silence.



Chapter 33


Admiral Volsky braced himself against a bulkhead when the ship rolled with the great wave. Karpov! That fool had fired a nuclear warhead against his expressed order. God only knows what he has done now, he thought. His mind raced, as he tried to get a grip on the tactical situation.
“Cease fire on those deck guns!” said Volsky. “Shut them down.” Then to Fedorov he said: “Can you examine Mister Kalinichev’s radar and tell me what I am looking at?”
Fedorov moved quickly, the Admiral coming to his side as both men hovered over Kalinichev at Radar 1. “Sir, I read four surface action groups. That is the coast of Newfoundland. The first is close in to our position, probably smaller destroyers of Desron 7 we were engaging with our forward batteries. The second group was probably hit by our warhead. Not much left it now, sir, as you can see. That smudge there must be the detonation. Groups three and four would most likely be Royal Navy units. It looks like the Captain fired a conventional missile barrage at group four earlier—most likely a collection of the forces that have been pursuing us this far, sir. That would be the British Home Fleet, probably commanded by Admiral Tovey. They were hit, but that group is still reading six viable surface contacts.”
The Admiral nodded, his face drawn and serious. “And the number three contact?”
“It’s track shows it arriving from the southeast, sir. This can only be Force H under Admiral Somerville from Gibraltar.”
“Gibraltar?” Volsky raised his heavy brows. “You were correct about these British. They have put to sea with everything they have. Will there be an aircraft carrier there?”
“Aye, sir. The Ark Royal. She probably has two or three squadrons aboard, with veteran pilots.”
“And Group two?”
My guess is that it was composed of the ships that were originally bound for Iceland. The Americans were escorting the second of many relief convoys to reinforce their garrison there. That group was probably Task Force 16, built around the battleship Mississippi. There were two cruisers and five destroyers escorting four transports, but we only read one ship there now. Probably the battleship. It’s the only ship that might have had the armor to survive intact, but I wouldn’t want to be aboard her now, sir. The detonation was very close and there would have been an enormous shock and base surge of ocean water from the explosion of our warhead.”
Volsky nodded. “How close are those destroyers?”
“I read five contacts still afloat there, sir,” said Fedorov. “Desron 7 was the large destroyer escort accompanying Task Force 19 en route to Argentia Bay. Their speed has fallen off with the blast wave and tsunami shaking them up pretty badly. The range looks to be over 10,000 meters now. We’re still making 30 knots. I doubt if they’ll get any closer if we turn away.”
“Range 12,000 meters now and increasing,” said Kalinichev, to be exact.
The Admiral sighed heavily, his eyes troubled. “Karpov has more than likely put another two or three thousand men into the sea.”
“Mississippi had over a thousand aboard,” said Fedorov. “Cruiser Quincy had another eight hundred. She was supposed to be sunk a year and a day from now, on August 9th 1942 at the battle of Salvo Island off Guadalcanal. But I’m afraid the Japanese will be denied, sir. The other cruiser, Wichita, served with distinction in both the Atlantic and Pacific, and survived the war.”
“But not this war,” said Volsky. “Another eight hundred men gone there…” He rubbed his forehead as Doctor Zolkin watched him closely.
“Very well. Helm, come about, take us north, away from those destroyers. I want to pay a visit to Mister Karpov and resume command from the main bridge. Thank you gentlemen,” he said to his young junior officers. “I may be calling you to duty on the main bridge as well after I have sorted this mess through. Mister Fedorov, Doctor Zolkin, would you both accompany me, please?”
They stepped through the hatch, then the Admiral peeked back at his men and said: “You have the bridge, Mister Gromenko. But don’t get trigger happy, please.”
“Aye, sir.” Gromenko smiled. It was the first time in his career that he had official control of a fighting ship. He assigned his station to another petty officer and stepped ever so quietly to the command chair. He looked at it for a moment, thinking, then sat quietly down, a look of profound satisfaction on his young face, and a gleam of joy in his eyes.
Admiral Volsky made his way forward through the interior of the ship, thinking hard about the situation. “Karpov has dropped a nuclear bomb on the Americans,” he said sullenly. “I had hoped to open negotiations with the aim of paying a visit to Mister Roosevelt and Mister Churchill, but I don’t think we will have much of a warm welcome after this. That idiot of a Captain must have killed over five thousand men in the last few days! What was he thinking?”
Doctor Zolkin spoke up. “I believe he thought he could alter the course of events, Admiral. He may have had a mind to visit this conference as well, but not as an ally of Britain and the United States, nor even as an equal neutral party purporting to represent the Soviet Union. He may argue that his combat actions were forced upon him by the enemy, but we shall see.”
“I warned him not to fire on the Americans, sir,” said Fedorov. “I told him those planes were unarmed, and the carrier no threat, but he had me relieved and sent below. He would not listen to reason, sir.”
“The question now is what do we do?” said Zolkin. “Are you going to continue this war, Admiral?”
“Good question,” said Volsky. “Perhaps it will be foolish for us to proceed. What’s done is done, and we have likely already had a profound impact on the course of events. If the Americans and British still believe we are a German ship, then Karpov’s attack will likely fill them with dread, yet with equal rage. They may assume that Germany has also been working on a nuclear weapons program, and has managed to deploy a workable weapon. In fact, they may see this as the test run, perhaps assume that the Germans intend to strike America itself with nuclear weapons. The situation is spinning wildly out of control here. The Germans will deny it, of course, and claim they never even had a ship at sea. But I think the Allies will believe the evidence of their own astonished eyes, and the watery graveyard of five thousand American sailors will ignite a fire worse than the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor did.”
“I agree, sir,” said Fedorov. “They will be intimidated, but they will not yield, at least not now. It would take the destruction of both London and New York, before they would ever contemplate surrender to Germany, and even that may not be enough.”
“You are correct, Mister Fedorov. And with this in mind it may be best if we turn east into the Atlantic and disappear. It would be foolish of me to think that I could reason with either Churchill or Roosevelt after this. We can make 32 knots, faster than any of their battleships, correct?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Then I think we could cruise safely enough through to the South Atlantic, avoiding further engagement as far as possible. Our presence here is an offense to history. I cannot begin to think what the consequences will be. There will be many lives we cut short before their time, and yet, if these events prompt America to declare war on Germany at this time, there will be many lives we may have spared at Pearl Harbor.”
“It’s likely the Americans will come into the war with a vengeance, sir,” said Fedorov. “I don’t think we can count on Soviet troops getting to the Rhine first after this. As for the Japanese, they may think twice about their daring plan to sail six aircraft carriers across the Pacific to attack Pearl Harbor. The Americans will be on a full wartime footing there within days. They won’t leave their Pacific Fleet sitting there like fat ducks in a line.”
“Who can know these things?” said Zolkin.
“I am beginning to long for that tropical island, Dmitri,” said the Admiral.
At that moment they heard Kalinichev’s voice over the ship’s intercom. “Con, Radar to Admiral Volsky. We are reading a large group of air contacts, forty planes, range 100 kilometers and inbound on our position.”
“That has to be off the Ark Royal, sir,” said Fedorov.
Volsky shook his head. “Hurry on, gentlemen. We must get to the main bridge.”
They arrived to find Karpov yammering at Rodenko, waving his arms at Samsonov, berating Troyak in a loud, annoyed voice. The Admiral stepped through the hatch, and the Doctor had the pleasure of announcing him.
“Admiral on the bridge!” He shouted over the Captain’s strained voice, looking pointedly at Karpov.
Troyak saluted crisply. Karpov turned, his eyes glowing red in the darkness, and said: “What in God’s name are you doing? We are in battle! You have disabled the bridge at a critical time and put us all at risk!”
“Shut up, Captain Karpov!” Volsky’s voice was as blunt as he could make it. The Admiral strode quickly into the combat information center, drew out his key, and inserted it into the command module. He turned the key, entered his code, and restored command level operations to the main bridge. Seconds later the main lights fluttered on, equipment rebooting quickly with the hum of many computer screens and consoles. Gromenko’s brief stint as battle bridge commander was over.
The Admiral looked at Karpov, a disgusted expression on his face, and anger in his eyes. “Mister Karpov, you are relieved.”
“What are you going to do, Admiral? You have no justification to remove me from command! I was carrying out my lawful responsibility. I was defending the ship as I saw best. Mister Orlov concurred with my decisions. Ask him!”
“Mister Orlov is relieved as well,” said Volsky. “Lawful responsibility? Just what law were you abiding by, Captain, the law of the jungle? You are both under arrest. Sergeant Troyak—you will escort the Captain and Chief Operations Officer to their quarters and place two armed guards outside their door. They are to remain there until further notice. If any man here wishes to join them, let them stand now and be relieved of his duty as well.”
There was complete silence on the bridge. Karpov’s face was a mix of anguish and restrained rage. “You old fool,” he said. “What do you know? Can’t you see that we are under attack? You will get this ship destroyed with your blubbering equivocation. Don’t you see the opportunity we have here now?”
“Sergeant Troyak!”
The Sergeant moved quickly, waving at his men, and they took a firm hold on both Orlov and Karpov, pushing them toward the hatch. Orlov sneered, but otherwise offered no resistance. A marine found his weapon and removed it with a smirk, pleased to finally put one over on the bullying Chief. Karpov looked back at the Admiral and fired off one last missile. “This is not over Admiral. You will regret this decision, I promise you!” It was a useless boast, and Karpov knew it.
When the Captain had been removed Volsky took a moment to look at every man that remained on the bridge, coming to a quiet inner assessment. They looked at him, with mute admiration, and a touch of shame on their faces, and no one spoke. He could see that they had done nothing more than obey the orders of his lunatic Captain. There was no hint of conspiracy here. All this had been Karpov’s doing, and Orlov was the devil’s only apprentice. He thought he could rely on the rest of his bridge crew, and so he left them at their posts.
“I am going to assume that you are all innocent of complicity in this mutiny unless subsequent investigation proves otherwise,” he said quietly, almost like a pained father would speak to his wayward, but much loved children when they misbehaved. Then it occurred to him that the ship needed a second in command. He needed a new Starpom, an Executive Officer to replace Karpov. Without hesitation he turned to Fedorov at his navigation post.
“Mister Fedorov,” he said quietly. “You are hereby promoted two grades to the rank of Captain Lieutenant, and I now designate you as Starpom, my First Officer. You may leave navigation in the able hands of Mister Tovarich for now.”
Fedorov’s eyes widened with surprise. It might have taken him another year to make Senior Lieutenant, and then another year or two at that post before he made Captain Lieutenant. He smiled, his eyes clearly expressing his thanks. “Thank you, sir. I am honored to serve.”
For the first time he cast his gaze out through the forward view screen, suddenly shocked to see the conditions outside. The ocean water all around them had that same strange hue and glow they had seen before, just after the accident aboard Orel. The wave sets seemed oddly disturbed, rippling away from the ship in all directions, as if Kirov was exerting some strange magnetic effect on the sea itself. What was happening?
The Admiral reached for his intercom microphone. “Flag bridge to engineering,” he said. “Anything unusual Dobrynin?”
There was a brief delay before the Chief responded. “Yes, sir. I’ve got those flux readings again—the same as before. Can we slow down?”
“I’ll do what I can, Chief.”
At that moment he heard a strange sound, and turned, surprised to see the Doctor’s cat Gretchko, who had come all the way through the ship looking for his caretaker, and now stood near the open hatch to the main bridge mewing loudly.
Volsky smiled, looking at the Doctor. “Well, I see the crew is now fully assembled. Helmsman, steady on a heading of fifteen degrees north, and ahead two thirds. I think it best we get out of these waters as soon as possible.”
But the green soup they were in only seemed to deepen, the odd glow of the sea more redolent, until all the systems on the bridge were struck again by a wave of static and interference that crackled through the wires and over the screens of every station. Volsky felt it again, that prickling sensation of needles all through his body, and his hair seemed to stand on end. His first thought was that they were experiencing some odd effects radiating from the detonation, but it soon passed and the ship seemed to settle down, though the water around them still glowed with an ominous hue of green that rippled and shimmered all around them, radiating outward from the ship in all directions.
The Admiral settled into his command chair, and Gretchko the cat ran over and leapt up into his lap, purring contentedly.
“You have a message for the Admiral, Gretchko?” said the Doctor, reaching over to pet the cat on his head.
“Radar,” said Volsky. “Give me an update on those airborne contacts.” Volsky was already thinking he might yet have one more battle on his hands, more blood as well.
Rodenko was quiet for a moment, adjusting his consul, and looking at screens to the right and left of him as if he was trying to confirm something. “Sir,” he began. “I have no airborne contacts. There is nothing on my screen at all now. I’ve switched from rotating pulse Doppler on the main mast to Phased-Array, and still no contacts, sir.”
“Nothing? You have no reading on the surface action groups we were tracking?”
“No sir. Those destroyers that were chasing us are gone as well. I can read the coast of Newfoundland, so my system is processing signal returns, but I see no surface or airborne contacts of any kind. In fact, I can no longer read the detonation site. There should be a clearly visible column of steam and water vapor there, but there is no signal return. We just experienced another odd electronic flux, so the systems may have been compromised as before. It’s easy to process a signal return on a distant landform, but ships at sea, at this range, and in a post nuclear environment, may be difficult.”
“For both Doppler and Phased-Array systems? You are suggesting they are still out there but we cannot see them? Perhaps you are correct, Rodenko, but much more than the radar was compromised the last time we saw the ocean in this condition.”
Volsky looked at the ceiling mounted flat panel screen for his rear facing HD video system where a third ‘Tin Man’ stood a watch. The ship was pointed away from the detonation site, and he had to rely on his cameras to see if the mushroom from the 15 Kiloton warhead was still visible, particularly on infrared. The signal was unsteady, breaking up in the characteristic mottled digital squares. He sighed. “I miss analog,” he said. “With analog at least you got a picture, even if it was cloudy or full of fuzz. But this digital nonsense? It’s either pristine, or not there at all.” Then he decided on the obvious.
“Mister Fedorov,” he said calmly. “You are fond of rushing out on to the watch deck to look for planes, yes? Please take the Captain’s field glasses and do so now to see if you find anything out there that belongs in a museum. And while you are at it, let me know if you can still spot the detonation mushroom from the warhead the Captain fired. It should still be visible to the southeast.” When in doubt, there was always the comforting reassurance of the human eye to weigh in on the question.
Fedorov had the field glasses and was out on the watch deck for some time before he poked his head back through the hatch. “Nothing, Admiral,” he said with a smile. “No sign of the detonation at all. The horizon is clear and calm. I don’t think Rodenko is experiencing a system failure, sir. The ship appears to be in order, and the helm is responding, just as before.”
“Yes”, said Volsky, “But where are we steering her now, Mister Fedorov? The last time we slipped seventy years!” Volsky shrugged. There was nothing more to be done. The sudden disappearance of the opposing ships and planes had a vacant, hollow warning in it, and the vanishing mushroom cloud was worse than the rapid change in the weather the last time they had experienced these strange events. Something was clearly wrong, and he did not think it was the ship’s radar system.
“Mister Tasarov,” he said. “Do you have sonar readings on the surface action groups we were tracking?”
“No sir. The passive systems were all fouled up when our warhead detonated, but I can’t even read that disturbance any longer. I think we are too far off for active sonar to re-acquire, but we could try that, sir.”
“No, I don’t think that will be necessary,” said the Admiral. “Something tells me those ships and planes are not there any longer. But then again, perhaps they are… They seem to have vanished, but I think that is what they will say of us in time.”
Fedorov nodded his head, understanding what the Admiral was hinting at. “Well, sir,” he said. “We’re alive and well. The ship is sound, and in time we’ll discover what has happened, just as before.”
“Quite right, Number One,” said Volsky. “In time. We are obviously here, somewhere, and in spite of the color this still looks to be the Atlantic ocean. We have the who, what and where of things firmly in hand. The only question now is when.”
“Yes, sir,” said Fedorov, “and why.”



Epilogue

CONSEQUENCES



“Man is a mystery. It needs to be unraveled, and if you spend your whole life unraveling it, don’t say that you’ve wasted time. I am studying that mystery because I want to be a human being.” 

~ Fyodor Dostoevsky


By the time Home Fleet reached the scene it was well past too late to save anyone in the sea. Admiral Tovey was out on the watch deck off the starboard rear of the flag bridge with his Chief of Staff, Daddy Brind, staring at the remnant of the great spray dome of vapor and mist that was slowly dissipating in the distance. He squinted through his field glasses, his face tired, eyes beset with an expression of pain and bewilderment. The grey swells of the ocean had settled, and they could still vaguely make out a gleam of wan light on the capsized hulk of the American battleship Mississippi, like a great behemoth that had been harpooned and now lay swamped in the misty grey seas.
The waters around them were awash with debris, the flotsam of Task Force 16, which had been crushed by a single massive explosion that the British had seen from nearly fifty nautical miles away. When King George V approached the scene, Tovey would never forget the angry steaming column he saw, as cool air and seawater were drawn upward over five thousand feet into a mushrooming cloud. What they saw now was mostly the dissipating plume of water vapor, and the silent grey rain of condensation falling at the edges of the detonation site like a shroud of doom.
“What was it, Brind? What could do this?”
The grey haired Chief of Staff was mute, his eyes glazed with shock and a strange tinge of sadness. He had no answer for the Admiral, and the two men just stared in silence. They had not felt such despair since the news of Hood’s demise had come to them, just a few short months ago. Then over a thousand men had gone into the angry sea, but this was far worse.
A white fog seemed to be settling over the scene, as they watched the fast cruisers of the American Task Force 19 arriving to join a group of destroyers searching for survivors. They had pulled 212 men out of the sea, but not a single man they found alive would live two weeks, so close were they to the rain of radioactive seawater that showered down on them after the passing of the enormous blast wave and base surge from the detonation. It rained for an hour after the blast, a deadly man made storm that continued killing the survivors days and weeks after.
Tovey saw a yellow lantern flash from his forecastle as King George V signaled to the distant American cruisers. She was ready and able to render any and all assistance, but flutter of the lamps winking back carried a stark, brief message that lay heavily on them both—no further survivors. The cruisers were passing north, slowly making speed as they set out to look for the enemy ship that had wreaked this havoc. As they turned one last message winked back at Tovey’s bruised battleships. Advise dispersal.
The Admiral looked at Brind. “I can’t imagine the weapon that did this Brind, nor can I believe the Germans could possibly have more than one aboard that demon ship, whatever it was. The Americans may have given us good advice, but I think I’ll keep Home Fleet just as it is for the moment.”
“Very well, sir,” said Brind.
“Signal the Yanks good luck,” Tovey looked at him, an ashen expression on his face. “And good hunting.”
“Word is the German ship has vanished, sir. American PBY’s out of Argentia Bay have been scouring the seas north of our position for some hours now. Ark Royal has had planes up as well. They reported some odd sea effects for a time, but no sign of this German raider, sir. No word from the American destroyer group that managed to get in close on the monster either.”
“Damndest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.” Tovey lowered his field glasses. “Well then… We’ve orders to turn about and rejoin the Prime Minister,” he said sullenly. “And God help us the rest of the way on in this damn war, Brind. If the Germans have any more of these weapons….”
“God help us all, sir.”
~ ~ ~
HMS Devonshire sailed smoothly into Argentia Bay heading for the anchorage where the old battleship Arkansas rode quietly in the waning light. The ship executed a smart turn, then slowed to a gentle glide as she came along side the American ship.
Prime Minister Churchill was out on the main deck, his face set hard, yet a smoldering determination in his eyes. Admiral Pound was at his right hand, and when they saw the array of officers and staff on the deck of the Arkansas, and heard the band there strike up “God Save The Queen” he allowed himself the hint of a smile.
Churchill could see the tall, stiff figure of President Roosevelt standing in greeting, and he noted the sallow cheeks, deep set eyes and furrowed brow of the man, and how he leaned slightly on the arm of another young officer, which he took to be the President’s son. I’ll be leaning on your arm soon enough, he thought. We’re in this together now. I can’t do it without you.
The ships came abeam of one another, and pipes wailed over the sound of the band as able seamen ran to secure lines and tie them off. Soon a gangway was laid across from Arkansas to the smaller cruiser, and Churchill wasted no time making his way quickly to the side railing where he was piped aboard with a finishing flourish from the band. He saluted the American flag as he came aboard, smiling, then walked steadfastly on to greet the American President, taking his hand in a firm handshake, his eyes alight, yet his face set with an expression of deep concern and respect.
“Mister President,” he said. “My deepest condolences on the losses you have so grievously suffered at the hands of our enemy.”
“Thank you Mister Prime Minister,” said Roosevelt. “It seems we have a great deal to talk about, and I am honored to finally make your acquaintance.”
“The honor is mine, sir, and I can only regret that your nation has made the acquaintance of Hitler’s war machine in such a startling and unexpected manner.”
The cameras whirled, light bulbs flashing and recording images that would stand as the symbol of an new alliance in arms between Britain and the United States. The two men stood side by side as the anthems of both nations were smartly played by the band, then, one by one the senior British officers followed Sir Dudley Pound and crossed the gangway to greet the President and their American counterparts all lined up in dress uniforms, their dour faces warming to meet these new found allies. Even Admiral King, long suspicious and resentful of British influence in the Atlantic, allowed himself a grudging smile.
“I’m afraid Herr Hitler has kept us all in the dark for a good long time,” said Roosevelt.
“Indeed,” said Churchill. “When I first heard that the Germans had attacked your carrier Wasp I was of mixed mind, Mister President. On the one hand I was wrenched by the loss of life, and reviled by the ignominious nature of the enemy, striking at a neutral power as they did. Yet, on the other hand, I felt this would clearly demonstrate the nature of the foe, and make my appeal to you for active support in this war more likely to be heard and embraced. I was elated to think England might now survive this conflict, and indeed prevail with the United States at her side. Yet, after what we have now seen and learned, this terrible new weapon, I come to believe that it will take the whole blood, bone and sinew of both our nations to survive as free peoples. We must stand shoulder to shoulder, for we will most certainly face perdition if we fail.”
“Well said, Winston, if I may, sir.”
“If you please,” said Churchill with a smile.
“They’ve drawn up a few chairs here for us to sit before the cameras, and more likely so I can get off of these lead feet. I suppose we had best sit a while and indulge them. After that, I think we have very much to discuss. Will you graciously join me below decks here aboard the Arkansas? They tell me this is a sturdy ship, and a safer place than any billet ashore.”
“It would be my pleasure, Mister President,” said Churchill.
“Well, if I’m getting away with Winston, you had better call me Franklin. I suppose I could make it Sir Winston to satisfy protocol, but I’m not sure what you could tack on to my name in return.”
“Let me start with my good friend Franklin,” said Churchill, “and let us hope it is a long and fruitful friendship indeed.”
The band concluded, the cameras winked and the two great men smiled dutifully, then were solemnly escorted below decks while the band played on. Soon the they were comfortably below, exchanging gifts, a fine crafted pen for Roosevelt with a wish that it be used to mandate a new alliance and common purpose between the two nations. From Roosevelt came a box of the finest Cuban cigars for the Prime Minister. “I hope you’ll enjoy these, Winston,” he said, “because I think we’ll be making quite a bit of smoke together now.”
~ ~ ~
Nothing more was ever seen or heard of this dread German raider, nor was there any further deployment of the fearsome new weapons she had savaged the Allied navies with that fateful week in August of 1941. No ship of Kauffman’s Desron 7 came home, so Roosevelt put it out that the brave destroyers died to a man, but took the German ship down with them, and that was what the country decided to believe. David and Goliath was an old and comforting story.
Some in the Admiralty had grave doubts about the report. After the successful conclusion of the Atlantic Charter the British were particularly watchful, and the boys at Bletchley Park scrutinized any movement of suspected German replenishment ships. The obvious reasoning was that if the German raider had somehow escaped and was at large in the Atlantic, it would soon have to rendezvous for supplies. When an odd report crossed the wire later that month the alert went out to American and British Forces in the area.
Investigating a suspected meeting point hinted at by Ultra intercepts, the Canadian auxiliary cruiser Prince David out of Halifax sighted an unknown vessel, which it reported as a Hipper class cruiser. The British Battleship Rodney was immediately alerted, and joined with the American carrier Task Group 2.6 to hunt for the ship. Planes off the carrier Yorktown soon reported several merchant ships in the search zone, and then suddenly confirmed the sighting of a warship described again as a “possible Hipper class cruiser.”
A second US Task Group quickly formed around the carrier Long Island to expand the search zone. The British dispatched Force F with the carrier Eagle and the cruisers Dorsetshire and Newcastle, and pulled the battleship Revenge off of convoy duty, with three more fast cruisers. In all, the combined Anglo-US forces amounted to three carriers two battleships, twelve cruisers and twenty destroyers. But the suspected ship seemed to simply vanish again, and the Admiralty received good aerial photos of Brest to assure themselves that Scharnhorst, Gneisenau and Prince Eugen were all still quietly sleeping in their berths. Days later, however, a US coast Guard cutter, Alexander Hamilton, again raised the alarm with a report of a Hipper class cruiser near Newfoundland.
Thinking the Germans might be trying to sneak back to home ports, the US quickly dispatched a new Task Group from Reykjavík built around the battleship New Mexico to block the Denmark Strait. Yet nothing was found, and the watch slowly faded away.
After the war it was learned that the only two German ships that might have been in the area, the commerce raiders Komet and Orion, had already replenished and were nowhere near the sighting locations when the three reports of the suspected “Hipper class cruiser” ignited this flurry of naval activity. The allied forces did not know it at the time, but the day of the German raider was long over. No German capital ship would ever again break out into the Atlantic to threaten Britain’s vital convoy lifeline. The odd ship was never seen again, and no credible report has ever been put forward to explain the three separate sightings to this day.
Thankfully, nothing more was seen of the new German wonder weapons that year either. Bletchley Park concluded that Germany had been unable to enrich sufficient amounts of fuel to further develop these weapons. Yet the fear that Hitler would again unleash the terrible rockets and bombs kept Allied scientists busy in an all out effort to duplicate the weapon and deploy an atomic bomb, particularly when the V-1 and V-2 rocket bombs began to fall on London again. Each terrible missile saw the higher ups hold their breath, thinking this would be the one to ignite a holocaust in London—but it never came. The American Manhattan Project finished a full year early, in the autumn of the year 1944, and then the bombs fell on Germany instead.
Remembering the fate of the Mississippi, the Wasp, and all those other ships and men who had died with her, President Roosevelt ordered the deployment of the weapon in reprisal that very same year. The city of Hamburg was chosen, it being an important naval facility for the Kriegsmarine, a fitting return, or so the Americans thought, for the bomb the German navy had flung at them years ago.
Allied forces braced themselves for a German counterattack using an atomic weapon, but none came, convincing them that Germany possessed no further weapons of this nature. For her own part, the United States had only one more bomb in inventory, which they dubbed “Fat Man.” Roosevelt then directly warned Hitler that the Allied armies would not hesitate to use further weapons and destroy Berlin unless Germany surrendered. Hitler fled to a secret underground bunker, and saw the destruction of the city before he would countenance surrender. Yet his Generals, seeing the madness that had come upon the world, and their nation, finally prevailed and put an end to the matter. Hitler was assassinated in November of 1944, and Germany formally sued for peace shortly thereafter.
The Allies were on the Rhine, and there would be no “Battle of the Bulge” that December. The Soviets had entered Estonia, Latvia, East Prussia and Hungary, and were reorganizing on the borders of Poland. Roosevelt sent a personal message to Stalin asking him to stop the war. He refused, but settled for Poland before he halted hostilities on the eastern front. The cry “on to Berlin” abated when the Russians realized Berlin was no longer there. The war in Europe ended in late January of 1945.
Yet that early ending changed little else in the long, simmering standoff between the West and the Soviet Union that followed. Soon the Russians had the bomb as well, and both sides stood a long guarded watch on the years ahead, as relations continued to slowly erode between them. This time, however, they did not make it through the minefield of near run military standoffs and nuclear brinksmanship. This time something different happened.
~ ~ ~
Admiral Volsky, peered at Rodenko’s radar scope, his eyes pursed with concern. All of the contacts they had been tracking were gone on both radar and sonar.
“It could be a system failure, just as before,” Rodenko persisted. “It took us some time to recover full sensor integrity after that first incident.”
“I suggest we get a helicopter up,” said Fedorov, his new position loosening his tongue a bit and prompting him to voice his opinions without reserve. “They can get down to the last plotted positions on these contacts easily enough.”
The Admiral gave the order, and minutes later the KA-226 was heading south. As it did so the communications and telemetry contact weakened with distance, just as before, but they were able to maintain a hold on the craft. The Admiral soon heard what he expected, that there was no sign of the British or American task forces they had been tracking.
“Perhaps they made a rapid withdrawal south,” said Fedorov. “We could come about and steam to Newfoundland. If they are still active in the region we will likely encounter them. In light of the sea effects we encountered again, we must at least determine if our position is stable…In time that is.”
“I want no more fireworks,” said Volsky. “My instincts tell me to turn east into the Atlantic and head for that tropical paradise, but I will indulge you, Mister Fedorov. Bring the ship around and head south again. If the KA-226 has no contacts, have it precede us in the vanguard and overfly this Argentia Bay where Roosevelt and Churchill are supposed to be meeting. Yet at the first sign of a potentially hostile contact, I want that helo to withdraw to the ship at full speed.”
“Aye, sir.”
Nikolin radioed the orders and the helo pushed on ahead. It was not long before they lost radio contact with it, a tense period where Volsky worried that those planes they had seen were still up and about. The minutes stretched on and on, interminable. Then, at just after 17:00 hours, Rodenko picked up the helicopter again on his radar. Soon after it reported in on the radio. Argentia Bay was vacant and empty. The pilot’s voice seemed strained and worried on the radio.
“We overflew St. John’s en route to Argentia,” he said. “There’s signs of severe blast damage, and the whole town had been obliterated—not a single building still standing. We saw nothing moving on the isthmus, and Argentia Bay is completely empty. There are no ships anchored there of any type. We took HD video and can replay the file if you wish, Admiral.”
“Just tell them to return to the ship. We’ll view the files later.” Volsky looked at Fedorov. “Number One?” The question in his voice was obvious.
Fedorov shook his head. “There is no way the Americans could have sailed off that quickly,” he said. “I believe we have experienced another anomaly, sir. We may have moved in time again.” The words still sounded preposterous as he spoke them, but their experience the last week had opened their minds to the possibility, and it was easier to think and speak of now, yet no less disturbing.
“But we still haven’t answered our last two questions,” said Volsky. “Have we gone further back in time, moved forward? How far? And why is this happening now? There have been many detonations of nuclear devices at sea, and never once have these effects been reported.”
He thought for a moment, remembering what Engineering Chief Dobrynin had told him again. Each time this had happened the ship’s reactors had experienced a strange neutron flux. Could the detonations be triggering this effect? Was it being enhanced or enabled by the ship’s own reactor systems?
A moment of alarm came when Rodenko reported the sudden appearance of surface and air contacts on his screen—yet they vanished seconds later, leading them to believe it was nothing more than a glitch in the equipment.
“Well, sir,” said Fedorov with a shrug. “I suggest we cruise to the American coast, or perhaps Halifax in Nova Scotia. It’s just a day’s cruise away and it is a substantial city. I don’t like what the pilot said about the destruction of St. John. Let us get to a more populous region and do a reconnaissance. And Mister Nikolin should be monitoring all normal radio bands.”
“I have been, sir,” said Nikolin. “I can’t pull in anything—not even on shortwave. I should be able to hear most European stations, and anything broadcasting in the Americas, but I get nothing at all.”
“The signals improved after some time before,” said Fedorov. “Keep listening.”
~ ~ ~
They sailed south round the cape of Newfoundland, alert for any sign of activity in the sea and sky around them, but saw and heard nothing—no sign of human activity of any kind. The men were tired and hungry, and Volsky began rotating relief shifts at every station, and went so far as to order the ship’s galley to send up food and several pots of good hot coffee. They passed the Gulf of St. Lawrence and headed for the coast of Nova Scotia, making for Halifax. The closer they came, the more edgy the crew seemed to be, though the hot food and coffee helped a great deal.
Volsky slept in his chair, unwilling to leave the bridge, and refusing to have anything to do with Karpov and Orlov for the time being. He would talk with them later. Fedorov went below for a while, catching a few hours sleep before returning to stand another watch when Rodenko again reported clear airborne contacts close enough to be within sighting distance of the ship! This time Tasarov had similar readings on his sonar equipment indicating the presence of ships nearby yet, just as the ship’s new executive officer was ready to sound the alert, the contacts mysteriously vanished again, and the watch settled back into the long quiet hours at sea. It was a 300 mile journey, and even at 30 knots it would take them ten hours to reach Halifax.
Along the way the Admiral had Fedorov bring the ship in close to the shore on occasion, and they scanned the coast with field glasses and long range HD video cameras, yet saw no sign of activity there. The coast was a maze of small inlets, bays and islets, sprinkled with tiny fishing towns here and there, though they could not make out any buildings. They passed Mitchel Bay, Sheet Harbor, Sober Island and Taylor’s Head without seeing anything of note. There were no fishing trawlers out to sea, and no sign of life on the coast that they could discern, but they were still too far from shore to make out much, and Volsky did not want to expend any more aviation fuel to recon that area.
“Let’s wait and get down to Halifax,” he said. “Nuclear fuel seems to be getting us about fairly cheaply. Aviation fuel is another matter. We must conserve as much as possible.”
Some hours later they were again surprised by Tasarov’s report of screw sounds on his sonar. A few seconds later Rodenko confirmed the report on radar, very close, and Fedorov’s eyes widened when he thought he spotted the silhouette of a small cutter take shape on the foggy horizon. The contact vanished again, like a cloud changing shape and dissolving into the mist, but this time they dispatched the KA-226 scout helicopter to conduct a thorough search of the area, yet nothing was found.
“Are we imagining all these contacts?” Fedorov asked. For that matter, he wondered if the whole scenario was nothing more than a bizarre nightmare of their own making. When Dobrynin called up to the bridge to report more unusual flux activity in the reactors, the Admiral seemed very troubled.
“It comes and goes, sir,” he said over the intercom. “Three times now… But things have settled down again. I note no unusual readings.”
Fedorov was troubled as well. He slipped quietly over to his old navigation station to retrieve the copy of The Chronology of the War at Sea, and opened to August of 1941. His eye was drawn to the odd segment where the allied naval forces had come to full alert after three separate sightings of a “Hipper class cruiser” in the seas near Newfoundland. The ship was reported that way each and every time, yet it seemed to vanish, and no sign of it was ever found. His eyes betrayed the depth of his muse, and the confusion as he struggled to form a clear thought on what he read… was it possible? They had picked up the ghostly image of ships around them three times now—ships that vanished just as that Hipper class cruiser had vanished in August of 1941—three times… He set the book down and returned to his station, his eyes scanning the seas ahead with a look of grave concern on his face.
They caught sight of Devil’s Island and headed for the Inlet that would lead them up past McNabs Island to Dartmouth and Halifax Harbor. It was 04:00 hours before they were in the main shipping channel, expecting to see the lights of the city glittering in the hazy distance, yet a thick bank of fog was on the headlands, masking all. Halifax was one of the world’s largest and deepest harbors, and Volsky fully expected to find the answer to at least one of their questions here. He decided to sail boldly up the channel, fog or no fog. There was nothing but the coastline return on Rodenko’s screens, and Tasarov heard nothing on sonar. As a precaution, he stood the crew to action stations, and was fully prepared to use his formidable 152mm deck guns if they ran into anything hostile. He was taking the ship in.
Fedorov knew the place well. “McNabs Island is largely empty,” he said, “But it was heavily wooded, and I see nothing there at all now. Very strange, sir. We should be seeing something more at the harbor in a few minutes. This is a very busy port, particularly in 1941, as it was a major embarkation point for all the outbound convoys. The absence of shipping in this channel is ominous, to say the least. There should be steamer traffic, tankers, civilian craft all about us by now. I don’t have a good feeling about this, sir.”
“Helmsman, ahead one third,” said Volsky.
“Ahead one third, sir. Aye.”
“That damnable fog,” said Volsky. “We rely so much on our technology. Radar sees nothing, Tasarov hears nothing, yet I want the evidence of my own eyes before I can assure myself we are no longer entangled with the British and American navies. I don’t even trust those Tin Men with their video cameras any longer.” He waved dismissively at the HD video displays.
They passed McNabs Cove on their right and headed into the outer harbor. “We should see something there,” Fedorov pointed. “Just past Point Pleasant on the left, sir.”
The ship had slowed to a sedate ten knots, and drifted through the veils of fog, yet they saw no lights, and the morning was heavy and quiet, a stillness that conjured up an unaccountable fear in every man as the ship cruised closer to the harbor entrance. Then the fog lifted briefly and Fedorov caught a glimpse of the shoreline.
“Good god,” he breathed. It was a blackened wreck. No buildings were standing. The long commercial piers were completely gone, and the coast seemed a charred rubble pile. It was clear that something had been there, a harbor, a city, yet the whole scene was a mass of debris and wreckage. As the ship edged in closer they could see none of the high rise buildings that should have graced the harbor’s edge. In their place were masses of burned out rubble and twisted steel.
“Mister Rodenko,” Volsky said in a quiet voice. “Scan for residual radiation.”
“Aye, Sir…I’m getting a low background reading, elevated above normal, but nothing to be overly concerned about.”
Volsky nodded his head. “It looks like the entire city had been obliterated.”
George’s Island loomed ahead, a blackened, treeless cone, and Fedorov had the helmsman move the ship to the right of the burned out islet. “That should be the Imperial Petroleum tank farm and refinery sector,” Fedorov pointed, yet all they could see were piles of wreckage, stained char-black by fire and smoke damage. As they reached the inner harbor he could see that MacDonald’s bridge was completely gone, and the cities of Halifax and Dartmouth were both completely destroyed. A smoky fog and haze hung over the broken landscape, and shrouded their minds and hearts as Volsky ordered the ship to slow to five knots.
“We could sail on in to Bedford Basin, sir,” said Fedorov, but I don’t think we’ll find anything there either. What could have done this?”
“How many warheads did that maniac Karpov unleash?” asked Volsky, looking at Samsonov.
“Sir, we fired the number ten missile in the MOS-III bank. All the rest were Moskit-IIs with conventional warheads.”
“It is clear that we did not do this with our weapons then,” said Volsky. “Though we may yet be responsible for what we are seeing here.”
“Sir,” said Fedorov. “We need to ascertain our position in time. I think it is fairly safe to say this is not Halifax of 1941. I suggest we put a shore party in for a closer look. We might find something that could tell us the date, or at least give us some better idea of what happened here.”
“Correct, Mister Fedorov. I think this is a job for Sergeant Troyak. Let us answer this question of when concerning our position, here and now.”
“If I may, sir, I’d like to accompany the landing party.”
The Admiral sent down the order, and Troyak took five marines ashore with Fedorov in an inflatable boat. They would search for anything they could secure that would shed light on their situation, but there was not much to find. Clearly the entire region had undergone a severe trauma. The damage from blast, shock and fire was evident. Most anything that would burn was incinerated, and apparently some time ago. There was no residual heat coming from the rubble piles, largely heaps of metal and concrete that had survived whatever had happened here. In places Troyak even found stone that had apparently been broiled to a hard glassy state. They returned, disheartened and chastened by the experience.
Fedorov had a haunted, defeated look on his face. “There was nothing, sir,” he said. “Nothing intact. No sign of life—no bones in the rubble either, not even a bird or a fly. Whatever happened here was severe and utterly lethal. It was not a natural event either. No tsunami or earthquake could have accounted for what we saw there. Metal was melted—rocks heated to form glass! And I think it happened some time ago, sir. The radiation levels were very low, though they decay to near normal within a hundred days of a detonation. But this could have happened much earlier, perhaps even years.”
“Only a nuclear weapon could have caused destruction on this scale,” said Volsky. “So in that we have one clue. We have not slipped further into the past, correct? Halifax was an important harbor and naval center. If it came to war—who knows when it happened—then this was a likely target, and we would be right at ground zero here if a missile was targeted to take out this harbor infrastructure.”
“There did seem to be a crater, sir.”
“Not surprising,” said Volsky. “It would have been a low air burst, and I would guess that this target would have received no less than a 150 kiloton warhead—perhaps two. That could have been fired by an ICBM, or even one of our submarines.”
“One of our submarines, sir?”
“Who else? I don’t think the British or French would have any interest in destroying this harbor, nor even the Chinese if it came to war. But it has long been on the target list for our ballistic missile submarines. I have seen the information first hand.” He shook his head sullenly. “Borei class…We name the damn subs after the north wind, Boreas, but it is a hard wind that blew here to bring such destruction.”
“Then you are suggesting another war has broken out, Admiral? That we are back in our own time again?”
“Well that hard north wind has blown us clear of the Second World War, and now it seems we have landed in the Third! One day we will grow tired of counting them I suppose. But this is damage from a nuclear warhead, that much is clear to me.”
Fedorov had a distant, empty look on his face as he thought. The history had changed! Nothing was certain now. Nothing could be relied on from this moment forward. He glanced sheepishly at the small library of books on the shelf at his old navigation station. Much of the history in them was so much fiction now. Everything had changed, and it had come to war this time around. War was a ticking clock, he knew, remembering a poem by Kudryavitsky. Tick, tick, tick—then the Alarm clock bomb goes off taking you by surprise with its morning shock. “It’s better that you hear it…” His voice trailed off, disconsolate and forlorn in tone.
“Mister Fedorov?” The Admiral looked at him, brows raised.
“A Russian poet, sir,” said Fedorov, quoting the line in full: “Sometimes the alarm-clock looms up first, quietly ticking in the doorway. It’s better that you hear it…”
Volsky nodded. “Some men never listen,” he said quietly, musing. “If war came, and this city was destroyed, then I fear it was a general exchange between Russia and the West. It is my guess that we will find much the same level of destruction if we continue on this course and visit the American coastline. All those cities would have received multiple missiles in a general exchange.”
“But why sir?” Samsonov had a blank look on his face.
“Why?” Volsky gave him a long look. “You have to look no farther than this ship to answer that, Mister Samsonov. We build them, these war machines, these ticking clocks, and they do their job with lethal efficiency. Look how we savaged the British and American navies—this single ship—and we could have done worse damage if Karpov had his way. Yet we vanished from the scene of the crime, a thief in the night as it were. No doubt they looked for us for a very long time, but all for naught. We were here, in some black future we only now begin to surmise, here with the consequences of what we have done when we so blithely put to sea with our holds crammed full of missiles and warheads. Is that not what you were trained for?” His eyes softened a bit as he went on. “No—I do not put any blame on you, Samsonov. It is what we all were trained for. The uniforms, the salutes, the niceties of rank and protocol—all these are just ways we console ourselves as we drill in the making of war. In the final analysis, this is the end of it all, yes? These are the consequences. Who knows how much of the world is left out there for us now?”
“Then what do we do now, sir?” said Samsonov. The eyes of the entire bridge crew were on the Admiral now, for his words had seared them with the realization of what had happened, what they may have done, mindlessly, reflexively, and by simply following the orders of Karpov as was their duty at the time. Duty? What were they, wound up clocks, bound to strike midnight come what may, or men capable of stilling the hands and stopping that jangling sound of the alarm? Yet they had failed to listen. Yes, it was better if you listen…Did they change the history, or was this end as inevitable as the ticking of that clock? No man among them could answer that.
“What do we do?” Volsky clasped his hands behind his back. “We go and find that beach Doctor Zolkin was talking about. We go and find that island.”
The Admiral tapped Fedorov on the shoulder. “Mister Fedorov, the helm is yours. I think I had best walk the ship and talk with the men. They deserve to know what has happened, and for that matter, I think I will pay a visit to Karpov and Orlov as well.”
There was a moment of silence on the bridge until the Admiral gave a final command. “Helm, come about. Take us back up the channel and out to sea. Then ahead two thirds.”
“Aye sir, coming about and out to sea, sir.”
~ ~ ~
DD Plunkett finally righted herself, breaking through another great wave and out into a mottled sea of luminescent green. Kauffman had been holding on to a bulkhead beam for dear life, and he looked out, amazed to see that the seas had suddenly calmed and his ship was settling down, the bow still cutting through the diminished swells at high speed. He had taken a few hard blows from the enemy, but now he could see nothing on the horizon, the shadow of steel and fire they had been chasing was gone.
The Captain was out on the watch deck at once, field glasses in hand, scanning the seas in every direction. There was nothing left of his destroyer division. Benson, Mayo and Jones were gone, but off to the starboard side he caught sight of Division 14. They had been trailing behind his ships somewhat, and suffered less from the enemy guns. Hughes was leaving a wake of smoke, but Madison, Gleaves and Lansdale seemed alive and well.
“Well I’ll be damned,” he breathed. He kept scanning.
“Jimmy, signal Div-Fourteen and see if they have a sighting on that German ship.”
Word came back by lantern: clear ahead, and Kauffman had the other ships form up on Plunkett, a fistful of five destroyers, the proud remnant of Desron 7. They searched the area for some time, but there was no sign of the German raider, or of that awesome explosive geyser they had seen to their east. Kauffman decided to risk a radio call, and he put out a message, hoping to hear from TF-16 and the Mississippi. There was nothing but silence, and the odd green sea.
The Captain scratched his head. Thankfully the fires were out on his own ship, and Plunkett was still seaworthy. With three ships lost, and the enemy nowhere to be seen, he eventually decided to come about and head back to Argentia Bay. When he arrived there he would get the surprise of his life.
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Diagram showing the addition of the forward and aft Armored Citadels and the addition of the three twin 152mm naval gun turrets.



Maps


WARNING: Maps will reveal significant plot elements of the story. Spoilers dead ahead! They are included here as references for those wishing to follow the saga graphically as they read. But if you don’t want to know what’s coming up ahead, steer clear of these waters.
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